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Chapter 1

Ray Bailey sat at a small round table outside
an ice cream parlor in the tony shopping district of St. Armand's
Key, across the intracoastal waterway from Sarasota, Florida. He
sipped a chocolate shake, hoping he appeared to be merely reading
the newspaper and casually people-watching. He recognized a number
of other reporters from various Sarasota publications hanging
around, as well. All of them were attempting to look as though they
were doing something besides watching the entrance to the beauty
parlor across the street. Ray noted with interest that the throng
included an FBI agent who seemed to be trying to look like a
reporter.

Ray smiled behind his paper. The agent's act
was probably fooling most people in the crowd, but Ray knew the
guy. Ray was somehow aware that the agent had seen and recognized
him as well. He didn't let his eyes linger or acknowledge the agent
in any way but they definitely connected. He hated how sometimes
cops could read peoples' minds from long distances and, somehow,
let you know they were doing it. Ray was puzzled. He knew why he
was there, and he suspected that the other reporters were there for
more or less the same reason. He didn't understand why the feds
were there. He thought they were finished with this case.

Before he could get too caught up in his
speculations about that, the door of the salon opened, and a woman
walked out, crossed the sidewalk and stepped into a waiting
Mercedes. Ray's focus zeroed in on her for the 30 seconds or so he
could see her. She was probably in her fifties, but she was very
well preserved. She had dark blond hair that looked pretty good to
Ray. He figured it ought to look damned fabulous, given the fact
that she had just plunked down about $300 for a haircut. She was
statuesque but not model-tall. She was in very good shape for her
age, and the word on her was that she maintained her figure with a
rigorous regime of exercise and diet. The society columnist at the
paper told him that Marcella Wilson was reputed to be about the
only woman in her circle who had never had any kind of plastic
surgery. That made her kind of a freak among society women. Ray was
somehow pleased to hear that because the idea of cosmetic surgery
repulsed him. He noticed that her clothes were obviously expensive,
but not flashy or revealing.

She had the aura of a woman from “old money”
who was comfortable with her wealth. She did not flaunt herself or
her money like so many of the nouveau riche women who filled the
restaurants and malls of Sarasota in the wintertime. Marcella
Wilson was different. She struck Ray as being “classy”. That was a
commodity he appreciated and which seemed increasingly rare in his
world.

The limo pulled out into traffic and headed
in the direction of Longboat Key where Ray knew Mrs. Wilson had
recently purchased a condo. Ray thought she had the damnedest way
of being broke he had ever seen. He polished off the last of his
milkshake and noticed that the reporters were all gone. The FBI
agent was still there, sitting on the bench pretending to read the
newspaper.

Ray tossed his cup in a trashcan and walked
across the street toward the agent. He knew if the guy were on
official business he'd get the brushoff, but then at least he would
know that there was some kind of official investigation. He cleared
his throat and said, “Afternoon, Steve. I don't know if you
remember me. I'm Ray Bailey from the Times. We met a couple
of years ago.”

The agent looked up as though he had been
waiting for Ray. He put out his hand and said, “Sure, I remember
you. How's it going?”

“Fine.”

An awkward moment followed. Then the agent
stood up and said, “I was just about to get a bite of lunch. Care
to join me?”

Ray had just inhaled a milkshake and didn't
want anything to eat but it isn't every day that a FBI agent
invites a reporter to lunch. It fell into the category of “an offer
he couldn't refuse.” He chuckled to himself and said, “Sure. What
did you have in mind?”

The agent thought for a minute and then
smiled. “Let's go someplace in town. These joints out here in St.
Armand's are out of my price range.”

Ray chuckled, out loud this time, and nodded,
“Mine, too.”

They decided to meet in an hour at an old
fish market/restaurant on Tamiami Trail. Before making his way to
the restaurant, Ray checked his voice messages and email on his
phone and notified his editor he was working on a potential story
and would not be back in the office. The editor asked for details.
Ray sent her a brief email to the effect that there were no details
to provide yet; he said he didn't even know if there was a story.
He was just following a hunch.

The editor responded with her standard
instructions not to waste time or money where there is no
story.

How the hell do you know whether or not
there is a story unless you look? Ray was a sort of “old
school” reporter. In his opinion there was a continental divide in
the world of journalism. Those reporters who had been in the
business or who at least had gone to journalism school before
Watergate operated according to “old rules” where the idea was to
tell stories and write well. Reporters who came up in the immediate
post-Watergate world wanted to be the next Woodward or Bernstein;
their focus was on investigation and digging up dirt. Ray couldn't
tell what the hell the really young reporters were doing; their
focus seemed to be on gossip that required neither good writing nor
any kind of research beyond the occasional Google search.

Ray had worked as an investigative reporter
early in his career, but he moved away from that for the most part
by the late 1970's. Since then, he concentrated on feature
articles, occasional sports writing (mostly so he could score free
tickets to significant games), and “hard” news. Ray was a story
teller, not a detective. He was a decent investigator and
researcher, but he did those things for the purpose of writing a
good story not for the purpose of digging up dirt.

He thought most of the stuff in the
newspapers today was abominably written crap. He took longer to
research and write his features than any other reporter on the
paper, and it was a bone of contention between him and his editor,
a woman less than half his age who couldn't write a grammatical
sentence if her life depended on it. She was not a journalist. She
was a businesswoman, dispatched by a media conglomerate to tighten
up the newsroom operations in order to maximize profits for the new
owners of the paper.

Ray had been with The Sarasota Times
for 35 years and was its highest paid reporter, which wasn't saying
much given the fact that until recently it had been an
independently owned paper in a relatively small market in Florida.
He was keenly aware the new management would love to get rid of
him. Frankly, he had contemplated retirement just to get away from
the hassle, except he had no earthly idea how he would function if
he didn't have a deadline.

If only out of pure stubbornness, he hung
onto his job and, made a sport of annoying his editor, which wasn't
hard to do because it sometimes seemed that she was always annoyed
about something. In return, she seemed to take inordinate delight
in pissing Ray off on a regular basis. They both knew that the only
thing that saved his job were all the journalism awards he had won,
most significantly the two Pulitzer prizes. In the past, he had
kept the Pulitzer certificates hidden away in his credenza but he
recently had them framed and hung them prominently behind his desk,
just to drive her crazy.

The corporations buying up the few small,
independent papers around the country were considered, by every
reporter Ray knew and most serious readers, to be destroying the
quality of America's newspapers. While the corporations that owned
the papers vigorously denied it in public, they were systematically
initiating policies that made it virtually impossible for reporters
to do their jobs well. The few remaining journalists who wrote
carefully-researched, thoughtful and well-written stories were
being driven out. The only old-timers who were “safe” (relatively
speaking) were the ones with prestigious awards because the
corporations used those awards in their advertising. His awards
gave Ray a tiny measure of breathing room, but he knew that there
was definitely a line which his editor would love him to cross so
she could get rid of him. The problem was: she knew where the line
was, but he didn't.

Forty-five minutes after he left St. Armand's
Circle, Ray pulled into the parking lot of Walt's Seafood Market
and Restaurant. Steve Johnston was already there. They each ordered
a crab cake sandwich and hush puppies with sweet tea. Ray raised
his eyebrows and nodded at Steve's food, saying, “I never took you
for a Cracker.”

Steve laughed, “Not a Cracker. I'm originally
from coastal Georgia, near Savannah. I was stationed for a long
time in Pennsylvania, so I lost a lot of my accent; I can even pass
for a Yankee if I have to, although I wouldn't admit that to the
Bureau. I don't ever want to be stationed up north again if I can
help it.

“I enjoy this posting. I love being near the
ocean, where I can go deep-sea fishing whenever I want. I
especially love good seafood, and Southern-style sweet tea.”

Ray laughed, “Used to be tea automatically
came sweet. Now there are so many damned-Yankees around here, they
ask you if you want it sweet or unsweet. I hate that. Why the hell
would anyone in his right mind drink unsweetened tea, for God's
sake?”

Steve chuckled, and asked, “Are you a native
of Sarasota?”

Ray shook his head. “Worse than that. I was
born and grew up in Key West, back when Key West was: (a) a Naval
Station; (b) a fishing village; and, (c) a haven for various
misfits who were pretty much unwelcome anyplace else. When I was a
kid, there were no cruise ships or fancy restaurants or designer
stores in Key West. I don't think I even owed a pair of shoes other
than flip flops until I went to school – and it wasn't because we
were poor. My dad owned a bar: in Key West that put us close to the
top of the economic food chain at the time.

“My wife used to tell people that Jimmy
Buffet fashioned his persona after me. That's not true. The fact of
the matter is that Jimmy's persona belongs to him. It just happens
that there were a bunch of us living the Margaritaville lifestyle
when he came to Key West. He sort of joined in the party and then
made the lifestyle known to the public.”

“You know Buffet?”

“I met him a few times when I was a kid. He
and his buddies used to come into Dad's place occasionally. I think
his band may have played there a few times very early in his
career, when they still worked mainly for beers and the chance to
get up in front of people. At the time there were a lot of guys
like Jimmy in Key West. It was sort of South Florida's Party
Central. It sure as hell was a fun place to be young.”

Steve looked impressed, “I'll bet it was a
lot more fun than my home town, where the Southern Baptists were in
firm control of every aspect of everybody's life, whether you were
Baptist or not. My dad was a Baptist preacher, which meant that my
life was particularly dull. I don't think I had any fun at all
until I went away to college.”

They both laughed and turned their attention
to the delicious sandwiches, which they ate quickly, but savoring
every mouthful. Ray smiled, “God, this place has great food! Every
time I eat here I'm afraid it'll be the last time.”

“Me too. I think all these old joints are
soon-to-be history. I'm afraid I'll starve when this place closes.
I have lunch here at least three times a week and sometimes dinner,
too.”

“You're not married?”

Johnston made a face, “Divorced, for the last
four years.”

Ray nodded, “Me, too. Fifteen. It sucks.”

The conversation petered out. They looked at
each other, each considering what to say, or not to say. Ray knew
the next move was his, so he decided to simply be honest. Steve was
not one of those arrogant would-be-Elliot Ness feds. He was a “good
ol' boy” -- which merited a different approach. Ray said, “So,
how's come you were hanging around St. Armand's Circle today? I
thought Techtron was a closed case.”

“I guess I was doing the same thing as all
you reporters were doing. I was sniffing around to see what's up
with her. I've always felt there was something we missed. What do
you think of Mrs. Wilson?”

Ray smiled slowly and stretched. He drawled,
“Well, I think that if you hadn't been in the crowd, I'd have gone
back to work and told my editor I was moving on to another subject.
I have no interest in doing celebrity journalism. If Marcella
Wilson is just a celebrity widow who spends obscene amounts of
money on her hair, the tabloids can have her.”

He paused for effect and added, “But, as soon
as I noticed a federal agent in the crowd, I decided to stick
around.”

Johnston put his elbows on the table, “Do you
think there's a story?”

“I don't know. Could be just sharks circling
around someone who's already bleeding. Frankly, I'm a bit
embarrassed to tell you I know very little about Marcella Wilson or
her infamous late husband and his failed company. I guess I was in
the crowd because I wanted to get a look at her, and because I've
heard rumors that made me curious.”

“You didn't follow the Techtron story?!”

Ray shrugged. “When that story first broke, I
was working on my Everglades piece. That story was my life for
almost three years. I actually spent most of the time when the
Techtron story was on the front pages practically living with a
Miccosukkee family in the 'Glades. During that time, I barely
followed the news from the outside world at all. I'm a reporter,
but I'm not exactly a news junkie.

“I don't know how the hell the former owners
of the paper let me go on that long researching one story, but it
turned out to be a great series, won me a Pulitzer prize and is, in
my opinion, the best thing I ever wrote in my life. I was so
totally consumed in my research and I spent so much time in the
'Glades, I had only the dimmest awareness of the Techtron
disaster.”

Johnston smiled. “That may be a good
thing.”

“How so?”

“You're coming into this with virgin eyes.
You have no preconceived notions. If you are so inclined, I think
you should go back and look at the story. Now that it's over, go
back and review the whole thing. I worked on the investigation. The
investigation is officially over and the bad guys are in jail. A
little of the money has been recovered. The Bureau closed the book
on it and there'd be hell to pay if my chief were to find out where
I spent the day today. Believe me, I was not in St. Armand's Square
today on official business. I was there because my gut has always
told me there is more to the Techtron story than we know, even
now.”

“Those rumors are true?”

“You mean the rumors that she was somehow
involved?”

“Yeah.”

“I don't know if they're true or not. I do
know we never turned up any evidence. But, then, at the time, we
were not looking at her. She was just the wife of the Bad Guy. The
rumors about her didn't start circulating until after the whole
thing was over, and she seemed not to be as destroyed by Techtron's
collapse as you would have expected.”

“Hmmmm. That's very interesting. So we have a
giant corporation that implodes in a huge scandal. The top
corporate officers are convicted of a laundry list of crimes. The
Biggest Baddest Guy of all goes to Miami and offs himself in an
expensive hotel suite a few days before he's supposed to report to
Club Fed. Most of the money is still missing. Wilson's widow
supposedly was left with nothing.

“So, what's she doing moving into an
expensive condo on Longboat Key? Where's she get the money for a
$300 haircut? And, maybe most of all, where does she get that aura
of old money and class? I only saw her for a few seconds, but she
reminded me a whole lot more of those old-money, blue-blooded
barracudas who run the Symphony Society and the Yacht Club
Auxiliary than the nouveau-rich corporate tycoons' wives in whose
company she supposedly belongs.”

Johnston smiled, sipped his tea, and
commented, “Must be the good-old-boy radar or somethin'. You're new
to the story. I've worked this case since day one. It's interesting
that we both have that gut feeling that there is something about
Marcella Wilson that just doesn't add up.”

They were quiet for a while. Johnston looked
out the window. Ray closed his eyes and drummed his fingers on the
table. After a few minutes he nodded and opened his eyes, “I guess
I'll be spending some time online reading some of the news I
missed. Any tips on where I should start?”

Johnston shook his head. “Not really. I don't
want to steer you too much. I will say you should probably not
start with the Big Story itself. I think that's where we went
wrong. We were focusing on the internal workings of Techtron and
all the financial shenanigans that led up to its failure. I'm
convinced we figured that out. We know who did it, what they did
and how they did it. I am pretty sure we got that stuff right. The
people who are in jail are guilty of what they were convicted
of.

“What I am not sure we got right is the
'why'. I am also not 100% sure that all of the guilty people are in
jail. If I have any suggestion for you at all, I would say: don't
focus on the accounting side of the Techtron melt-down. We took
care of that. Don't worry too much about the employees who are in
jail. Instead, look at the people who aren't in jail. Look at the
group of people who created Techtron, most of whom left the company
before things went bad.

“While you're at it, look at Marcella Wilson,
too.

“Frankly, I hope I'm wrong to suspect her of
anything. I interviewed her several times. She was clearly
devastated by what happened to her husband, both the collapse of
his company and his subsequent conviction and suicide. She struck
me as a nice lady, maybe too nice for the circles she moved in. I
guess maybe the fact that we never found the money still bothers
me. I don't believe anybody, even Roland Wilson with his
extravagant lifestyle, could have spent so much money over such a
short period of time and had so little to show for it.”

Ray grinned and laid his hands flat on the
table. “Okay. You have my attention.”

Johnston stood up and headed for the door.
Ray followed. Before Ray got into his car, Johnston handed Ray his
card, saying, “Call me if you turn up anything you think I should
know about.”

Ray put the card in his pocket. He doubted he
would need it. He reckoned that anything he could find out, the
cops could discover as well. There had been a couple of times when
he'd stumbled across information the authorities could not have
known; in those cases he had shared the information with the
police, but generally he preferred to let cops do their own
investigating. Ray worked alone.

After driving home, he ran for a while on the
beach at Siesta Key, taking Midnight Pass Road all around the
island. He couldn't run very fast, but he still could run pretty
far for a 62 year old geezer who previously smoked three packs of
cigarettes a day. Besides the house, the running habit was the only
good thing that had come out of his short and stormy marriage to a
local news anchor who has swept him off his feet and then flown off
on her broom when a larger TV market came calling.

When he first moved to Sarasota in 1974, he
bought a ramshackle house on Siesta Key, where condos and hotels
were beginning to sprout around the edges but the interior of which
was still almost completely Old Florida. After he got married, his
wife convinced him to tear down the wooden house and build a more
modern concrete block and stucco structure. They fought about that
a lot, like they had fought about every other damned thing in the
world, but in the long run he was glad she had made him do it. He
bought his original house for $20,000 in 1974; his wife spent
$55,000 on the renovation. He thought that was an exorbitant amount
of money at the time, and had raised plenty of hell about the
extravagance of the project. Ray's house was the smallest and
plainest house in the neighborhood, but it was valued at well over
a million dollars. He took delight in thinking of all the property
taxes he was not paying to the State of Florida since, according to
its screwed up tax structure, his property tax rate was based on
the original purchase price of his home, not its present assessed
value. He was grateful for that screwed up tax structure because he
knew if he had to pay taxes on the current value of the house, he'd
have to sell it and, on his salary, he would not be able to touch
another property anywhere near the coast.

When he got home from his run, he flipped
through the mail and then showered. After that, he took a pitcher
of mint tea and his laptop out to the screened-in porch which was
his “home office” and logged onto the Internet to begin his review
of the Techtron story.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


Ray spent several hours reading and taking
notes in a spiral school notebook, using several colors of ink and
highlighters, according to a method he had developed over years of
researching stories. It was almost midnight when he realized he had
finished off the pitcher of tea and had to pee urgently. He turned
off the computer, closed the notebook which was about half filled
with scrawled notes he might or might not be able to read tomorrow,
and got ready for bed.

After checking the doors and windows, he lay
down on his back with his hands behind his head. He was amazed to
learn he had somehow completely missed the biggest corporate
scandal of the decade. He was fascinated by the story. Knowing how
it ended didn't make it any less intriguing, perhaps especially
because his gut told him Steve Johnston was right. He had a very
strong feeling that the ending everyone “knew” wasn't the “real”
ending at all.

At first glance, it seemed to be a garden
variety corporate corruption story. Roland Wilson had presented
himself to the world as an incredibly smart entrepreneur. Maybe
that was true – at first, anyway. Wilson had understood the
significance of the computer boom very early. While Gates and
Balmer were building a software empire and Jobs was building a
hardware empire, Wilson focused on components. He invested in
companies that made all sorts of parts for electronic equipment:
chips, circuit boards, wiring, cables. His companies made
components used by both Mac's and PC's, as well as printers, fax
machines, and later cell phones, digital cameras, video games and
God knows what else. He hopped on the wireless bandwagon early.

Wilson didn't make or manage anything at
first: he just invested. He started his career as a CPA, and always
had an accountant's mentality about business. The only thing that
was important to him was the bottom line; he didn't care if the
profit came from increasing sales or cutting expenses. At first, he
invested his own money. Soon his friends and associates learned he
was doing well, so they started investing in the same
companies.

Eventually he developed partnerships and
hired fund managers to manage both his money and that of his other
investors while he studied and picked the stocks to buy. After a
few years of that, he started buying larger and larger blocks of
stock until soon he owned all or most of the stock of many of the
companies he invested in. He was very careful not to run afoul of
anti-trust laws, so he created holding companies and worked through
other entities when it appeared he was close to gobbling up too
much of a particular segment of the computer hardware industry.
Within a decade, there was probably not a computer or electronic
gadget in the world that didn't include at least some parts made by
companies Wilson owned or controlled.

He could have continued what he was doing and
competed with Warren Buffet for the title of worlds' greatest stock
picker, but he could not resist the allure of creating his own
empire. He decided to build his own brand of computers. He said he
wanted to build small, basic computers that would be very
inexpensive. He styled himself as the Sam Walton of the computer
world. His plan was to make computers anyone could afford, and sell
them to everyone. He concocted a grandiose plan to sell cheap
computers to schools in the Third World. He advertised his company
as essentially a humanitarian endeavor, offering the Internet and
computer technology very cheaply to the masses, in particular the
poor.

He named his company Techtron.

At the beginning Techtron appeared to be on
the fast track to success. The computers were basic, and MacIntosh
users in particular looked down on them, referring to them as the
“AOL of hardware” but the American public loved the concept.
Techtron did not expect to sell many computers in America, where
better computers were available and people had the money to pay for
them. Wilson's market was the rest of the world, in particular the
developing world.

Wilson took the taunts of the tech-snobs in
stride and planned to laugh all the way to the bank. Since Techtron
would buy most of its parts from other companies that Wilson owned
or invested in, he stood to amass an enormous personal fortune
whether Techtron itself made any money or not. Wilson always
admitted to flirting with the monopoly line, but the Feds watched
him closely and he was never caught actually crossing it. There
were rumors of questionable business ethics and “creative
accounting” early in Techtron's glory days, but in the post-Reagan
era when corporate America was the new Wild West, and the business
tycoons were the Cowboys, the analysts did not voice concern about
behind-the-scene accounting technicalities, at least not as long as
the stock was rising.

Wilson hired the best technical computer
designers in the world to build his computers. He built
state-of-the-art factories in a dozen third world countries and
made a big deal out of the fact that more than 85% of Techtron's
employees had been previously unemployed and living in poverty. His
computers were not fancy and they did not come with a lot of bells
and whistles, but they were serviceable and inexpensive, and they
were made by people many of whom were earning wages for the first
time in their lives.

When chips got small enough, Techtron
switched to manufacturing exclusively laptops, designed with school
children in mind. Wilson expected school systems everywhere in the
world to line up to buy his computers. Initially, that was what
happened. At one point, there was an 18 month waiting list; the
factories, which had all kinds of start-up problems due to their
remote locations and inexperienced work force, could not keep up
with the orders. Soon the computers became unavailable for purchase
by individuals, supposedly because there were so many schools and
governments ordering them in lots of hundreds, or even
thousands.

Wilson and Techtron appeared to be headed in
the direction of being one of the greatest corporate success
stories in American history, with a cool humanitarian twist. Wilson
styled himself as a sort of People's Capitalist. The press ate up
his marketing promotions, and publicized him to the max. The
American people ate it up, too. Roland Wilson became an instant
cultural icon. Techtron's stock was one of the hottest stocks of
the 1990's.

Ray had a niggling suspicion that Wilson's
humanitarianism was just an “act”. In its coverage of the story the
American media, collectively, had decided that Wilson was basically
a “good guy who went bad.” They interpreted his suicide as a sort
of repentance in the end. The media read the entire Techtron story
through that lens, and found some evidence to support the theory.
Ray had to admit that could even have been the truth. Wilson
certainly wouldn't be the first (or last) person in history who
started out with a great idea to benefit humanity, and then got
greedy.

Ray, however, knew enough about how those
“widely held” media assumptions originated to know it was rarely
wise to trust them. He concentrated on teasing out the facts behind
all the assumptions, and a slightly different picture started to
emerge for him. It was not a clear picture. It was rather like like
those “magic eye” pictures where what you can see depends on how
you look at it. Ray had the growing sense that Wilson's
humanitarianism was sort of a gimmick from the beginning but there
seemed to be no real facts to support that. Ray's gut had been
wrong from time to time. In this case he knew he was predisposed to
try to look at things differently, so he wasn't too quick to trust
his hunches.

He decided to quit thinking about it and try
to get some sleep.

Just before he drifted off it occurred to him
that he needed to come up with a story to write to justify his
salary for the month. He would have to put the Wilson story on the
back burner for a few days until he could earn his paycheck.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


A few days later, Ray turned in two stories.
One was about the arrest of what appeared to be a serial rapist.
Ray liked police stories that gave him the opportunity to have a
continuing story on which to report regularly. It gave him the
chance to get his byline in the paper on a daily basis, keeping his
name in front of the reading public. That was important – or had
once been important – in the newspaper business. Ray preferred not
to think about the diminution in importance of newspaper
bylines.

He also liked crime stories because they were
easy to write. Over the years he'd written many such stories and he
had most of the the ones from the last twenty years saved in his
word processor. Since crime stories were frequently very similar,
he often recycled his articles, having convinced himself that
copying his own articles didn't constitute legal plagiarism. He
could occasionally crank out a 2500 word article in under an hour,
depending on how much old material he was able to use. His editor
had never caught on to his recycled articles.

The second article he turned in was a long
feature article for Sunday's local pages about the closing of what
was nearly the last old tourist motel on Siesta Key. Years ago, Ray
had appointed himself the unofficial eulogist for old Sarasota
landmarks being torn down as a result of “progress”. He hated
watching the demise of the pre-Disney Florida he loved. He had a
scrapbook filled with articles and a shoe box full of photos. He
planned to turn those articles into a book ... someday. His working
title was Paradise Lost, Redux. He was in no hurry to start
writing it because he was depressed enough.

Having submitted those two articles, Ray had
lived up to his obligations to the paper for the month, other than
the follow up reports on the rapist. He was a friend of the
detective heading up the investigation. He would check in with his
buddy every day or so. That story would be easy.

He decided to resume his research on the
Wilson saga. His contract with the paper gave him latitude to pick
his own stories and the freedom to spend the time necessary to
digging up information on stories that might or might not pan out.
That was perhaps the one compensation of his longevity with the
paper. Occasionally a senior editor would ask him to look into
something in particular. He always did some investigation in
response to those requests. He did not always write anything about
what he learned. The previous management of the paper was very good
about that. They were newspaper people who knew he had great
instincts. The editorial staff had known him well enough to know
his instincts were usually right. The new management was a
corporation that was more interested in having employees who did
what they were told than in telling good stories. Ray, and nearly
everybody else at the Times, assumed that his days were
numbered.

Ray was not one for worrying about the
future. He lived very much in the moment. His current moment found
him in the morgue at the Times. The paper had most of the
last five or six years' worth of articles stored digitally in
searchable databases accessible from every workstation in the
building. To access older articles, reporters still had to go to
the morgue and dig out roll after roll of microfilm. Few reporters
actually did much in-depth research any more. Those that did
bitched about what a chore it was. All but Ray. He loved spending
hours alone in the morgue.

He was vain enough that, in addition to
whatever subject he was researching, he allowed himself to be
sidetracked, looking up articles he had written. Over the years, he
found that he had at least one article in most of the old issues he
reviewed. He liked to read his old stuff. He remembered most of his
“big” articles, but a lot of his smaller news pieces caught him by
surprise. He generally liked what he saw, except for his really
early work. Reading the articles he wrote in the first ten years or
so of his career was painful, but he forced himself to do it if for
no other reason than to remind himself how far he had come.

Even though Steve Johnston had told him not
to worry about the fall of Techtron in his research, he knew he
needed to have a general sense of the time line and who was
involved, if for no other reason than to learn which bad guys had
gone to jail so he would know who he could ignore when he started
digging deeper. He spent several hours poring over the stories,
jotting notes and making hrmphing noises in his throat. Every now
an then he would nod vigorously and write something down in red
ink. After what seemed to Ray to be only a few minutes, the
archivist came over to him and said, “Ray, we'll be closing in
fifteen.”

He looked up, somewhat bleary, but with eyes
wide in surprise, “You're kidding!?”

She laughed and patted his shoulder, “No, I'm
not. You need to get up and stretch, Ray.”

He stood up and discovered that all his
joints were stiff and sore. He wouldn't have time for a run at the
beach before dark, so he headed for the gym. He hated going to the
gym, but he kept a membership because of days like today, when he
worked until after dark, or those days when it was too stormy to
run outside. With his sedentary job, he tried to get in at least a
couple of hours of running a day, usually outside. He only resorted
to the gym when it was unavoidable.

Almost from the second he walked into the
gym, he considered leaving. The place was overrun by high school
cheerleaders. It was August. Football season was fast approaching.
He guessed the cheerleaders were training for the upcoming
season.

Cheer leading was different now than it had
been when he was a kid. Unlike the little tarts he remembered, who
simply jumped around on the sidelines shaking their pom-poms to
distract the adults and jiggling other parts of their anatomy for
the benefit of the adolescent boys, these girls were actual
athletes who did some pretty amazing gymnastics. Their moves could
be impressive on the sidelines of a football game, but he wasn't
happy with the giggling and talking in the gym. He hated talking in
the gym. Just as he started to fume, silence fell.

Five boys – obviously football players –
walked out of the weight room and hopped on exercise bikes directly
in front of the cheerleaders on their elliptical machines. Ray
smiled to himself thinking that perhaps things hadn't changed so
much after all. The good thing was that the girls were finally
quiet. The bad thing was the boys were talking and showing off for
the benefit of the girls. Ray was both amused and annoyed to find
that, in addition to the usual smell of sweat and disinfectant, the
place reeked of teen-agers in heat. He reminded himself once again
he'd been meaning to turn his spare bedroom into an exercise room
for years. Maybe the time had come to do it.

When he got home, he stood at the sink and
ate half of a Cuban sandwich left over from lunch the day before,
washing it down with fat-free buttermilk from the carton. Unlike
the stereotypical bachelor pad, Ray's home was immaculately clean,
thanks to the worlds greatest cleaning lady, who came in once a
week to scrub it from top to bottom. Ray helped his own cause by
being borderline obsessive about neatness. The cleaning lady
charged him less than she charged most of her other clients because
she did not have to pick up after him.

Ray loved the sense of order he found in his
home. All too often the world outside seemed to be chaotic and
downright terrifying. Inside his house, where everything was clean,
neat and well-organized, he felt safe.

He did not mind straightening up or
occasionally cleaning up messes in between Elena's visits. He
hated, however, to wash dishes, so he used as few as was possible,
hence his tendency to eat out of the container while standing at
the sink, or, more often, to eat out altogether.

When he had finished his “dinner”, he took a
pitcher of tea, his cell phone and his spiral notebook to the
screened porch. As he had gone through the Techtron stories, he had
made a list of the reporters he knew who had filed stories on the
subject. Even though he worked for a small paper in a backwater
market, he had been in the business forever and he knew a lot of
people. He started making calls.

Each call ran along the same pattern. They
started with reporter chit-chat and personal “catching up”, then
Ray turned to the reason for the call. Next he had to spend several
minutes convincing the other reporter that he did not have any new
information he was about to spring on the world, scooping
everybody. He explained that he was doing a feature article on
Marcella Wilson because she had recently and publicly taken up
residence in a posh section of Sarasota. After putting up with some
taunts about how far he had sunk to be doing celebrity bios, which
made him grit his teeth, each of the reporters agreed to tell him
what they knew about the case that didn't make it into the papers.
Ray took notes, asked questions and thanked his friends. Each and
every conversation ended with a brief discussion of the prospects
for the local college team in the upcoming football season.

By the time he finished with the California
reporters on his list, it was 1:00 a. m. He glanced over his notes,
jotted a few things in red in the margins and went to bed.

He had a hard time falling asleep. He had not
turned up one bit of evidence to support his theory that Wilson was
anything other than what he appeared to be. Ray could not shake the
feeling that didn't mean there wasn't something there. He just
needed to keep digging.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


Ray woke every morning at 6:00 a. m. without
an alarm, but he had stayed up too late the night before to hop out
of bed with his typical energy. He dragged himself to the shower
and, after a few minutes, turned off the hot water to jolt himself
awake with a cold-water rinse. That worked.

He dressed quickly and then called his police
department source regarding the rape case, mentally composing his
story on the way to work.

Once in his office, he made quick work of
writing and filing his news update. Then he turned to his email and
phone messages. He hated email. He preferred to speak to people in
person. He realized that made him something of a dinosaur in the
world of reporting where email, and even text-messaging, now often
replaced sitting down for face-to-face interviews. Ray loved doing
research on the Internet but he didn't like the idea of using it as
a communications device.

He scrolled through his emails half of which
consisted of “news tips” mostly from local crackpots whose names or
email addresses he recognized, including the guy who sent him an
email every single day (always at 4:30 a. m.) informing him in all
caps that the Commies were taking over in Tallahassee, and begging
him to get the word out so the people of Florida could rise up in
revolt in order to take back their state. Ray never failed to
chuckle uncomfortably when he read that guy's messages.

He knew the Commies hadn't taken over
Tallahassee, but in his opinion the idiots in the Capitol were a
thousand times worse than Commies. He rather thought the idea of a
million-person march on Tallahassee, with brooms and pitchforks
sounded like a better idea every time he thought about it. He
wondered if that made him as much of a nut-job as the guy sending
the daily missives from the lunatic fringe. He really didn't want
to know the answer to that.

The other half of his messages tended to be
intra-company bullshit, which he deleted without reading it.

He could never bring himself to simply delete
external email without reviewing it because there was the
occasional gem: the “tip” email that actually was a for-real news
item; the really funny joke; the interesting article from one of
the many blogs he subscribed to.

That day, as he scrolled through his
messages, he came across one that caused him to break out in a
sweat. It was from his ex-wife. He had not seen or heard from her
in more than fifteen years. What in the hell could she want?
He had to go to an editorial meeting in five minutes, and he needed
to focus. He forwarded the message, unread, to his personal email
account and deleted it from his business Inbox. He would deal with
Deborah later. Right now he had to contend with his editor, which
was bad enough. He strolled down the hall wondering which was
worse, the Wicked Witch of the East or the Wicked Witch of the
West....

He poured a cup of coffee, by-passed the
donuts and took his usual place in the seat at the conference room
table nearest the door. He always made it a point to be the first
person to arrive at meetings, so he could get his preferred seat.
He had never actually walked out during an editorial meeting, but
he always wanted to have the option if the situation called for it.
Other reporters filed in. Daphne Travers was the last to
arrive.

Ray watched her with a grudging admiration.
She was not a newspaper woman, which pissed him off. It was an
insult to the professionals in the newsroom that she had been
assigned to the position. How the hell did the company expect her
to run a newsroom with no news experience? Daphne made a lot of
mistakes and she was a pain in the ass when it came to controlling
costs. Nevertheless there was something about her Ray kind of
liked. She may not have known the newspaper business, but there was
no denying the fact she was smart. Very, very smart. He liked that
in women. He was usually willing to give a smart woman a lot of
leeway in the bitch department.

From the day Daphne arrived, all the
reporters in the newsroom lined up against her. She hung in there
and she never backed down from a confrontation. The thing that Ray
sort of admired about her was that she never seemed to take it
personally. She came in every day, did her job to the best of her
ability, which to Ray's mind wasn't much, but he had to give her
credit for persistence. What was most impressive to Ray was the
fact that she appeared to be learning. He had almost decided she
was teachable. Few other reporters shared that opinion. Most of
them were openly hostile to her. Ray always tried to be nice to her
face, anyway. He was amused to discover that he was the one person
she never trusted; she was always on his ass about something.

The meeting that morning went about the same
as usual. Daphne wanted a bunch of fluff stories to fill up the
paper but she didn't want to pay the reporters to go out and dig up
anything. Ray had the impression she would just as soon they sat at
their desks and made up total fiction. That would be cheap and
easy. She would like that. She should go to work for the
National Enquirer.

The reporters snarled and bitched. Daphne
tried to lay down the law. Slowly a sort of consensus emerged as to
who would do what. The meeting appeared ready to end when Daphne
said, “You know since Marcella Wilson moved to town, only the
society pages have written anything about her. Maybe we should
consider doing a feature on Sarasota's newest prominent resident.
What do you think?”

There was a chorus of vulgar remarks. Ray
silenced the room and shocked the hell out of himself when he said
softly, “I'll do it.”

Every person in the room stared at him with
mouths hanging open. Daphne, caught off guard for the first time
ever, blurted, “You will??!”

Ray nodded, “Yeah. I'm kind of interested in
that whole business. I was working on something else at the time. I
missed the whole Wilson/Techtron saga. I'd kind of like to catch
up. Everybody knows I don't do celebrity stories, but Marcella
Wilson's more than a celebrity. For the opportunity to spend some
time digging around in a huge news story that I missed altogether,
I guess I can churn out an article about Mrs.
Society-Lady-Come-To-Town. I may need some help in describing her
clothes and shoes because I know squat about that kind of thing.”
He laughed, shrugged and made a face, “It could be fun. It'll get
me out of my rut writing about rapists, murderers and political
corruption. That shit's getting old anyway.”

The reporters laughed, a little
uncomfortably. Daphne stared at him with suspicion in her eyes. He
gave her what he hoped was an innocent, boyish grin. That appeared
to make her mad.

Nobody talked to him as he walked back to his
office. He went inside, shut the door and sat down at his desk,
wondering what had come over him. He feared he might be cracking
up, so he did what he always did when he was worried or confused.
He threw himself into his work. He read the paper. He logged onto
the Internet and surfed through several news sites and news blogs.
Nothing particularly jumped out at him. He made a few notes about a
couple of things he might want to follow up on.

Next he made his daily calls. First, he
called a secretary he knew in the mayor's office; nothing going on
there. Next he called an old buddy who worked in the attorney
general's office in Tallahassee; nothing new there other than an
update about the ongoing internal feud between lawyers in the
attorney general's office and the lawyers in the Department of
Financial Services. They wasted a lot of time and inordinate
amounts of the state's money on their internal feuding, but
compared with the rest of the crooks and crazies who ran the state,
they were small potatoes. Besides, lawyers are boring. More
importantly, Ray believed that as long as the state's lawyers were
feuding amongst themselves they would not have the time to prey
upon the citizens of the state of Florida. That, by itself, merited
holding his fire.

His last daily call was his favorite. Years
ago he had befriended one of the matrons in the upper echelons of
Sarasota society when he wrote an impassioned article objecting to
the city's announced intention to tear down an old mansion, which
happened to have been the lady's parents' home. Victoria Caruthers
had been grateful for his efforts – which, sadly, had failed – and
she had served as a sort of his official background source on
Sarasota Society ever since. She was his principal source of
information regarding what old landmarks the city had targeted for
destruction. He called her nearly every day. She was a nice old
Southern lady. He enjoyed talking to her. They chatted for a while.
About the time he would ordinarily have ended the conversation, he
said, “Ma'am, this is a little out of my league, but my editor gave
me an assignment today I may need some help with.”

There was clearly a smile in her voice when
she said, “How can I help you?”

He cleared his throat and replied, “Well, she
wants us to do an article on Marcella Wilson. I have done lots of
bios on local people, mostly our local oddballs. You know what I'm
talking about. I've never written anything about society people or
celebrities. I'm out of my element. I'd actually like your advice
on who I should talk to.”

There was a strange edge in her voice when
she said, “Why don't you talk to her directly?”

He said, “Oh, I certainly will, if she'll
speak to me. I am given to understand she has not been giving
interviews, which is understandable given recent events in her
life. Still, I like to get as much background information as I can
from other sources before I interview someone.”

She paused, “That makes sense. To answer your
question, I have to say, I don't know who you should talk to. She
seems to have portrayed herself as a society woman. To my knowledge
she has made no contact with any of the women who actually make up
Sarasota Society, if you know what I mean.” He did: she meant the
Sustaining members of the Junior League and the Yacht Club
Auxiliary. She went on, “I personally think she is more of a 'jet
set' person than a society person. She moves in the celebrity and
corporate circles. I don't know those people, you understand.”

He bit his lip to keep from laughing. He
said, “If you think of anyone I should talk to, let me know.”

“Oh, I will. It would be most interesting to
find out more about her.”

Ray thought that was an odd comment. He
asked, “Why?”

She said with a tone that called his
intelligence into question, “I can't put my finger on anything
specific, but I always had the feeling there was more to her than
the stories ever told. There is something about her and her husband
that never made sense.”

Ray did laugh that time, and said, “Keep this
totally under your hat, but that is exactly how I feel and why I
volunteered to do this article. I will confess to you that I am a
total nincompoop when it comes to trying to figure out women. I'm
going to do some digging around. I may ask you from time to time to
help me interpret what I come up with. In the meantime, please keep
your ear to the ground and let me know what the grapevine has to
say about her.”

She giggled like a girl, “Oh, I most
certainly will. This sounds like such fun.”

“Remember, don't say anything to anyone.”

Her voice went a bit chilly, “Ray, you should
know by now that I can keep my mouth shut better than most
people.”

That was correct. She could be a veritable
sphinx when it served her purposes. Most people underestimated her,
which was exactly the way she wanted it. Her reputation as
something of an airhead was of her own making. It was a complete
fiction. Very few people knew her secret. She was actually a
brilliant woman who had helped her husband, a stockbroker, build a
fortune by playing the 'dumb society lady' and listening carefully
to conversations people conducted in her presence which they
assumed she did not understand.

Through their entire marriage she had read
six or seven newspapers a day, clipping articles and making notes
about things she thought her husband would find interesting. She
was his eyes and ears, and her instincts were amazing. She was also
the soul of discretion. She never shared the information she knew
with anyone other than her husband, at least not until she called
Ray to thank him for the story about her family's endangered home.
After that, she had became a very important news source for him.
They had never actually met since they didn't move in the same
circles but they had a great working relationship over the phone.
Ray cherished his daily chat with Victoria.

 


 



Chapter 5

 


After work, Ray went for an extra long run
and then stopped at a deli near his house to pick up dinner. He was
very careful about his diet and chose a chicken and arugula salad
with raspberry vinaigrette dressing. He ate at a picnic table on
the beach, where he lingered to watch the sunset before heading
home. He liked eating outside. Watching the sunset was a daily
event for Floridians. As a native of Key West, where sunsets are
celebrated with a daily party at Mallory Square, watching the sun
go down was a ritual that bordered on the sacred for Ray.

When he got home, he showered and decided he
had put off Deborah's email long enough. He logged onto his
computer and made quick work of the spam and junk mail that filled
his Inbox. There were only three real messages. One was a forwarded
joke from an old retired mentor, who drove him crazy with that crap
ever since Ray had bought him a computer three years ago. One was
an invitation to a barbecue over the weekend from the guy down the
street who had appointed himself as the neighborhood social
director.

The last one was the email from Deborah. It
read:

Dear Ray,

I suppose you will have delayed reading this
until you are at home alone. I apologize for sending it to your
work address but it is the only one I could find. I hope hearing
from me was not too much of a shock to your system.

I won't beat around the bush. I'm writing to
tell you that I will be in Orlando next month. This will be the
first time I'll have visited Florida in years. If you are willing
to see me, I'd love to get together. To be clear, I do not have in
mind picking up where we left off. That would be unthinkable for
either of us. What I do have in mind is to apologize face-to-face
for my egregious behavior towards you. Lunch or dinner will be on
me if you're interested.

I hope you'll consider it.

Deb

Even after fifteen years, she knew he would
not read her message at work. He didn't know whether to laugh or
cry at the thought that he was so predictable

Similarly, even after fifteen years of
separation he was prepared to bet the farm she had more on her mind
than buying him dinner and apologizing for deserting him without so
much as a fare-thee-well. There was a part of him that wanted to
hit reply and simply send the message: Fuck you.

He went so far as to type those words into a
reply message, but something kept him from hitting “Send”. Maybe
that something was the fact that he did very much want to sit
across the table from her and hear her apologize. There was a part
of him that felt he deserved nothing less.

He was also curious to know what was such a
big deal that would cause her to break silence and contact him
after all this time.

Curiosity won out. He erased his initial
vulgar message and slowly typed: Now that I have picked myself
up off the floor without injury, I think I would like to take you
up on your offer. For one thing, I think you owe me that apology.
For another, I'm curious to know what your real reason is for the
invitation. Let me know what day you want to meet. I'll drive to
Orlando if you like. My cell number is below. /R

After that, he resumed his background reading
on the Wilson case until bedtime. He had gone through all the
mainstream media articles and learned nothing new. Having developed
a general time line, he turned to Google and started doing searches
on names and key words. That kind of blind drilling could waste a
lot of time, but he had discovered on a number of occasions that,
much like panning for gold, while it dredged up a lot of sludge, it
occasionally turned up some amazing nuggets. He did not turn up
much information of interest on either of the Wilsons. It seemed
odd to him that there was so little information about two such
prominent people. He was puzzled by that.

He shut down his computer and began to put
his notes away when the phone rang. His cell phone hardly ever rang
in the evenings. He picked it up without looking at the incoming
number.

“Hello.”

“You're very funny.”

He caught his breath. Her voice was deep and
she spoke with perfect diction, thanks to the elocution lessons she
took when she first got into television news, followed by more than
twenty years of daily practice. The tone was light, but there was a
nervous tension in her voice as well. He tried to respond with a
similarly light tone, “It seems a little pathetic that after all
these years we have changed so little.”

“How do you know that?”

“Tell me I'm wrong.”

“You're not.”

“What's up?”

“I want to talk in person.”

“I'll be here when you arrive.”

She gave him the dates of her visit and her
hotel information. She also gave him her cell number. She paused.
He interrupted her thought, “Even if you can't talk about it on the
phone, tell me this much. Are you okay?”

“We'll talk in person. I'll see you
soon.”

He went to bed, but it was a long time before
he fell asleep. For most of the last fifteen years, when he thought
of Deb at all, he thought of her as the ambition-driven bitch who
so unceremoniously dumped him when an offer came from a TV station
in a bigger market. She had made him feel as though he had only
been a “pass-time” for her until something better came along. On
the rare occasions when he allowed himself to think of her, his
thoughts focused on the spectacular crashed-and-burn ending.

He hardly ever allowed himself to think about
the time before that. It was too painful to remember the smart,
funny young woman with whom he had fallen in love almost from the
first minute they met at a press club luncheon in the early
1980's.

She had been a cub reporter for a local TV
station, right out of college. Even with no experience and no
knowledge of the local scene, she made a splash in the very early
days of her tenure in Sarasota because she had a disarming way of
asking questions that sometimes elicited very revealing answers.
Veteran reporters were amazed by her successes. News wonks
appreciated the information she provided. Most everybody else loved
her because she looked so damned good on TV. She was young,
fresh-faced, earnest.... and she was built very, very well, thanks
to several hours a day in the gym and many hours a week doing
roadwork.

When she first arrived in Sarasota, Ray was
already known as a weird old bachelor, in the Southern tradition of
curmudgeonly old dudes who avoided women, and pretty much all other
unavoidable social contacts. The local press community followed
with interest the hilarious spectacle of the veteran newspaper
reporter drooling all over the new “it” gal in town.

One day during the presidential campaign, the
vice presidential candidate, George H. W. Bush, was in town. Both
Ray and Deborah were assigned to cover his speech. Ray had heard
that Bush was not a good speaker. He had heard a lot of bad
political speeches before, but never one that dreadful. After the
first five minutes of listening to the guy torture the language and
trip over relatively simple English, it was all Ray could do not to
break up. He glanced around trying to distract himself. He noticed
Deborah standing next to her camera-man with her hands over her
face, shaking. For a second, Ray thought she was crying, and his
heart went out to her. Then, she opened her eyes and they happened
to make eye contact. Then he realized she was in the throes of the
giggle-fit he was trying to avoid. He immediately lost it.

In order to avoid creating a scene, which
would cause both of them to catch hell back in their respective
newsrooms (since having their employees breaking up into hilarity
and disrupting speeches of would-be vice-presidents was not a
particularly politically smart thing for news organizations), they
quietly moved to the edge of the crowd and walked around the corner
before they both allowed themselves to laugh out loud. After
composing themselves (sort of) and wiping their eyes, they looked
at each other and grinned. Ray blurted out, “Well, since we missed
the end of the speech, want to go get some lunch and figure out
what we can say to our readers-slash-viewers to educate them as to
the electability of that individual?”

She shrugged, “Sure. Here's my story:
Reagan's going to win by a landslide despite the idiot he tagged
for a running mate.”

Ray took her arm and steered her toward a
nearby restaurant, as they walked, he shook his head and said,
“Don't be so sure about the latter. I agree that Reagan is going to
become our next president, a thought that has me considering
becoming a beach bum in Mexico or the Bahamas, but I don't think
Bush is an idiot. Yeah, he looks like a geek and talks like retard,
but he's not stupid. More importantly, he is very rich. Most
importantly of all, he has the backing of a lot of really
super-rich people. I truly fear for our country, and most
particularly for our state.

“It's time for my disclaimer: You need to
understand that I view everything through the lens of a native son
of South Florida whose animating passion is the beauty of this
place. I think the first book I ever read all the way through was
Rachel Carson's River of Grass. I'm what the politicos
snidely refer to as a tree-hugger, although in my case it's more
likely to be a palmetto, the hugging of which would be exceedingly
painful to anyone who might be stupid enough to try it. You need to
filter all my political ranting through that lens.”

She smiled, “How interesting! A Cracker
Liberal.”

He shook his head, “Not a liberal exactly.
Perhaps more of a libertarian, or maybe an anarchist. I'm pretty
much of a 'laissez-faire' kind of guy, economically, but I'm kind
of liberal socially. I think Reagan's economic policies are a
thinly veiled attempt for the rich to take a bigger slice of the
pie, and the hell with everybody else. My guess is that the
money-and-power people are going to have a ball over the next few
years. At the same time, I'm thinking it's not going to be such a
picnic for the manatees, 'gators and wetlands and for those of us
humanoids who love such things.”

They ordered coffee. He started to light a
cigarette. She took it out of his hand and broke it between her
fingers, shaking her head and making a tsk-tsk noise. He never
smoked another cigarette after that.

They ordered lunch. He ordered a burger and
fries. She ordered a grilled fish sandwich, no tarter sauce, extra
tomato. When the food came, he looked at her and raised his
eyebrows, “This is the best burger in town. You do not have to
approve, but I'll thank you to keep your yap shut.”

She chuckled, “Fine. I'll call 911 when you
keel over with a heart attack.”

They talked for a long time over lunch.
Eventually the waitress asked them to pay their bill because her
shift was over. Both of them realized they were very, very close to
missing their deadlines to file stories. He paid the bill and she
sprinted for the door, waving at the air behind her. He followed,
not quite as quickly.

They didn't see each other again for a while.
One day, she called him in the newsroom. She said, “You may get a
lot of mileage out of this, but I'm going to ask for your advice
anyway. I know how superior, smug and condescending you old
newspaper guys are about TV reporters, especially young blond ones
with big boobs, but I'm going to go out on a limb here, and ask for
your help.

“I just received a tip. If it's real, it
could be a big story, but my gut tells me it's a hoax. I haven't
been around here very long. I don't know who all the local
crackpots are. If it's a real story, it would be big enough for
both of us. If it's not a real story and I go with it, I could end
my career before it ever gets started. Would you be willing to let
me run the info by you?”

He chuckled, “Miss Richardson, I don't know
whether to be flattered that you think my age, experience and
wisdom are worth crossing the abyss between the newsroom and the TV
anchor desk or to be offended that you would think I would even
consider stooping to help a cub TV reporter avoid getting egg on
her face – a situation that newspaper reporters positively live
for, dontcha know. However, given that you seem to be a genuinely
smart and potentially competent reporter if you were to choose to
go into real journalism instead of TV, and, since your instincts
are good enough to have picked me as opposed to some of the other
Neanderthals in the newsroom, I guess I'll go with being flattered.
I'll help you. What did you hear?”

She told him about a telephone tip she
received. He listened without interrupting her. He tried not to let
her know how impressed he was. He suspected she had been contacted
by a very well-known local crackpot, who was very good at hoaxing
newbie reporters. He had snookered virtually every new reporter who
showed up in Sarasota from someplace else for more than 20 years.
It was always a different story, always potentially explosive. Ray
couldn't be absolutely sure without checking it out, but the whole
thing had all the marks of the guy local reporters referred to as
the Shitbag. The guy had torpedoed more than one journalistic
career.

Ray was impressed Deborah had the instincts
to be suspicious. He invited her to meet him for a drink after
work, saying he wanted to check out a couple of things and then
he'd tell her what he thought.

He told his editor he had a tip and needed to
go out for a while. He drove around aimlessly for a little while,
then made a decision. He actually knew who the Shitbag was. What
was more, he was aware the guy knew Ray was onto him although they
had never actually acknowledged that to one another. The Shitbag
was a retired sportswriter from a Bradenton newspaper. He was an
old Cracker who now lived at the edge of the swamp near Myakka
State Park. Ray didn't know his phone number, but he knew where the
guy lived. He decided to pay a friendly call.

Ray pulled into the yard and beeped the horn.
He stayed in the car until the man, who was sitting on the porch
repairing a fishing reel, waved at him. He'd learned the secret to
not getting shot at by Crackers from a couple of old dudes down by
Lake Okeechobee when he was a kid. It had come in handy lots of
times, although it did not always guarantee the person on the porch
(and there was ALWAYS a person sitting on the porch) wouldn't pull
a gun. It just gave you a couple of minutes to explain your
business before they blasted you.

Odom Boyd waved him out of the car and
yelled, “Come set a spell.”

Ray laughed. He hadn't heard anybody use that
expression since the old guy who was his favorite gator-hunting
guide in the Everglades passed. Ray got out of the car and
approached the porch slowly. No sudden moves. Things could change
quickly. It might have been 1983 everyplace else, but this place
was a throwback to a time generations past where the rules were
different. He hesitated before stepping on the porch, which hung
sort of off kilter, tilted to one side. There were a bunch of
missing boards and some of the ones still there did not look too
sturdy. He glanced at Boyd who didn't look up from his knotted
fishing line, “Stay to the left and you'll be okay.”

They chatted about the weather and then about
common acquaintances, most of whom were recently or soon-to-be
dead. After the preliminaries petered out, Odom asked, “So, what
brings you out here, boy?”

Ray laughed. It had been a couple of decades
since anybody had called him 'boy', but since Boyd was probably in
his late-80's, he figured the old feller could call him whatever he
wanted. Ray said, “I came out here to ask you a question.”

“So ask.”

“Did you call that new little gal at the TV
station this morning?”

Boyd paused for a few seconds longer than
would have been appropriate if the answer to the question were
“no”. He put down his reel and looked at Ray with a mixture of
amusement and bemusement. “Waaall, sir,” he paused again, “I won't
say I did and I won't say I didn't. I would like to know how come
you're askin'.”

Ray decided to be honest, “You see, that gal
may be pretty, blond, perky and she may work for a TV station, but
I've got a feeling she's got a reporter's instincts.”

“Oh, yeah, what makes you think that? She
looks to me to be just as stupid as all the other nitwits on the TV
news.”

“What makes me say that is because after she
got a call this morning from somebody purporting to give her a tip
on a huge scandal story, she called me. She said she was too new
around here to know who all the crackpots are, and she was afraid
somebody was trying to snooker her. She offered to share the story
if it was legit, but wanted to check it out before she ended up
with egg on her face going to her boss with a bogus story.”

Boyd's laugh sounded something like the
Wicked Witch of the West's cackle. “Well, I'll be jiggered. If that
don't beat all! A TV reporter with a lick of sense. And even more,
a TV reporter who actually understands the value of a mentor who's
been around for a while. Maybe she isn't such a bimbo after
all.”

Ray shook his head and said, “She's most
definitely not a bimbo.”

Boyd looked at him through narrowed eyes,
“Don't you think you're a little old for her?”

Ray started to argue, but then said,
“Probably. But, I'll be honest with you and tell you that if she
doesn't shoot me down, I'm not going to let that stop me.”

Boyd shook his head and spit over the
railing, “She'll make a damned fool out of you.”

Ray chuckled, “Probably I'll do that all by
myself.”

They chatted about fishing and hunting for a
while. Ray could tell Boyd was lonely and enjoyed talking to him.
Ray found the old guy fascinating and decided to make it a point to
stop by periodically. [He did, too, at least once a month for as
long as Boyd lived. Ray was the one who found the body when the old
guy died. Ray's posthumous feature article on Boyd's life won
several journalism prizes and got him a big raise.]

After a while, Ray realized he was going to
have to hurry in order to be on time for that drink with Deborah.
He rose to leave, shook Boyd's hand and said softly, “Do me a
favor.”

“What?”

“Pick on another reporter.”

Boyd looked away and said, “What kind of
Shitbag would call in bogus tips to cub reporters?”

Ray smiled and looked off in the other
direction, “A Shitbag who takes journalism seriously and who wants
to make sure the pups learn early on to develop good
instincts.”

Boyd spat and made a derisive noise. They met
many times after that, but they never discussed that subject again.
Ray was aware that Boyd continued to test new reporters for as long
as he lived. Unfortunately, most of them failed the test. Deborah
was one of the few who passed.

Ray met Deborah at a beach bar on Siesta Key.
They ordered beers and fish sandwiches and chatted for a while.
Finally Ray said, “I won't keep you in suspense any longer. Your
instincts were right on the money. The call you got today was from
a very well known local crackpot. I'm sorry you're not going to get
that big juicy story, but I've got to tell you I'm impressed as
hell with your instincts. Even more, I'm amazed you would come to a
print reporter for advice.”

She laughed, “First of all, thanks for
clearing that up. I guess I should thank you for telling me the
truth. I know more than a few newspaper reporters who would have
joined in the fun of goofing on the newbie, especially her being a
girl and a 'TV reporter', the latter of which is sort of an
oxymoron I suppose.”

He laughed and tilted his head, “Don't tell
me. Let me guess. Someone in your family is a newsman. My guess is
that someone would be an older guy, like maybe your dad?”

“Very good, Mr. Reporter. Now, my dad's the
editor of a local newspaper in a small town in North Carolina. For
most of his career, he was a reporter at the Atlanta
Journal-Constitution. My mom is a free-lance magazine
writer. I guess I've got writing in my blood. I always thought I'd
end up working for a paper. I had my eye on the New York
Times.”

“How did you end up doing TV work?”

She looked sheepish. “Well, when I got out of
college, I had a lot of loans to repay. Running a local paper
doesn't pay very well and my parents helped me as much as they
could but they were not able to pay for all of my college. When I
got out of school, I was offered a job with a paper in Raleigh. The
pay was $6.00 an hour, which was actually pretty good for a cub
reporter. Before I had a chance to accept it and trot off down the
road to being a newspaper reporter, my advisor told me about a TV
station in Spartanburg, South Carolina, that was looking for an
on-air reporter. They were offering the astonishing salary of
$25,000, plus benefits. I thought about it for about five seconds
and then called the TV station.

“They invited me to come for an interview. I
went without telling my parents where I was going or why. When my
dad found out I had taken a job as a TV reporter, he blew his
stack. He's still not over it. He now labors under the illusion
that I will work a few years as a TV reporter to pay back my loans,
then I'll get a real job writing for a paper.”

Ray nodded and swallowed a bite of his
sandwich, “That sounds reasonable.”

“It isn't. For one thing, no newspaper I know
of would hire a former TV 'personality'. For another, the money in
TV is just so much better than in print news, I don't know how I
could ever take the pay cut.” She shrugged and took a swig of her
beer, “I guess that makes me a bit of a whore, but I've got to be
honest with you.”

He looked at her with an odd expression.
“Why?”

She looked up at him, as surprised by her
comment as he was, and answered, “I'm not exactly sure.”

Their courtship was a whirlwind that lasted
only a few months, ending in marriage on the beach at Siesta Key.
Things were wonderful for the first few years. She worked at the TV
station, and relatively quickly moved up to substitute anchor. He
continued to work for the paper. Sometimes they collaborated on
stories.

For a little while early on, they were kind
of the “it” couple in Sarasota. He always thought that was funny.
That didn't last long because both of them were far too
career-driven to be interested in the social scene. He adored her:
she was young, vivacious and very smart. It seemed to Ray that she
had been a fresh breeze that blew through his stuffy life for a few
sweet, wonderful years.

Somewhere along the line, something changed.
He never had been able to put his finger on it. Maybe it was the
fact that she watched her parents outlive their savings, growing
more and more frugal as their resources dwindled, but being too
proud to accept help from their children. Maybe it was watching the
women at the top of her profession crashing through the glass
ceiling and making it into the “really, really big time” in TV
news. Whatever the cause, Deborah's commitment to good journalism
somehow became lost in her ambition to advance in the TV
news/entertainment business. She obsessed over the need to get a
better job in a bigger market. She desperately wanted an anchor
position, even though it would mean less time out on the streets
chasing down stories, at which she excelled.

Ray knew that Deborah assumed if she moved
on, Ray would follow her. For his part, Ray had no intention of
going anywhere. He had lived in Florida his entire life and had
worked for the Sarasota paper since he was “hired” as an unpaid
intern when he was a freshman at the University of South Florida.
In his heart he knew a crash was coming in his marriage. He didn't
know how to address the subject with Deborah, so he said
nothing.

One day she came home from work, floating on
air, to announce she'd been offered (and accepted) a job in Denver.
She chattered for a few minutes and then said, “We should fly out
there this weekend to look for a place to live. Maybe you can set
up some interviews with the paper out there.”

He looked at her and said, “Why would I want
to do that?”

She stopped in the middle of the room, with
her eyes wide and her mouth open, shocked by the notion that he was
not as excited as she was. She said, “What do you mean? We're going
to Denver.”

He shrugged his shoulders, pursed his lips
and said the words that haunted him ever since. He could have and
probably should have put it differently, but he was so irritated to
see the the kind of person she was turning in to and so sad over
the immanent demise of their marriage, he simply blurted,
“You are going to Denver. I am not going
anywhere.”

She turned to look at him. A cold film
descended over her eyes. She stared at him for a minute and then
said, “Oh. Well, if that's the way it is, okay. Let me know if you
change your mind.”

All of their friends and colleagues thought
she had dumped him, and virtually every one of them took his
“side.” Technically she did leave him. He never had admitted it to
anyone else and he only rarely allowed himself to think about it,
but deep down he understood how much of a hand he had played in the
destruction of his marriage. At least he had the decency to be
broken up about it.

For her part, Deborah looked sad for about a
minute and then turned on her heel and went into the bedroom to
pack for her house-hunting expedition. From that day until the day
she left for good, six weeks later, they never discussed their
marriage. The only subject Deborah talked about was her new job.
Those discussions consisted of running monologues at about 220
words-a-minute. Ray spoke very little.

Few people knew that it was more than five
years before they actually divorced. Ray assumed Deborah must have
had a serious boyfriend when she finally served him with papers,
but he didn't know for sure what prompted her to ultimately make
the move to bury their dead marriage. They conducted the entire
proceeding long distance, through lawyers. Since they had no
children (thank God) there was no reason to talk to one
another.

Over the years, he often went for long
periods of time without even thinking about her. When he did think
about her, he liked to focus on the things about her that annoyed
him and the abrupt way she ended their marriage. That day, alone on
his porch, he realized how deeply he felt her absence in his life
even after all these years.

A tiny, cold feeling of dread niggled at the
back of his mind. She would not have contacted him after such a
long time simply to apologize. She couldn't have changed that much.
He tried not to worry about what could be wrong. He failed.

 


 



Chapter 6

 


Ray continued to spend time, whenever he
could spare it, reading through the voluminous published material
about Ronald and Marcella Wilson. He didn't turn up anything new
nor could he really put is finger on anything he thought was odd or
unusual. He contacted an acquaintance who had covered some of the
criminal trials of the Tectron employees and talked him into
sharing both copies of the trial transcripts as well as his notes.
When he asked Ray why he wanted them, Ray responded with a made-up
line about how he was working on a story about the difference
between the way the justice system treats white collar criminals
and other criminals.

The guy sniffed, “You're full of shit, Ray.
That's such a hackneyed old line. Your work is much more original
than that. If you don't want to tell me what you're working on,
fine, but don't blow smoke up my ass. And, if you're going to lie,
the least you can do is be creative enough to spin off decent
tales.”

“Can I still have the notes and
transcripts?”

“You can borrow them. Give them back. They're
souvenirs of the biggest story I ever worked on.”

Ray took the notes and the transcripts and
promised to return them promptly. He read through Wilson's trial
transcript as well as the trial transcripts for the President and
the CFO of Techtron. They were much more interesting than the news
articles. It occurred to Ray that he had finally reached the point
of agreeing with both Victoria and with Deborah's father:
journalistic writing in America's newspapers had sunk to an
all-time low. American journalists had not always been truthful or
ethical (think of the 19th century yellow journalism scandals) but
they had at least been decent, and occasionally brilliant, writers
(think of Twain and Hemingway). The ability to write well seemed no
longer to be a requirement for print reporters.

He read the transcripts once quickly and then
scanned his buddy's notes. The media's take on the story was that
the participants had simply succumbed to greed. They had been
legitimately making boatloads of money. They got greedy, so they
cooked up elaborate schemes to make even more money manipulating
the stock price. They did that by cooking the books to make it
appear they were selling thousands up on thousands of their cheaply
made, inferior products to schools and organizations in third world
countries. In fact, for reasons that were unclear, Techtron
actually sold very few computers.

Even some of the technical designers engaged
in corporate dirty tricks, stealing ideas from other companies
instead of creating new ones. The whole company, from top to
bottom, seemed riddled with slime.

Ray generally hated to see anybody go to jail
because he personally thought that going to jail would be the worst
possible thing that could happen to someone. He found himself glad
these guys were behind bars, where they could no longer run amok,
victimizing both the poor individual employees, whose retirement
plan was invested in the company stock, as well as the
stockholders.

The employees' stories were consistent. The
proof piled up during day after day after day of testimony. These
guys appeared to be the worst of the worst of capitalists: wolves
in sheep's clothing, touting their desire to “do well by doing
good” while ripping off customers as well as their suppliers and
attempting to sabotage the work of competitors. The state of
Georgia put on a great case in the state criminal trials, which
preceded the federal trials. Ray was particularly impressed with
the cross-examinations conducted by one particular junior district
attorney who handled some of the questioning concerning technical
computer manufacturing issues. He managed to elicit very damning
testimony from the witnesses without getting so technical the jury
would not be able to follow it.

The problem Ray had with the story was that
it all seemed too neat, too perfect. Real-life crime stories are
not like novels. There are usually loose ends in a real crime
story, a few questions which remain unresolved or facts that don't
seem to fit. There are often inconsistencies between statements of
various witnesses. Often the testimony of the involved parties
changes over time.

This crime story was different. These guys
stuck to their scripts. The witnesses agreed completely as to what
happened, when it happened, who did it and why. The testimony of
the principals never changed. Ray noticed that the company
president's initial statement, given to the police shortly after
his arrest, contained certain words and phrases he used verbatim in
his testimony at his trial three years later. These guys were not
just well coached, they were like stage actors who knew their lines
cold and could recite them day in and day out for years. That
absolute consistency and the complete lack of any credible evidence
in their favor made Ray uncomfortable.

He worked on other stories also. The rapist
he had been following copped a plea so that story was over. He
picked up on a story about a red tide bloom off Bradenton and filed
a couple of human interest pieces about some of the local
“characters”. The paper ran local color stories from time to time
for the benefit of the tourists. Most of the young reporters were
new to Sarasota, and, many of them, new to Florida. They could
write articles if someone from the police department or one of
their editors told them where the story was. They didn't have a
clue how to go out on the streets and dig up stories on their
own.

Ray didn't do celebrity stories, but he loved
to write about the dying breed of old fish heads that once
populated most of coastal Florida. Every couple of months he filed
a feature article about a local person or place, usually one whose
existence or livelihood was threatened by progress. Because he was
acquainted with most of the people he wrote about, he didn't have
to interview them. All he had to do was get their permission for
him to write their stories. Often that was the hardest part. A lot
of the time, he had to wait for the person to die before he could
tell their story (to wit: his posthumous feature on Odom Boyd).

By accident one day Ray ran across a guy
who's story was bizarre even by South Florida standards. He made
his living carving turtle shell napkin rings while “squatting” in
an old boathouse at the end of a ramshackle pier. He lived with no
electricity or running water. The guy was a complete nut, but his
carvings were works of art. He sold virtually all of his work
through art dealers in the Far East and Europe. He earned six
figures a year, which his agents saved for him in the event he ever
decided to get a real house, or, more likely, when he ultimately
would require institutionalization. Ray filed what he thought was a
hilarious story. Chuckling, he forwarded his article to his editor
and muttered to himself, “Take That, Dave Barry! I don't make this
shit up either.” He was a little worried that his editor would kill
the story because Ray was a standard news reporter. He was not
supposed to write humor.

Whether they printed the stories or not, at
least he was turning in his quota. He knew he was skating. He was
hungry for a big, meaty story, but there seemed to be nothing on
the horizon.

He decided he'd earned a long run, followed
by a crab cake sandwich and a beer. As he walked away from his desk
the phone rang. He considered not answering it, but there was
always the possibility that each phone call could be The Next Big
Story. Reluctantly, he picked up the receiver.

Victoria Caruthers was on the line. They made
small talk for a few minutes. Then she said, “I'm calling to let
you know about an event this weekend you may want to attend. I have
been given to understand that Marcella Wilson plans to attend a
fund raiser sponsored by the Yacht Club Auxiliary on Saturday. I
happen to have some extra tickets and thought perhaps you would
like to attend.”

He chuckled, “I'd just fit right in at a
Yacht Club Auxiliary fund raiser! Actually that raises a question:
what with the Yacht Club Auxiliary members being for the most part
filthy rich, why would you reach out to the public to raise money?
Why not just give your own money. What kind of charity are you
collecting for anyway?”

She laughed, “You know, a part of me would
like to be very offended by that remark, except that you are
absolutely right. Actually, public fund-raising has been quite
controversial within the Auxiliary. Some of the members agree with
you. They think we should simply give our own money, since, as you
so indelicately pointed out, most of us are very blessed,
materially speaking.” They both laughed, and she went on, “But a
number of years ago, when our membership began to decline, in part
because our existing membership was aging and our daughters and
daughters-in-law were not joining in the numbers they had in
previous generations, a couple of our members suggested we hold a
few events that would be open to the public in order to perhaps
attract some new blood.”

He laughed. She paused. Eventually, she
chuckled and said, “I gave you time to chime in about the delicious
irony of the Yacht Club Auxiliary, most of whom as you no doubt
well know, were at that time also members of the Daughters of the
Confederacy, opening our membership to newcomers.”

He couldn't resist asking, “Including Yankee
newcomers?”

She cleared her throat. “A few.”

“Only really, really rich ones I'll
wager.”

“No comment.” She paused and cleared her
throat again. She obviously had reservations about inviting him to
the fund raiser. He couldn't decide if it was because she was
afraid he would be tempted to write a satirical piece about the old
blue-haired ladies of the Yacht Club Auxiliary or because she
feared he would be too uncouth for the gathering. Probably both. He
found himself laughing to himself because she was no doubt 100%
right on both counts.

She went on, “Anyway, we're raising money to
renovate some of the public pools in the community and to fund
swimming lessons around town for poor children. Drownings have
become epidemic around here and our president would like us to do
what we can to promote water safety not only in and around boats
but pools as well.”

He grinned and said, “That's a good idea. I
am notoriously cheap, but I'll buy a ticket to that. I've seen a
few kids after they've been pulled from pools. The lucky ones die.
The rest mostly destroy their families' lives because they
typically need constant medical care forever.”

“I volunteer at the hospital. I agree with
you. In any case, I don't expect you to pay for the ticket. I
happen to be chairing the event. I'll comp you an admission ticket
but I expect you to buy some raffle tickets and a couple of drinks
from the bar.”

He laughed out loud. “Ma'am, I am a reporter.
Gambling and drinking are occupational hazards.”

She sniffed, “Somehow I suspect that neither
are vices from which you suffer.”

“You would be right about that. I'm too cheap
for either. I will, however, for the Glorious Cause of the Ladies
of the Yacht Club, buy a raffle ticket and a beer.”

“Please don't make fun.”

“I apologize. It really is a good cause.” He
changed the tone, “Will we finally meet?”

“I'll be there, but I am sure I will be very
busy. Perhaps it would be best if people didn't know we are
acquainted.”

He thought about that for a minute,
considering whether or not to take offense. At first he thought she
was saying he was socially beneath her, which was manifestly true
so it would be foolish to be offended by that. Then he realized it
might not be a good idea for people to know about their friendship
because she was his principal source for information from
Sarasota's society. The confidentiality of sources went beyond just
criminal matters. He found it interesting that she seemed to have
realized that before he did. In addition, it was probably true that
her being friendly with him would not do her reputation any good in
her own circle. He simply said, “You're probably right. I promise
to play it cool, but I will look forward to meeting you, if only
briefly.”

“I'll have a courier drop off the tickets to
your office tomorrow.”

“Thank you.”

He went for his run and stopped for a
sandwich and a beer in a joint near his home that had a fabulous
view of the Gulf of Mexico. He greeted a number of his neighbors.
This place was the more-or-less official venue for the
neighborhood's full-time residents' Sunset Celebration. It was too
plain, old-fashioned and inexpensive to attract the increasingly
well-heeled tourists who were about the only people who could
afford to vacation in Sarasota any more. That was the main thing
the locals liked about it.

It made Ray feel like an old crank, but he
fondly recalled when Siesta Key was overrun in the summertime by
families with little kids, playing on the beaches all day and then
picnicking in the parks in the evenings. In the winter the
Canadians and Yankee retirees arrived. Until recently, they tended
to be ordinary, middle class people. It never failed to amuse him
when he found his neighborhood filled for several months of the
year with women wearing seersucker Capri pants and way-too-large
earrings and men in loud, ugly golf pants or shorts and sandals –
with socks, of course. They used to annoy him because they tended
to be somewhat boisterous in their pleasure to be away from the
cold and snow. How he missed those folks now!

The new crowd consisted of middle aged and
older people who were for the most part obviously (and very, very
proudly) wealthy. They liked to throw their money around, and there
was almost no pleasing some of them. They, too, were loud, but not
from having fun. They simply made it a habit to be loud, obnoxious
and very rude to the locals.

The bartender/owner of the restaurant where
Ray and his neighbors hung out was the kind of guy who could never
do enough for his regular customers. He was cheerful, attentive and
he made sure the service and the food were top notch. Therefore,
Ray was surprised to notice one of the waitresses being curt, to
the point of rudeness, with a nearby table of tourists.

He asked the bartender what he was going to
do about it. The bartender responded that he wasn't going to do
anything about it other than perhaps give her a little bonus for
the night. He went on to say that he made enough money from his
regular locals. He didn't really need or want the tourist business.
They made the place too crowded and noisy which ran the risk of
running off the regulars. Besides, he didn't like the way these
assholes treated his staff. Consequently, he had made a new company
policy. The staff were expected to continue to treat the local,
regular customers with the respect and attentive service they had
become used to – or else. On the other hand, they were encouraged
to be as rude to tourists as they could be in order to keep them
from coming back.

After Ray finished laughing, he patted the
guy on the back, handed him a $10 tip and said, “On behalf of your
regulars. Thanks!”

On Saturday, Ray dressed carefully in khaki
pants, a light blue shirt and a Navy blue sport coat. He felt
ridiculous, but he knew he would feel even stupider if he didn't
dress the part. He knew from experience that most of the men would
be wearing that same get-up. The only exceptions would be the
really old Yacht Club members in their white pants, blue blazers
and captain's hats. Those old dudes were for the most part so rich
they could wear evening gowns with feather boas and nobody would
say a word.

The fund raiser was a silent auction. There
were a hundred or more auction items, described on cards, arranged
around the room on tables with fishbowls in front of each one.
Guests wrote down their bids and put them in the fishbowl. The high
bidder would be awarded the prize. In addition, there were door
prize tickets for sale, along with a raffle of a Rolex watch. Ray
was amused to realize that these old ladies had all but perfected
the fine art of hitting people up for money. He half wondered if he
would have to pay to use the bathroom. He bought a couple of door
prize tickets but passed on the raffle ticket. It would be just his
luck he would win the Rolex. Everybody in the newsroom knew how
cheap he was. If he showed up wearing anything but his scratched
old Timex there would be way too many questions.

He wandered around the room, studying the
prizes. He was not surprised to learn the Auxiliary had obtained
donations from many, many local businesses. He placed bids on
several items. He placed a really low-ball bid on a tennis racket
and four lessons at a country club. He had always wanted to learn
to play tennis. He didn't think he would win that one, but it was
worth a shot.

He put in a medium-low bid on a set of pots
and pans from an upscale kitchen store. He didn't cook, but his
housekeeper was a fabulous cook who frequently stocked his fridge
with leftovers from meals she prepared for her family. He had
recently overheard her talking on the phone to her daughter
lamenting about the abominable condition of her cookware. If he won
the cookware, he'd give it to her as a gift. She'd have new pots
and pans, and he'd probably get more leftovers than ever. That's
what he would consider a win-win situation.

The best prize of all was a lifetime
membership to the gym where he belonged. He knew that the lifetime
membership went for $4500. The annual membership was $700. He had
been a member of that same gym for almost 20 years. He thought they
should give him a lifetime membership for free after all those
years of loyalty. He put in a $2500 bid on the membership, and
thought he had a pretty good shot at it because there were only a
couple of other cards in the bowl. He looked around the room. He
was probably the only person in the room who didn't belong to a
country club. He believed the two cards already in the bowl were
decoys. Twenty-five hundred dollars was a lot to fork over all at
once, but the money would go to charity. He would get a gym
membership he would have paid for anyway. The gym had already made
plenty of money on him; he did not feel bad about trying to get the
lifetime membership for cheap. He walked away chuckling.

Lunch would be served in a few minutes. He
had promised Victoria he would get something from the bar also,
since Marina Jack was donating 100% of the bar proceeds to the
charity. He ordered a draft beer, and soon realized he was the only
one in the place drinking beer. Everybody else was drinking wine or
fancy cocktails. He sighed and felt like a yutz.

He stood off to the side scanning the room
for familiar faces. There were a lot of faces he recognized from
photos in the paper or the TV news, but he did not see one person
he knew personally, other than the editor-in-chief of the paper. He
steered clear of her to avoid questions he didn't want to
answer.

He did not see Marcella Wilson. He assumed
she would show up fashionably late.

Next he searched among the workers to see if
he could identify Victoria. He had seen a very old photo of her,
but did not know what she looked like now. It did not take long for
him to find her. She was standing near the buffet line having a
rather intense conversation with the manager of Marina Jack.
Apparently, Victoria was not happy with either the setup of the
buffet or the fact that lunch was late in being served. Probably
both. She never raised her voice nor did she appear use strong
language. He could tell from the look on the man's face, however,
that she was giving him an ass-chewing the like of which he
probably hadn't experienced since boot camp. Just for an instant,
Victoria looked in Ray's direction and their eyes met. Her eyes
twinkled. He had to turn away to keep from laughing. The next time
he dared to look at her, she was finished with her tirade; the
manager looked as though he might pass out at any second, and she
was wearing a satisfied Cheshire Cat-like look. Ray was a little
surprised she wasn't rubbing her hands together.

Soon after that, she took her place at the
head of the buffet line with some of the other old battle-axes from
the Auxiliary and the Commodore of the Yacht Club, to greet the
guests as they lined up for the feed. When it was his turn to greet
them, Ray held out his hand to Victoria. He tried not to make too
much eye contact as he said, “Ray Bailey from the Times.
This is a very nice affair and will do some great things in our
community. Here's my card. I plan to file a report on the
fund-raiser. Please let me know how much money you raise and what
projects you plan to fund with the proceeds.”

Victoria took the card and smiled warmly, but
a little vaguely, “Thank you for coming Mr. Bailey. We will
appreciate the publicity.” She introduced him to the Commodore, and
they motioned him toward the buffet, inviting him to enjoy his
lunch. He filled his plate and found a seat in the shadow of a
large plant off in a corner of the restaurant. He could see almost
the entire room. He did not think very many people would notice
him. The food was excellent, which was to be expected.

The Marina Jack restaurant was a Sarasota
landmark. He had eaten there regularly until about twenty years ago
when the prices started to rise. He had sneaked a glance at the
regular menu on his way in and caught his breath. One dinner in
that place could cost more than he typically spent on food for an
entire week. Since the lunch was free, thanks to Victoria's
complementary ticket, he tucked in and enjoyed the scallops and
shrimp, and then went back for seconds.

While he was filling his plate the second
time, he lost his seat to a young couple, obviously tourists, who
were very wrapped up in each other. They were probably honeymooners
who came to have lunch at the restaurant and got roped into buying
a ticket to the fund raiser. He decided to go outside, but before
he made it to the door, he saw Victoria and some of the other
Auxiliary ladies forming up a receiving line at the front door. He
hung back for a second and then saw Marcella Wilson and a couple of
other women parading up the walk. They walked in with Marcella in
the rear. Victoria and her welcoming committee greeted Marcella's
entourage, and then turned to welcome The Lady herself.

Victoria was cool. Marcella was cooler. Ray
wanted to laugh. Victoria was probably 75, with beautiful
silver-gray hair. She was the classic Steel Magnolia: a tiny woman
not more than 5'0” in heels, weighing perhaps 90 pounds fully
clothed. Marcella Wilson was in her 50's, and statuesque. Once
again he had the feeling she was not one of the nouveau riche women
who overran Sarasota in the wintertime. She was tall and graceful
where Victoria was tiny and birdlike, but both appeared to be cut
from the same cloth. They greeted each other as more-or-less
equals, taking into account Victoria's greater age and stature as a
pillar of the community.

Marcella afforded Victoria the appropriate
level of deference, but not one iota more. Ray found himself
enjoying the show. It was an utterly silent and completely
dignified battle for dominance between two strong women. Ray was
amazed at how few people in the room were aware of the clash of the
titans taking place silently under everyone's noses. It only lasted
a minute or so, and in Ray's opinion it appeared to end in a
draw.

Ray had been so engrossed in the show that he
had sort of stopped in the middle of the hallway leading from the
entrance into the restaurant. Too late to get out of the way, he
realized that Victoria and Marcella were headed straight toward
him. Victoria's face showed mild surprise for about a nanosecond
and, then, without missing a beat in her stride, she interrupted
the story she was telling Marcella, and steered her in Ray's
direction. His first instinct was to bolt, but he had nowhere to
go.

Victoria stopped in front of him and said,
“Marcella, I want you to meet Mr. Bailey. He works for the local
paper. He is covering this event and intends to do some articles
about the dangers of drowning in swimming pools.” She shot him a
look and raised her eyebrows ever so slightly. He couldn't decide
if he wanted to smack her or laugh. He thought it was actually a
great suggestion and he made a mental note to write at least one
article on the subject.

Marcella's handshake was much firmer than he
expected. He thought she was the most attractive middle aged lady
he had seen in a long time. Her lips were slightly thin, which set
her apart from the women with botox lips who all looked like their
husbands popped them one on the way to lunch. Her face had a few
lines and wrinkles in all the places you would expect them to be in
a woman her age, unlike many of the women around town whose unlined
faces reminded him of the Joker in the Batman movie. She had
applied her makeup with restraint (how very un-Southern of her!).
She was slim and seemed to be in good shape but not too
muscular.

He was a “leg” man, but he intentionally
checked out her chest. She had ballet-dancer-small breasts. It was
all he could do not to laugh. There was so much silicone in the
rest of the room he felt sure that if the pier collapsed and the
restaurant fell into the harbor, the plastic boobs in the room
could keep it afloat. Marcella's entire look was designed to be
natural, classy and very neat. It was a lovely package, to be sure.
Ray knew enough about Southern women to suspect that Marcella's
“totally natural” look was as artificial and time-consuming as the
big-haired, painted and surgically enhanced ladies who populated
the rest of the room, but he liked it even so.

Marcella delayed her greeting for a long
second. It was obvious she was sizing him up as well. He caught a
glimmer of something in her eyes that made him think she was not
impressed. That didn't surprise him. What did surprise him was the
fact that the look only lasted for a second, and it was followed by
what appeared to be a look of genuine interest. She said, “Mr.
Bailey. I've read some of your articles. You are a very good
writer.”

“Thank you.”

She paused for a minute and furrowed her
brow, “I don't seem to recall meeting you or seeing your name on
any bylines of stories concerning my .... the events ...., um, the
Techtron story.”

He smiled and shook his head, “I write local
news for a then-independently-owned paper in a small market. That
was a national story. Our paper picked up the stories from the AP
and the UPI. I have to confess, I didn't even follow the
story.”

She looked astonished. “I would think that
makes you one of the few people in America who didn't.”

He shrugged and said, “I was working on
something else at the time and wasn't paying attention.”

She laughed. He felt embarrassed. She said,
“It's refreshing to meet someone so candid. I hope we shall see
each other again.” She turned and sailed toward the buffet.
Victoria glanced at him for just an instant. He saw a mixture of
amusement and consternation in her eyes.

He went outside and wandered around the
marina, ogling the boats. He didn't envy the rich men of the Yacht
Club their fancy, high-maintenance wives, but he sure as hell
coveted their boats.

After a while, he noticed the people inside
the restaurant congregating in a clump in the middle of the room.
He assumed, correctly, that meant the auction winners were being
announced. He went back inside. The grand prize went to one of the
Yacht Club members: it was a $10,000 base-model, plain-Jane Rolex
watch. As the winner reached out to accept it, his $100,000+
diamond-studded Rolex glittered in the sun. Everybody in the crowd
laughed, including the winner himself who shrugged and grinned.

As he expected, Ray won the gym membership.
He paid with a credit card. As he was walking away from the table,
Marcella Wilson walked over to him and congratulated him. He
chuckled, “Thanks. I've been a member of that gym for 20 years. I
would have spent the money anyway, and it was for a good cause. I
actually got a heck of a bargain.”

She looked surprised. “That is odd. Usually
the prizes at these things go for more than the retail cost.”

“Not this one. I think I was the only bidder
and I put in a very low bid.”

“Why do you suppose nobody else bid against
you?”

He waved his arm around the room, “Look at
these people. I'm probably the only one who needs to join a gym.
The rest are either country-club members or they have fully tricked
out gyms in their homes. Probably both.”

She laughed and said with a sheepish look on
her face, “I guess that was a sort of 'let them eat cake'
remark.”

“Maybe, but you're new in town. It might not
have been as obvious to you as it was to me. I'm prepared to cut
you some slack.”

“You are too kind.”

“No. I'm not.” He let that remark kind of
hang there.

They looked at each other for a second. There
didn't seem to be anything else to say, so Ray shook her hand and
started to turn away. She put her hand on his arm and said, “I hope
you don't think it forward of me, but I'd like to invite you to
lunch one day soon. As you pointed out, I'm new here. You have
evidently lived here a long time and know the local lore as well or
better than anyone. I think that hearing some of those stories
would help me become acclimated.”

He looked her directly in the eyes for a
minute and grinned, “You mean you want to know where the bones are
buried so you can avoid potential social pitfalls?”

She shook her head and smiled, “Yes, although
I would never put it so bluntly. You're not a Southerner?”

He scratched his head. That one was a hard
question. Technically Florida was in the South, but everybody who
spent any time in the Sunshine State knows that the South ends
around Jacksonville. Besides, having grown up in the Keys, he
always felt he was more of an Islander than a Floridian. He had
never been certain he could legitimately call himself a Cracker
(although he usually did for lack of a better term); he was pretty
sure he was not anything resembling a real Southerner. He shook his
head and held his hands out palm up, “I don't know the answer to
that. I don't think I qualify as a Southerner. Most certainly not a
Southern Gentleman. I'm a Cracker. Worse than that, I'm native son
of the Conch Republic.”

She smiled, “I guess that explains it.”

While he was wondering what “it” was, she
handed him her card and asked him to call her to arrange lunch. He
stuck it in his pocket and headed for the door. His little foray
into society had just succeeded more magnificently than his wildest
imaginings.

He met Marcella for lunch on Tuesday at
Marina Jack. The agenda was to tell her the local stories. He
talked. She listened. They both laughed a lot. He asked her a few
questions, which she deflected and finessed. He found out
absolutely nothing about her. He did, however, manage to set a date
for dinner with her in a couple of weeks, upon her return from a
trip, the destination of which she did not reveal.

That meant he had two weeks to find out
everything he could about Marcella Wilson. After only a couple of
days of intensive research, he realized that well was almost
totally dry. He could find no information about her prior to her
marriage. Part of the problem was that he did not know her maiden
name. Unlike many women, she did not use her maiden name on any of
her significant documents. When she married Roland Wilson, she
changed her name and all of her identification documents. He could
find no reference to her maiden name anywhere. He found that
curious.

He also found it curious that he had such
mixed feelings about her. On the one hand, she was a lovely woman.
On the other, there was something in her that seemed to bring out a
mean streak in him he didn't realize he had. He couldn't figure it
out, but he didn't like it.

And so, he did what he always did when he was
conflicted about something, he threw himself into his work,
cranking out stories and trolling all his usual haunts for new
material.

 


 



Chapter 7

 


A few days before his ex-wife was due to
arrive in Orlando, she sent him an email confirming her hotel
contact information and inviting him to meet her for lunch at the
Gaylord Palms Resort on Thursday. He considered canceling the
meeting, but he really did want to see her, and something made him
reply with the simple message: I'll see you then.

On the appointed day, he got held up in
traffic and arrived at the hotel a few minutes late. Deborah was
already seated in the restaurant. The first thing he noticed as he
approached the table was that she was extremely thin. She had
always been slim and athletic. Now she looked positively gaunt. He
tried unsuccessfully to ignore the frightening thoughts that fired
off one after another in the back of his mind.

They chatted for a while. She had advanced to
the main news anchor position at the top-rated TV station in
Denver. That was actually quite a wonderful accomplishment, but,
given what he knew to be her network aspirations, he felt sure she
saw it as a career failure. He made some would-be consoling remark
about how the networks would be calling soon. She made a face.

They ordered lunch. He noticed that she
merely pushed her food around on her plate. He did not see her take
even a bite. Among the bad thoughts kept bubbling up in his mind,
first on the list was an eating disorder. She was older than the
typical anorexic, but her personality fit the profile almost
perfectly. He didn't say anything, but he watched her fork as it
moved her food around the plate and never once ventured in the
direction of her mouth, and his worries boiled over.

She asked him a lot of questions about his
life and career in recent years. He answered truthfully, without
too much elaboration. He asked her questions. She answered briefly
and with a remarkable degree of disinterest in her own life and
career.

When he had finished eating his lunch, she
paid the bill, over his protests. They walked out of the restaurant
side-by-side. He noted that he had not received the promised
apology. He didn't say anything about that, however, because he
felt that they were not finished. She stopped next to the elevator,
and said, “I need to talk to you, but I would like to have this
part of our conversation in private. We booked a suite with a
sitting room. Would you feel terribly uncomfortable if I invited
you to my room?”

For some reason that made him want to cry.
Actually, he felt that he would give almost anything for her to
invite him to her room ... for real. He was astonished (not to
mention appalled with himself) to realize that was true. The
emotional impact of that rendered him speechless, so he merely
shook his head and followed her to the elevator.

As he walked into her suite, Ray got the next
big jolt of the afternoon. Her husband walked out of the bedroom
and kissed her lightly on the cheek. She introduced Ray to Carl
Bashears. Carl shook his hand, and looked quickly from Ray to
Deborah. She evidently gave him some kind of signal, and he said,
“Well, you two have some catching up to do. I think I'll run
downstairs to the pool bar for lunch. I'll be back in a little
while.”

Deborah sat down on the love seat and
motioned Ray to a club chair facing her. He sat, feeling a little
like a school kid facing a very tough lesson. She looked at him
with sad eyes for a long time, “As I told you, I feel that I owe
you an apology. For a long time, I didn't see it that way. For many
years, I was very, very angry with you. It seemed to me that at the
most important moment of my life, you shut me out and turned your
back on me. I was hurt and angry for a long time. Only after I
married Carl and learned about the give and take of communications
in a good marriage did I realize the terrible thing I did to you
when I simply assumed that you would turn your back on a long and
very successful career and follow me, without ever discussing
it.

“It only gradually dawned on me that we were
both wrong. I should have talked to you about my ambition so we
could have decided together the best way to reconcile our divergent
career paths. I think we could have worked something out if we had
talked about it. But we didn't. I assumed you would follow me. You
assumed I would leave you, and you made the decision to let me go
without a fight. Today as I sit here, despite the happiness I have
found with Carl, I believe with all my heart there had to have been
some kind of middle way for us if we had made the effort to find
it.

“The sad fact is that we didn't talk about it
at all. I was ready to go charging off to Denver at the first
invitation. You could never live that far inland. We each made
assumptions without talking it through. We wronged each other
terribly. I am able to say today that I am sorry for making the
assumptions I did. I am sorry I simply assumed you would ditch a
career, into which you already had invested a couple of decades, to
follow me across the country to a place where you would have
shriveled up and died. I loved you with my heart, soul and body,
but my mind couldn't get past its own ambition. I couldn't look at
my big career opportunity from your perspective. I am sorry. I
really am.”

They were both quiet for a while. Ray was
battling tears. Deborah seemed far, far away.

She continued with difficulty, “As much as it
was difficult and as much as I think we could have done it
differently, maybe it was just as well. You've had a wonderful
career. Who would have imagined a print reporter from such a small
market would end up with two Pulitzer prizes?! My God, Ray, you
have no idea how big a deal that would be to almost every reporter
in the world except you!

“I've had a fair career, but I've had an even
better personal life. I love Denver! I got involved in the
community from the first day I arrived and have sunk my roots more
deeply with each passing year. I met Carl about ten years ago. We
married five years ago, and have adored each other every minute of
every day since. He has two grown children who have produced four
grandchildren since we've been married. I highly recommend
grandparent-hood! I skipped the responsibilities and pains of
parenthood, and went straight for the enjoyment of being a grandma.
It's been wonderful.

“Anyway, I've had a more or less fantastic
life in Denver. That doesn't make me any less regretful for the way
I hurt you. I needed to say that.

“I needed to see you and to have this
conversation now because I am very sick. Correction: I am
dying.

“A few months ago I was diagnosed with
ovarian cancer. There is very little the doctors can do for my kind
of cancer. We've tried radiation and chemo, with no improvement.
There is nothing else to be done. I've switched to what they call
palliative care. That means I only take pain medication, no
therapy. I'm simply living my life as fully as I can until the time
comes for me to die.

“I have good days and bad days. The bad days
are increasing in frequency and in intensity. The doctors say I
don't have much longer to be able to be out and about. We have made
arrangements for hospice care when that time comes. I think that
time may be coming sooner than I ever imagined.

“That's why I wanted to see you now. I wanted
to apologize, and I wanted to say good-bye.”

Ray had listened to her and had, somehow,
managed to maintain eye contact without dissolving into tears. When
she was finished, he contemplated throwing himself on the floor and
screaming. Instead, he moved over next to her on the love seat, and
put his arms around her. She was nothing but skin and bones. He
held her very gently to avoid hurting her. She didn't cry. He knew
enough people who had died from cancer to understand that she had
probably cried herself out already.

She had reached the point where she was
slowly withdrawing from life. She seemed very detached from the
whole conversation. He tried to control his reaction, but without
success. His tears soaked the shoulder of her shirt before he could
bring himself under control.

He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand,
and took her hand, “Thank you. Thank you for telling me this in
person. I can't imagine how upset I'd have been if I had read about
it in the obits.” He paused to compose himself, “I truly wish we
had taken the time and effort to have talked about our future. I
agree with you that if we had done that, we could have worked
something out.

“I didn't want to stand in the way of your
success. I was so very proud of you and I wanted you to go as far
and as fast as your unbridled ambition would take you.
Unfortunately, I didn't want to go with you. I've never stopped
loving you or missing you. I couldn't go with you, but I didn't
want to hold you back. I can see how you might have interpreted my
response as turning my back on you. You're right: We should have
talked about it. I guess talking to each other was not our strong
suit.” They were both quiet for a while.

After a few minutes, he said, “You must be
tired. I should be going.”

She didn't argue with him. Before he got up
from the couch, he let his lips brush her cheek. Then he stood to
go. She started to get up as well, but seemed to think better of it
and sank back down on the couch. He said, “Would you like to lie
down?”

She clearly wanted to say no, but she
hesitated. He helped her up and she leaned on him as he half led
her, half carried her to the bedroom. He flipped back the bed
spread and helped her stretch out. He covered her with the blanket,
leaned over and kissed her on the forehead and whispered,
“Good-bye, sweetheart.”

She touched his cheek and fell asleep,
exhausted.

He walked out into the sitting room and
collapsed into tears. Soon he composed himself enough to leave.

As he stepped off the elevator, Carl was
waiting to go back to the room. He paused and asked Ray, “How is
she?”

Ray said, “She's asleep. I tucked her in for
a nap.”

“Did she eat anything at lunch?”

Ray shook his head. “She pushed her food
around and tried to make it look as though she ate something.”

Carl looked at him, dry-eyed but with a look
that was full of raw grief and nodded.

Ray said, “Thank you for giving us a few
minutes.”

Carl said, “It was very important for her to
see you. I hope the conversation went well.”

“It did.” Ray reached in his pocket and
handed Carl his card, “If you need anything, call me. In any case,
call me when....” His voice broke.

Carl tucked the card into his pocket and
said, “I will. You should know that she doesn't want a public
funeral. There will be a private interment only. I'll let you know
after it's over.”

Ray had to clear his throat several times
before he could say, “Thank you. I would appreciate that. She told
me she loves you very much and she's been very happy in these last
few years.”

It was Carl's turn to clear his throat before
speaking, “Thank you for telling me. I guess I know that to be
true, but it's somehow comforting to know she feels it strongly
enough to tell other people, especially you.”

They shook hands awkwardly, and Ray headed
for the parking lot. He sat for a while staring off into space
trying to compose himself before trying to drive home through the
nightmare of Orlando traffic. Whatever he may have expected of the
day, Deborah's actual announcement was far, far worse. He felt as
though she had left him all over again. The old wound that had
never completely healed had been ripped open. He focused on his
breathing to avoid hyperventilating. Eventually, he regained some
control and pulled out of the parking lot, heading home, alone.

He arrived on Siesta Key just before sunset.
He stopped at a mini-market and bought a six pack of what had once
been Deborah's favorite beer. He drove to the beach and, taking two
bottles of beer with him, sat cross-legged in the beach, sipping a
beer and watching the sun go down. How many times had he and Deb
sat in this very spot, drinking the same beer and watching the sun
sink into the Gulf in all its molten glory? As empty and bereft as
he felt at that moment, he also experienced his usual primal
sensation of awe and dread when the sun sank into the water. He
took a sip from the second beer, and then poured the rest out onto
the sand, a libation to the gods in gratitude for the love that had
been lost, almost found and soon to be lost again, this time
irretrievably and forever.

 


 



Chapter 8

 


Fortunately for Ray, his lunch with Deborah
had taken place on a Friday. On Thursday, he had turned in his
feature for the Sunday paper, and notified his editor he would be
out of town on Friday. His initial plan had been to go fishing over
the weekend, probably in Lake Okeechobee.

After the wrenching encounter with Deb,
however, he felt the need to hole up at home where he felt safe,
and where her spirit still somehow lingered. Even after the weekend
passed, he did very little for several days beyond cranking out the
bare minimum number of articles he was expected to produce in order
to collect his paycheck. Once he had done that, he hid out in his
house.

His research on Marcella Wilson stalled. He
didn't have any other good stories in the pipeline. He was
frustrated and bordering on depression. He worked best when he had
at least two or three things in varying stages of development.
Since he had almost concluded there was no story in the Wilson
saga, he found himself, for the first time in his career, with
exactly zero stories in the pipeline. That scared him.

He trolled around all the usual haunts where
stories might lurk: the police station, a couple of bars where cops
hung out, a couple of bars where reporters hung out. Coming up dry
there, he cast a wider net, and ventured out into other local
establishments, including barbershops, and bait shops. He touched
base with all his usual sources of information, a vast network of
amazing people he had met over the years including not only the
typical bartenders, cabbies and cops, but also a couple of pimps, a
caterer to the local Society, the guy who operated the news stand
at the courthouse (who was also the biggest bookie in Sarasota) and
a nun who ran a shelter for homeless men and a companion shelter
for runaway children.

He put the word out to everybody he knew that
he was looking for a story. Several people gave him some ideas that
seemed worth looking into, but none of the ideas excited him. He
had learned to trust his gut reactions to stories. He knew how to
excite others with stories that excited him. Everything else was
just filler. He pumped out a whole lot of filler articles,
including a couple of stories about children drowning in pools, for
the benefit of the Yacht Club Auxiliary – meaning, Victoria.

He wrote a lot of straight news stories,
hoping to get extra credit for handing in more inches of copy than
was required of him. He wrote up a number of short feature articles
and put them aside. He could dole those out one at a time to help
get past his dry spell if it continued any length of time.

One day, on a whim, he called Victoria. She
surprised him by inviting him to come to her house for coffee. He
drove to her house immediately. After they chatted for a little
while, she said, “You know, Mr. Bailey, it isn't any of my
business, but I am wondering if anything is wrong.”

“Why would you ask that?”

She shook her head, “I have no reason, other
than I have noticed more articles over your byline in the paper
than usual, but none of them are up to your usual standards both in
terms of subject matter and, even more noticeably, in terms of
writing style. Forgive me. Early in my life I studied to be a
school teacher and I'm very picky about writing. My son, who is a
newspaperman in Chicago, says I am a frustrated city editor. I do
not mean to pry.”

He smiled at her and said, “First of all, I
don't consider your concern to be prying. You're right. I've been
turning in a lot of crap lately. I have a quota of articles I have
to submit. The new ownership of the paper doesn't give a
fffff.....fig about quality. They just want lots of articles to
stick in between the advertising. I typically try to give them my
best simply because I have been used to doing that for my whole
career up to now. I guess their lowered standards have tempted me
to let myself slide. Thank you for the warning. I'll watch it. Even
if the editorial staff of the paper doesn't care, I owe it to the
readers who actually do care about those kinds of things to do a
decent job.”

He paused, “I guess I've been
distracted.”

“With?”

“Partly with my temporary obsession with
Marcella Wilson, but I think that's over now. And partly with a
personal situation that cropped up.” He paused again, and then
decided to see if he could say it out loud without going
hysterical, “My ex-wife, from whom I have been divorced for a long
time, but whom I apparently never stopped loving, has terminal
cancer. She visited me recently to say good-bye, this time
permanently. I guess that experience has set be off my game a
bit.”

She stirred her tea and put the cup down on
the coffee table. She didn't look at him for a long time, but she
scooted ever so slightly closer to him on the couch. When she did
look up at him, she met his eyes and held them in an eye-lock that
all but forbade him to look away. Then she opened her arms, pulled
him toward her and hugged him tightly. He sobbed almost
uncontrollably on her shoulder for some time. When his tears
subsided, he pulled away. She handed him a handkerchief, which he
used to wipe his face and blow his nose.

She took his hand between hers, “Before you
say anything, I want to tell you that what just happened is
private, between you and me. I will never tell anyone. Secondly, I
want you to know that I find the fact you are so able to express
your grief to be a mark in your favor, not a sign of weakness which
many people believe. I am honored that you feel you can trust me
that much. I will do my best to merit your trust.”

She added, “I remember Deborah Richardson.
She was a lovely woman and, I thought, a very decent reporter. I
met her a few times and liked her. Actually, I remember when you
got married. I didn't know you at the time, but Deborah was
covering a Daughters of the Confederacy event and she kept messing
up her intro. She finally turned to me and laughed, saying, 'I'm so
sorry. I'm just too distracted for this. I'm about to be married to
just the most wonderful man and I can't seem to concentrate.' We
talked for a while. She babbled on about how wonderful you were and
I listened, amused. I was sorry to hear she left and you stayed
here. I suppose I understood why you stayed here. What I never
understood was how she could have left if she felt that way about
you.”

Ray blurted, “You and me both.”

They were quiet for a while, and then
Victoria continued, “She's from a different generation than me. In
my day, women hitched their wagons to their husbands' stars. Ms.
Richardson was cut from a different cloth. She wanted to make her
own way.”

Ray nodded. “You're absolutely right. I guess
I come from somewhere between the two of you. In my head I think
that women should have their own careers and their own lives. In my
heart, I wanted us to move forward in life together, but I couldn't
bring myself to sacrifice my career.”

Victoria patted his hand, and poured him more
coffee, “Those two things are not incompatible. They are just
difficult.”

“I think both Deborah and I came to that same
conclusion independently. Unfortunately we arrived at that
realization long after our marriage crashed and burned. We could
have done it differently, but we didn't because it would have been
difficult. I guess that's a huge regret I'll always have to
bear.”

Victoria put her hand over his as he reached
for his cup, “I think she forgave you, or she would not have made
the effort to see you. I also think it was her way of apologizing
for her part in the breakdown of your marriage.”

He nodded and swallowed with great
difficulty, “I think you're right.”

After a very long pause, she cleared her
throat and said quietly, “Losing the person you hold dearest in the
world is the hardest thing there is.”

Ray knew her husband had died more than
twenty years before. People said that she had never so much as gone
out on a dinner date with another man. It was Ray's turn to take
her hands between his. Her bejeweled fingers trembled slightly for
a moment. When she pulled away and picked up her teacup, however,
her hand was perfectly steady.

They drank their tea and munched on scones
together. After a while, Victoria said, “This is changing the
subject, but I'm wondering why you have abandoned the Marcella
Wilson story.”

He shook his head. “I haven't so much
abandoned it as I have run up against a dead end. I'm supposed to
have dinner with Marcella when she comes back from a trip, and I
intend to keep that date, partly because I have nothing better to
do and partly in the hope she'll tell me something I can use. I'll
need to get it from her because I've come up with nothing in my
research.”

She was quiet. It seemed to him she was
contemplating whether or not to continue. Eventually she decided to
forge ahead. She said, “You said you have turned up nothing on Mrs.
Wilson. Don't you think that's odd?”

He nodded and breathed deeply. He was glad
she had switched gears. He was back on familiar turf. He chewed his
scone slowly, with appreciation. “Yes, I do. There are a lot of
weird things about it. Internet searches do not come up with
anything about her other than stories related to her marriage. I
have found no references to her maiden name. Ray thought that was
odd. Most women, even those who do not routinely use their maiden
names after their marriage, use those names occasionally. Google
90% of married women and within a few minutes you'll come up with a
maiden name and/or place and time of birth. I have spent hours
running searches on her and have come up with absolutely zilch.

“Typically I don't used the people and
background search engines that cost money, but I tried a couple of
them and still came up with nothing. It's as though she did not
exist before her marriage. It seems to me she, or somebody, must
have gone to some trouble to make sure her maiden name and place of
birth is never mentioned in any of the articles about her. People
generally don't go to all that trouble. At least, not unless
there's something they want to hide.”

“What did you think of her when you met her?
You said you had lunch one day after your introduction at the Yacht
Club.”

He thought about it for a while. “She struck
me as a lot more classy than the typical corporate wife, at least
the few that I've met. She reminded me of you and the women in your
circle. I took her for a real lady.”

She smiled and poured more tea, taking her
time to get the milk and sugar portioned out just so. She pursed
her mouth and said, “I thought so, too, at first. The first couple
of times I met her, I took her for a strictly upper crust Southern
Lady. Her accent sounds like North Georgia. I assumed she was from
Atlanta. Since my husband is from Atlanta and we lived in Atlanta
for a number of years after our marriage, I mentioned the names of
some of the old denizens of Atlanta society. She didn't seem to
know any of them.
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