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Chapter 1

 


 


Roswell, Georgia

 


“Damn, girl, you look like hell!”

I slid into the booth next to the window at
the Admiral’s Dinghy, a locals’ hangout in the restored district of
Roswell. Penelope Sue Parker, my long-time friend and sorority
sister, was already finishing a glass of wine. From the gleam in
Penny Sue’s eye, it might have been her second.

“Thanks, that makes me feel real good,” I
said sarcastically.

Penny Sue studied me, sipping wine, sunlight
bouncing off the two-carat diamond on her right hand. “You look
like you haven’t slept in a year. Heavens, you have dark circles
under your eyes.” She raised her glass, signaling the waiter.
“What’s wrong, honey? You still depressed?”

“I’m going to change my name,” I said in a
rush.

“I don’t blame you. I’d get rid of that
skunk Zack’s name as soon as possible. I’m surprised you haven’t
done it sooner. As far as I’m concerned, you’ll always be Becky
Martin.”

“Leigh,” I corrected. The waiter arrived
with two glasses of wine. I stared at the glass the waiter put in
front of me. “What’s this, Penny Sue? You know I shouldn’t drink;
I’ve been taking antidepressants off and on for months.”

“Pooh, one little glass of wine won’t kill
you. It’ll help you relax.” Penny Sue pouted, fingering the
substantial emerald hanging from her neck. “What’s this stuff about
Leigh?”

“My middle name. I’m sick of being Becky.
Good old Becky; sweet, cute Becky; dumb shit, blind Becky.”

“You were just too trusting,” my friend
assured me.

Stupid, trusting, the label made no
difference; Zachary Stratton had played me for a fool. As soon as
the kids were off to college, my loving husband took up
woodworking. Each night when I went to bed, he’d retire to his shop
in the garage for a couple of hours. A partner in Atlanta’s most
prestigious law firm, Zack claimed rubbing and sanding wood
relieved the stress of his hectic day.

Wood, hell—it was silicon breasts!

While I snored blissfully, Zack sneaked out
to meet a strip club dancer he’d set up in a house a few blocks
away. The scam worked for over a year until Ann, our younger, was
picked up for DUI late one night. I rushed to the garage to tell
Zack. The tools were cold, and his car was gone.

A staunch believer in a person’s right to
privacy, I’d never intruded on Zack’s domain. I made an exception
that night. In a matter of minutes, I found a carton of wooden
figurines identical to the ones he claimed to have made. In a
sickening flash I realized the find’s implications and gagged,
recalling the times I’d ooed and awed over the silly statues. Rage
suppressed the tears and gave me the strength to carry the box to
the center of the garage. When Zack returned home, I was waiting,
feet propped up on Exhibit A.

“I’m forty-six; Becky is a child’s name.” I
took a drink of wine and glared. “Leigh, now there’s a woman’s
name. Momma got it from Gone With the Wind. You know,
Scarlett, Vivien Leigh. I deserve that name, don’t you think?”

“Absolutely,” Penny Sue said, raising her
glass in salute, “Leigh it is. What in the world brought this
on?”

“My therapist said it would help me release
the past.”

“Are you still seeing that squirrelly guy
downtown?”

“No, I gave him up months ago. He was too
strange.”

Penny Sue threw back her head and laughed.
“Of course, dear, he’s a therapist. They’re all weird. You teach
what you need to learn.” The New Age explanation for the purpose of
life, the phrase was Penny Sue’s pat answer to everything. “Why did
you drop Dr. Nerd?”

I scanned the room to see who might be
listening. “The jerk crossed the line when he suggested I attend a
Sufi ceremony, saying a novel experience would help my depression.
It was novel, all right. By the time I arrived, everyone was naked,
lying in a pile. My therapist was on the bottom.”

Penny Sue snorted with amusement. “Figures.
I would have guessed as much. What about that other one? The
attitude healer in Vinings? Did you ever try her?”

“Yes, lord, another dead end.”

“What happened? Ruthie said she was
good.”

I sat back and folded my arms. “That’s not
saying much—Ruthie hasn’t been right since she drove off the bridge
and cracked her head. I signed up for the Heal Your Mind, Heal Your
Life workshop, figuring it would give me a chance to see the
therapist in action, before going for a private session. Am I glad
I did; that lady’s in dire need of analysis herself.

“Waltzes in the first meeting and announces
she’s a reincarnated priestess from ancient Egypt. Then, she starts
in on visualizing the future we want.” I waved expansively.
“Nothing wrong with that; except we can’t just imagine it, we’ve
got to visualize her way. We have to cut out pictures from
magazines and make paper dolls. She did it, too. All her pictures
came from bridal magazines. Paper dolls? Bridal magazines? Does
that tell you something? And I’m supposed to follow her advice?
Yeah, right.”

Penny Sue chuckled. “That explains why
Ruthie liked her. Ruthie’s always had a fetish for wedding gowns.
Remember how she wore one to the Old South Ball at Kappa Alpha each
year?”

“I’d forgotten about that. The gown wasn’t
so bad, it was the veil—”

“With sunglasses! Wasn’t she a sight?”

“How’s Ruthie doing anyway?” I asked.

“The same. Lives with her father; works on
charities and an occasional political campaign. She’s still into
New Age stuff; you know, meditation and crystals. You should give
her a call. She’s always going to meetings and séances. I’ve been a
few times, it’s fun. Nothing else, it would get you out of the
house.”

I leaned forward. I could already feel the
effects of the wine. “Maybe I will.” Getting out with people was
what I needed; I knew I’d become almost reclusive, dreading the
thought of running into old friends and having to re-tell the story
of The Big Split. Yet, the loneliness fed the depression, which
made me more reclusive, and on and on until there was nothing
except a dark emptiness. A great, gaping void in the center of my
chest; a black hole that could not be filled by therapy or pills.
“Does Ruthie ever date?”

Penny Sue said, “Heavens no, she’ll never
remarry, at least as long as her father’s alive.”

Ruthie’s father was J.T. Edwards, a retired
railroad executive who lived in a restored mansion in Buckhead. I
blinked back tears. “Probably just as well.”

“What’s got you so down?”

I blotted my eyes with the back of my hand.
“Zack moved out last week while I was visiting my folks.”

“That’s terrific news! Y’all living under
the same roof while you fought over the property settlement was
sick. I told Daddy so.” Penny Sue’s daddy was Judge Warren Parker,
founder of Zachary’s firm. “Daddy likes you and feels bad about the
situation, but Zack’s a valuable asset to the firm, because of his
connections with the telephone people. They love him.”

“Naturally,” I said. “He takes them to strip
joints whenever they come to town. That’s how Zack met Ms.
Thong.”

“Who?”

“His little lap dancer. I found a picture of
her in a silver thong bikini at the bottom of Zack’s sock
drawer.”

Penny Sue shrugged. “Daddy promised to have
a word with Zack, advise him to give you a fair shake. You know,
fifty-fifty.”

My cheeks flamed. “It worked,” I said,
trying hard to control my anger. “Mr. Fairness took half of
everything in the house. Half of the pictures on the walls, half of
each set of china, and half of the furniture, right down to one of
Zack, Jr.’s twin beds.”

“Half the Wedgwood?” Penny Sue asked. I
nodded. “No wonder you’re depressed.”

“The Wedgwood’s the least of my worries, he
could have had it all. It was the spite that gets me. We’re
supposed to sign off on the property settlement tomorrow. I can’t
imagine what else he’s got up his sleeve. A person who’d take half
the sheets—I mean all the top sheets, no bottoms—is capable of
anything.”

“No doubt.” Penny Sue drained her glass and
clicked it down. “Girl, you need a vacation.”

“Vacation? After tomorrow I may not be able
to afford lunch. Besides, I have to sell the house.”

“Hire a realtor; you need a change of
scenery. New Smyrna Beach is beautiful in the Fall and Daddy hardly
ever uses his condo anymore. Remember what a good time we had there
in college? Come on, Beck—er, Leigh—it’ll be relaxing, do you a
world of good.”

“I’ll see how the settlement goes,” I
replied.

Thankfully, the waiter arrived to take our
order, shutting Penny Sue down. I chose the Caesar salad, while she
ordered quiche with a Dinghy Dong for dessert.

“A Dinghy Dong? Isn’t that the extra large
chocolate eclair?”

Penny Sue cut me a look. “So?”

“Comfort food? What’s wrong, did you breakup
with the Atlanta Falcon?”

Penny Sue raked a hand through her
meticulously streaked hair. “Honey, I’m dating a Falcon and
a Brave, now. But, a Dinghy Dong’s something else; I always have
room for one of them.”

* * *

From Parker, Hanson, and Swindal’s
twenty-third floor conference room in downtown Atlanta, the people
on the street looked like ants foraging for crumbs. I could
sympathize, I had a bad feeling that’s what I’d be doing at the end
of the day.

I should never have quit my job, I thought
ruefully. Until the fateful night when I found out about Zack, I’d
been a part-time bookkeeper for a local car dealership. Money
wasn’t the issue, though I enjoyed having funds of my own. The job
gave me a sense of purpose, something to think about other than
bridge and local gossip. But I couldn’t concentrate and started
making mistakes after I discovered Zack’s other life. Afraid I
might do serious damage, like fouling up an IRS report, I decided
to quit.

Although most of my sorority sisters were
pampered Southern belles, my family was a hundred percent middle
class. I was one of only two sorority pledges who had not “come
out” at a debutante ball. That never bothered me, or them, for that
matter. By my senior year I was president of the sorority and a
regular at all the posh, hotsy-totsy balls.

Which was how I got hooked up with Zachary.
A six-foot-one handsome blond from a poor, farming family, Zack was
in his last year of law school when we met. He’d dated Penny Sue
first, but was dumped for her first husband, Andy Walters, the
amiable, if dumb, captain of the football team.

I see now what a shameless social climber
Zack was. I suppose he figured that if he couldn’t have Penny Sue,
I was an acceptable second, since I traveled in all the same
circles. Second indeed. Considering Zack’s lackluster grades and
dirt farming roots, Parker, Hanson, and Swindal would never have
given him a glance if it hadn’t been for my friendship with Penny
Sue.

Which was an ironic twist—I set Zack up in
the firm that was about to squash me like an ant. I turned my back
to the window angrily. Well, this was one bug that wasn’t going to
roll over and die.

I sat at the end of the conference table and
fished a thick file of documents from my briefcase. Where was my
attorney? Max Bennett promised to come early. He knew I didn’t want
to face Zack alone, especially on his own turf. How could Max be so
insensitive? Easy, he’s male and a lawyer, I answered my own
question.

I had really wanted a female attorney, but
decided a woman would be powerless against Zack’s firm and the
Atlanta good-ol’-boy network. Bradford Davis was handling Zack’s
case, a PH&S senior partner whose great-great-grandfather was a
Confederate General who defended Atlanta in the War of Northern
Aggression. I figured I needed a legal heavyweight of my own. I
chose Max because his ancestors on his mother’s side went back to
Colonial times, and he’d handled several high profile divorces with
good results. In any event, he’d seemed nice enough the few times
we’d chatted at charity events and cocktail parties.

Appearances can sure be deceiving. However
the day turned out, I would be happy to be rid of Max Bennett. I’d
had a bellyful of his red, sweaty face; off-color jokes and
patronizing remarks—not to mention the fact that he hadn’t done one
thing right.

The process had dragged on for nearly two
years because Max couldn’t or wouldn’t stand up to Bradford Davis.
The present meeting had been postponed four times at Bradford’s
request, once to accommodate a state bar golf tournament. In fact,
Max was so openly solicitous of Bradford, I’d wondered if the two
had something going on the side. I voiced the theory to Penny Sue,
figuring she might have some insight since her second husband had
turned out to be bisexual.

“Who can tell?” Penny Sue said. “Even
straight men act like a pack of dogs, sniffing each other and
posturing. All that butt slapping and carrying on, it’s in their
genes, goes back to ancient Greece where they played sports in the
nude.”

The idea of Max and Bradford romping around
buck-naked was too much. I laughed out loud at the very moment Max,
Bradford and Zack arrived. Clearly thinking I was snickering at
them, each instinctively checked his fly. Even they noticed that
synchronicity, which made me laugh even harder.

Scowling, Bradford and Zack took seats at
the head of the table in front of an ornately framed painting of
Judge Parker. Max sat next to me at the opposite end. He nodded
coldly as way of greeting.

“I believe we can dispose of this matter
quickly,” Max said, passing a three page document to me. “Mr.
Stratton provided a list of your joint assets and their market
value. He wants to be fair and proposes to divide your belongings
right down the middle. Since a quick sale could depress the value
of your property, Mr. Stratton has offered to buy-out your share by
making monthly installments over a five year period. In that way,
he can dispose of the property in an orderly fashion.”

I flipped to the last page of the document.
The total was $1.1 million, including $550,000 for the house. “This
can’t be everything.”

Max cleared his throat. “Uh, no, it does not
include household furnishings, which have already been divided, or
personal items such as your cars.”

The total was far too low. My rough
calculation put our assets at well over two million. I scanned the
list. All the values were ridiculously low, and a number of
investments were missing altogether. Zack was trying to cheat me,
just as I’d feared. “These estimates are wrong,” I said loudly,
staring defiantly at Zack.

Bradford smirked. “You must remember, Becky
dear, that the markets have been off the last few years.”

“Leigh,” I corrected.

“As you wish, Leigh,” Bradford replied,
putting particular emphasis on my name as if it had a bad taste.
Zack snorted with amusement. “Names aside,” Bradford continued
pompously, “the property was evaluated by Walker & Hill, the
most reputable independent appraiser in Atlanta. Surely, you cannot
find fault with that.”

Independent, hell! Zack played golf with
Taylor Hill at least twice a month. I gave Max a pleading look. He
patted my hand and flashed a thin, sleazy smile. I wanted to
backhand him in the mouth. Luckily, Judge Parker entered the room
at that moment and stood by the door, listening. I was too angry to
meet his eyes.

“In our experience, it is difficult to get
full value from the disposal of community property,” Bradford
continued. “Buyers expect bargain basement prices in the case of a
divorce. It’s very difficult to overcome that mind set.”

“I’ve found the same thing in my practice,”
Max chimed in.

I glared at him. Whose side are you
on? I wanted to scream. Of course, I knew the answer: he was a
good-ol’-boy, a member of the club, and they were all going to
stick together. “What about the stocks and bonds?” I demanded
through tight lips.

Bradford consulted another list. “The
securities were liquidated last November to take care of family
debts.”

November? Zack went to the Caribbean on
business in November. Could he have sold the stocks and deposited
the money in an off-shore bank? “What debts?” I demanded hotly. “I
want to see proof.”

“General household expenses.” Bradford
looked to Max. “We provided all of this to your attorney. There
were several credit cards—”

Credit cards? “I haven’t seen any proof!”
Could Zack have spent that much money on his stripper? Then, it
dawned on me. Zack had opened a bunch of accounts, taken out cash
advances and deposited the money in tropical banks. What a sneaky
jerk ... all our savings gone and I didn’t have a prayer of finding
it.

Bradford continued, “Your attorney has
reviewed these documents. We’ve also filed a copy with Judge
Nugent. Of course, the judge would like a property settlement
before he grants the final decree.”

I pushed the paper away. “This is not fair;
Zack has hidden our assets. I won’t sign it.” I caught Judge Parker
from the corner of my eye; he winked and canted his head. I wasn’t
sure what that meant, and Bradford gave me no time to think about
it.

He slammed his folder shut. “That is your
prerogative, Mrs. Stratton,” Bradford intoned snobbishly. “However,
I caution you that a court battle could be very long and
expensive.”

The emphasis on very was crystal clear.
While Bradford was probably handling Zack’s case for free, I had to
pay my own legal fees. Max’s tab already topped $30,000. Holding
out for a trial might double or triple the bill. And, what did I
stand to gain? Nothing. The good-ol’-boys would protect each other
to the end. I glanced at the Judge who nodded slightly. Damn, I
hated giving in! But, the deck was stacked against me, it was time
to throw-in my hand. My eyes stung with tears, from frustration
more than anything. I blinked them back and raised my chin
resolutely; I would not give those men the satisfaction of seeing
me cry.

I jabbed Max with my elbow, hard. “Give me a
pen,” I spat the words. He rolled his chair back and handed me a
Cross ballpoint. I signed the document with an angry flourish,
pocketed the pen, and strode stiffly past Judge Parker and out of
Zack’s life.

* * *

I called my therapist as soon as I got
home.

“How do you feel?”

“Angry, betrayed, hurt. Those men made me so
mad.” I tugged my scarf off and wrapped it around my fist, wishing
it was Zack’s throat.

“No one can make you feel anything. You
choose your feelings. If you’re mad, you’ve chosen to feel that
way.”

Chosen to feel that way? Those scuzz balls
ganged up on me. “It’s the injustice that angers me. No one—not
even my own lawyer—did a thing to help me. Bradford, Max, and Zack
walked in together. Don’t you see, it was a done deal before
anything was said. I was set up!”

“So, you feel like a victim?”

“Yes, I’d like to cut off their private
parts and hang them from their ears.” I unraveled the scarf and
pulled it tight, like a rope.

“Violence doesn’t solve anything, does
it?”

“For godssakes, I wouldn’t really do it.
It’s a fantasy; a delicious fantasy at this moment.” I balled the
scarf up into a tight ball.

“Lashing out is a common reaction to
situations like this. Let’s talk about it. I can work you in
tomorrow morning at eleven.”

“I’ll get back to you.” I slammed down the
receiver. Lashing out is a common reaction. I hurled the
scarf against the wall. Damn! Then, I drew the blinds and went to
bed feeling more depressed than I’d ever felt in my life.

But, sleep did not save me. My head had
hardly hit the pillow when I was awakened by the sound of a siren
... no, the doorbell. And shouting.

“LEIGH. BECK-KKY LEEE-EIGH. We know you’re
in there.”

It was Penny Sue. I had on my slip and
didn’t bother to find a robe. I looked through the peephole at the
optically-widened images of Penny Sue and Ruthie, who was holding a
gigantic bouquet of flowers. I cracked the door; Penny Sue barged
through.

“Get dressed, girl. We’re going to
celebrate.”

“Celebrate what?”

“The divorce, of course. Free at last, free
at last. Praise the Lord, free at last! Besides, you’re now
qualified to be in the DAFFODILS.”

Ruthie thrust a vase of daffodils into my
face as Penny Sue fastened a silver and gold brooch to my slip
strap. Both women were wearing the same pin, a circular swirl of
graceful leaves, stems and daffodils in full bloom. Penny Sue’s
brooch served as the clasp for a wispy Chanel scarf; Ruthie’s
accented the square neckline of her black silk chemise.

“The what?” I asked testily, eyeing the
daffodils and brooch that hung limply from my slip strap.

Penny Sue replied, “Daff-o-dils: Divorced
And Finally Free Of Deceitful, Insensitive, Licentious Scum.”

Deceitful, Insensitive, Licentious Scum. A
smile tugged at my lips. I was definitely qualified, and so were
Penny Sue and Ruthie.

I figured Penny Sue had probably founded the
club. Her second husband, Sydney, was a television producer who’d
had an affair with his male assistant. As painful as Zack’s
infidelity was, at least I hadn’t been thrown over for a man. The
huge settlement the Judge got for Penny Sue (Daddy took Sydney’s
escapades very personally) undoubtedly helped. Her third husband,
Winston, wasn’t much better; he had an eye for young
secretaries.

Ruthie had also endured her share of
heartache. Harold, her ex, was a cardiologist in Raleigh, North
Carolina. A heartless cardiologist at that. (Maybe Penny Sue was
right about teaching what you need to learn.) Ruthie worked as a
librarian to put him through medical school, only to be ditched for
a nurse the week after Harold finished his residency. Not one to
mope, Ruthie Jo had packed up Jo Ruth, their only child, and taken
a train back to Atlanta, where she’d lived with her father ever
since.

I studied the bouquet of flowers. The symbol
of Spring and new beginnings, there was something intrinsically
happy about a daffodil. “Where in the world did you find daffodils
at this time of year?”

Penny Sue responded, “My florist in Buckhead
stocks them for me.”

“A lot of members in the club, huh?”

“No, I just like daffodils.” Penny Sue
quick-stepped a jig. “Perk up, girl, it’s party time.”

I ignored her antics and headed for the
kitchen with the flowers, my friends following close behind. “I
appreciate the offer, but it’s been a terrible day. I don’t feel
like celebrating.” I put the vase on the sideboard and filled a
glass from the kitchen tap. “Want something to drink?” I asked,
holding up the glass of water.

“You didn’t take any pills, did ya?” Penny
Sue asked, eyeing me like a mother hen.

I sat down and buried my head in my hands,
the brooch clanking heavily on the tabletop. “No, nothing like
that.”

“Good, ‘cuz we’ve got champagne!” Penny Sue
pulled a bottle of Dom Perignon from her oversized Louis Vuitton
bag as Ruthie searched the cabinets for stemmed glasses.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, taking a
glass of the fizzing liquid.

“Daddy called me,” Penny Sue replied.

My spine straightened reflexively. “Daddy?
Why didn’t Daddy help me today?” I said through gritted teeth. “I
was rolled, raped ... swindled. Swindled! Lord, I can’t believe it
took me so long to make the connection—Parker, Hanson, &
SWINDAL. I never stood a chance!”

I was shouting now and it felt good. Hell
with my therapist. At that moment, I chose to be mad—foot-stomping,
dish-throwing mad. Mad, furious, LIVID. I gulped the sparkling
wine.

“Daddy wanted to help, but he couldn’t
interfere overtly. He called Judge Nugent after the meeting—they go
back a long way, you know. Anyhow, he asked Albert to go ahead and
grant the divorce, but to take a close look at the property
settlement.”

“What does that mean?” I asked wearily.

“Monday: the marriage is history. Tuesday:
Zack will have some explainin’ to do.”

“Glory, there is a God.” I stood and raised
my glass. “To the Daff-o-dils.”

“Daffodils.” We clinked our glasses.

“Now, get some clothes on. We’re going to
have a fancy dinner and plan our trip to the beach.”

 


* * *


Chapter 2

 


 


New Smyrna Beach, Florida

 


“We’re sisters cut from the same
cloth,” Penny Sue chirped as we sat at the light next to the Bert
Fish Medical Center.

I studied the tan medical building to keep
from laughing. If we were cut from the same cloth, it was a
patchwork quilt.

Penny Sue was tall, pudgy, with streaked
brown hair and decided kewpie doll tendencies in makeup and dress.
Expensive, almost haute couture, yet kewpie doll, nonetheless.
Ruthie was shorter, about five six, and disgustingly slim. A
typical strawberry blonde (fair and freckled), she favored clothes
with tailored, simple lines—the ones that were so plain and drab
they shouted: mega-bucks.

I, on the other hand, was
middle-of-the-road. I was Penny Sue’s height, though a little
slimmer, and my shoulder-length brown hair was darker than hers by
a couple of shades. I bought my clothes at Dillards, favoring
elastic waists and comfort whenever possible. When I did dress up,
I opted for tailored suits and dresses which didn’t shout anything.
Rather, they spoke in a normal voice: I came from the career
department.

“Who’s Bert Fish?” I asked to change the
subject. New Smyrna Beach had grown a lot since our college days. I
seemed to recall a brick medical center and a much smaller hospital
in the olden days.

“I just saw that,” Ruthie responded,
consulting the tour book she’d been reading, much of it aloud, for
the whole trip. “Here it is. Bert was a local lawyer, criminal
judge, and a 32nd Degree Mason. He was the Florida campaign manager
for Franklin Roosevelt … paid back with Ambassadorships to Egypt,
Saudi Arabia, and Portugal. Hmm-m, Portugal was not so good for
Bert. He died there in 1943 under mysterious circumstances—his body
was never found. In any event, he willed a big part of his
estate—orange groves—to Volusia County.”

“How nice,” Penny Sue remarked with an edge
of sarcasm, clearly bored by the pithy tidbits Ruthie’d peppered us
with during the seven-hour trip. The light turned green, and we
started up the hill to the South Causeway Bridge. “We’re going to
have a great time, Leigh. A week from now, you’ll be a new
woman.

“Here we are,” she enthused as we rounded
the top of the tall bridge that spanned the Intracoastal Waterway.
“Looks just like the French Riviera, don’t you think?” Penny Sue
rambled. “I feel like I’m in Europe every time I come here.”

The view was spectacular. Stucco
townhouses with red tile roofs lined the inland waterway to the
left, virgin wetlands to the right, and the Atlantic Ocean directly
ahead. A sailboat on the horizon completed the picture of
tranquility. Likening it to the French Riviera might be overstating
things a tad, I thought, but the view was beautiful. I sank back
contentedly, thinking the trip might be a good move. “I didn’t know
you’d been to France,” I commented.

“I haven’t,” Penny Sue replied. “This is
what I imagine it to be.”

“I went with Harold. It doesn’t look
anything like this,” Ruthie said from her minuscule spot in the
backseat. Under normal circumstances the bright yellow Mercedes
would hold five comfortably; however, traveling with Penny Sue was
never normal.

Ruthie and I each brought one large
suitcase; after all, we were only planning to stay a week or two.
Penny Sue showed up with provisions for an expedition. She had
three enormous Hartmann suitcases, a cooler, a boom box, and
God-knew-what-all-else. The bottom line being the backseat was
loaded to the ceiling, leaving only a sliver of room for one of us.
Though Ruthie and I switched seats each time we stopped—which
proved to be often—Ruthie’s nerves were clearly beginning to
fray.

“Details, details. You sure are getting
crabby,” Penny Sue called over her shoulder as the car rounded the
corner to South Atlantic. The luggage in the backseat shifted,
sending the boom box onto Ruthie’s shoulder.

“Who wouldn’t be crabby; you drive like a
maniac. Besides, I’ve got to go to the bathroom.”

“Again? Your hormones must be going.”

“My hormones are fine.”

“Have you had them checked? You’re at the
age when they start dropping. Peeing a lot is one of the first
symptoms.”

“I’ve had them checked. My hormones are
fine.”

“You’d better look into that bladder urgency
pill. Having to pee all the time isn’t normal.”

“Don’t start on that,” Ruthie warned. “I
wanted to fly, remember?”

“We wouldn’t have gotten here any sooner,
and this way we have my car.”

Ruthie stared out the window peevishly.
“Yeah, but airplanes have big seats and bathrooms.”

“Hold on for a little while longer. There’s
the Food Lion.” Penny Sue waved to the right. “The condo’s only a
couple more blocks.” A few minutes later, she took a left onto a
road marked Sea Dunes. A small compound of duplexes—three two-story
buildings and a single-story beachfront unit—the structures were
carefully placed to grace each condo with an ocean view. The car
bounced down the rutted sand lane which led to the Judge’s unit in
the single story building that overlooked the beach. Grunting and
grimacing with each bump, Ruthie sighed with relief when Penny Sue
finally brought the car to a stop between a van and pickup truck
parked in front of the weathered, clapboard duplex.

The truck was a big red job—a true
testosterone statement—with lots of chrome, spotlights mounted on
the front, oversized tires, and a bumper sticker that read:
Turtles? They Make Good Soup. The van, on the other hand, was
completely nondescript except for A-1 Pest Control which was
lettered neatly across the back.

“Check that out,” I said, pointing at a
bumper sticker on the back of the van. “Turn Lights Out for
Turtles. I don’t suppose the guys in those trucks are good
friends.”

Ruthie squirmed. “Who cares? It’s their
problem. Give me the key, Penny. I’ve got to go. Now!” She was
almost shouting.

Penny Sue arched a brow haughtily. A
veritable cloud of gauzy cotton, she hurried to the oceanfront
condominium with Ruthie close on her heels. I trailed behind,
lugging the boom box and cooler.

As Penny Sue fumbled with her key ring,
Ruthie reached over her shoulder and tried the door, which proved
to be unlocked. Already starting to unbutton her shorts, Ruthie
pushed past Penny Sue and ducked into the first bedroom. A man with
a large spray canister flew out.

Penny Sue gave him the once over with an
amused grin. About six feet tall, he had blond hair, a deep tan,
and nice biceps. “A-1, indeed,” she mumbled.

Oh, brother. I’d heard that tone a million
times and knew where it was leading. An Atlanta Falcon and Atlanta
Brave were not enough. Penny Sue was going after an
exterminator.

I’d never understood her addiction to men.
Though she’d packed on a few pounds over the years, as we all had
(except Ruthie), Penny Sue had a lot going for her. Vivacious,
connected, smart in an understated Southern-belle way, and very
rich—owing to the huge settlement from her second divorce—Penny
certainly didn’t need a man, and could have virtually any one she
wanted.

Yet, for some unfathomable reason she had a
penchant for losers. Andy, her first husband was nice, but dumb.
Real dumb. Last I heard, he was selling used cars in Valdosta. Her
second, Sydney, had been artistic, rich and bisexual. Finally,
there was Winston Brewer, an up-and-coming lawyer in Daddy’s firm.
Daddy had orchestrated that pairing, convinced that Penny couldn’t
tell a good man when she saw one. It seems, Daddy couldn’t either.
It was the Judge himself who caught Winston in a compromising
position with a secretary on top of a copy machine.

Winston doesn’t practice law in Georgia
anymore.

“Excuse me.” Hating to intrude on a romantic
moment, not to mention that my bladder wasn’t a high capacity
model, either; I wedged by Penny Sue and the bug man into the
bedroom that had swallowed Ruthie. I set my gear in the corner and
perched on the end of the bed. Ruthie was humming, which meant I
might be there a long time.

“Ruthie, you going to be long? I’ve got to
go, too.” She mumbled something that I couldn’t understand. I
leaned back on the bed to wait. There was no sense rushing Ruthie;
she’d just get flustered and clam up, so to speak. Heck, now she
was singing. Might as well get comfortable. I rolled to my side,
checking out the layout of the room.

The decor was typically Florida:
white-washed rattan furniture with pictures of birds and hibiscus.
A pink flamingo lamp graced an imposing chest of drawers on the far
wall. In any other setting, the piece would look hokey, but fit
perfectly in this room. No doubt the ceramic fixture was rare,
costly and decorator-picked. Penny Sue’s mother, now passed, had
always had impeccable taste. It ran in the family, I supposed.

Ruthie came out of the bathroom, and I
rushed in. When I finally emerged, Penny Sue was waving goodbye to
the bug man, Rick. Ruthie was in the great room, gazing out an
expansive window that overlooked the ocean. I dropped the cooler on
the kitchen counter and joined her.

Bladders pleasantly low, we could enjoy the
scene. With Ruthie’s help, I opened the sliding glass doors that
had obviously not been moved for a long time, and stepped out on a
wooden deck perched on top of a sand dune. Sea spray hit my face,
dousing all thoughts of Zack, money, houses and children. I took a
deep breath and let it out slowly. There is nothing like salt air
to clear the mind and invigorate the spirit.

I surveyed the terrain. Storms had
definitely taken their toll since my last visit. Though the beach
was wide and flat as always, it was a good ten feet lower than I
recalled, not to mention that an entire row of dunes were now
missing. And, for a beautiful October afternoon with temperatures
in the mid-eighties, the beach was surprisingly vacant except for a
four-by-four square marked off by stakes and green tape at the edge
of the sand dune.

“A turtle mound,” Ruthie commented, pointing
at the stakes below us. “The tour book said turtle season runs
through the end of October. We must be careful to close the blinds
and turn off all our beach-side lights after sunset. There’s a
strict light pollution ordinance, since bright lights disorient the
hatchlings. Every year, hundreds of baby turtles are crushed by
cars or die from dehydration and starvation because they are
distracted by lights and never make it to the water.”

Penny Sue appeared with paper cups of wine.
“That’s sad,” she said, passing out the drinks. “You’re in charge
of the lights, Ruthie. We sure don’t want any turtles dying on our
account.” Penny Sue stepped up on the low benches built into the
side of the deck and looked out over the ocean. “We’ve had some
good times here, haven’t we, girls?”

Ruthie climbed up on the bench alongside
her. “I’ll say. Footloose and fancy free. Though, you never stayed
footloose for long; you always got hooked up with someone,” she
said to Penny Sue. “Remember the guy you met the summer after our
sophomore year? He had a funny name—what was it?”

Penny Sue giggled. “Woodhead. Woody
Woodhead.”

Ruthie sputtered, spitting wine. “That’s
right. What a name! Remember the commotion when Zack showed up.
He’d come down to see Penny Sue, and was so ticked off—” Ruthie
stopped abruptly, realizing what she’d said. She looked at me
guiltily, apologetically ... when angry shouts from the front of
the condo cut the air.

“You’re a real ass,” Rick barked.

“Stuff it,” a male voice shouted back. Then
a dull, slapping sound.

Penny Sue was off the deck in a millisecond.
She grabbed her purse and raced to the front door. Ruthie and I
were initially too stunned to move, though finally recovered, and
chased after Penny Sue. By the time we arrived, the men were
rolling in the driveway, trading punches. Penny Sue was fumbling in
her purse, and couples from the two-story duplex behind our unit
had come out on their balconies to watch.

Rick seemed to be getting the upper hand,
sitting on the stranger—the owner of the pickup truck, I
presumed—until the stranger’s hand found a large chunk of concrete
in the driveway. The man swung the slab toward Rick, missing his
head, but catching his shoulder.

“Stop it,” Penny Sue demanded loudly. They
ignored her.

“Stop it! I’m not kidding,” she shouted
again, pulling a small, pearl-handled revolver from her purse.

I gasped so hard, I almost swallowed my
tongue. Penny Sue’d always had a penchant for playing roles, but
they usually took the form of a femme fatale—Scarlett O’Hara,
Cleopatra, Marilyn Monroe. I’d never, ever, imagined Annie Oakley
was part of her repertoire.

“That’s enough, boys,” Penny Sue yelled.

Rick landed a punch on his opponent’s
face.

“Stop! I’m not fooling.” Penny Sue waved the
gun in their general direction.

My heart flopped over with fear. Penny Sue
was excitable; how far would she go? I grabbed Ruthie’s arm and
whispered, “Go call 9-1-1.” She hurried off.

“Stay out of this, bitch,” Rick shouted.

Penny Sue’s eyes narrowed. “What did you
say?” She aimed the gun to the side and pulled the trigger. The
bullet hit the ground with a thud. Sand billowed. An elderly couple
on the balcony scurried inside. My heart did a triple flip. “Would
you like to repeat that last comment?” Penny Sue asked sweetly,
beaming her fake beauty-queen smile.

Rick held his hands up and rolled off his
adversary. “Calm down, lady.”

“That’s better. For a moment I thought you
were talking to a dog.”

Rick’s foe took the opportunity to scramble
to his truck. He sped off, spewing sand.

Rick glared at Penny Sue, hands raised. “He
started it.”

Penny Sue kept the gun angled to the side.
“Maybe so, but that’s no call for being rude.”

“What planet are you from?” Rick asked,
snickering derisively.

Penny Sue set her jaw, pointed the gun at
the ground and squeezed the trigger. “Georgia.”

 


* * *


Chapter 3

 


 


The New Smyrna Beach police arrived
minutes later. Not only had Ruthie called 9-1-1, but so had both
sets of balcony owners in the duplex behind ours. Sadly, the
neighbors said nothing about the fight, only that a crazy woman was
brandishing a handgun. I could tell from the police officers’ line
of questioning that the situation was serious. Fearing Penny Sue
might end up behind bars, I snuck to the bedroom and called Judge
Parker—had him summoned out of a meeting. He said he’d take care of
it.

I found out later the Judge called a Florida
Supreme Court Justice, who called the Attorney General, who called
the local prosecutor. A half hour after my conversation with Judge
Daddy, the Chief of the Georgia State Police was on the horn asking
to speak to the local officers in charge. The New Smyrna Beach
policemen were real polite after that.

It wasn’t very long before the local
prosecutor arrived. His name was Robert “Woody” Woodhead. Penny Sue
almost fainted when she saw her old flame. Woody didn’t seem
particularly thrilled to see her, either. They eyed each other
through the screen door like prize fighters waiting for the match
to start. I stepped between them, beaming my most fetching smile
and greeted Woody warmly. This was not the time to relive the
past.

Woody listened with a pinched look as Penny
Sue told her story for the third time. With each telling, her voice
got stronger and the dramatics laid on a little thicker. This
version ended with a haughty toss of her perfectly streaked hair
and an emphatic: “I was not shooting at Rick. They were warning
shots, nothing more. I know how to handle a gun; I can shoot the
wings off a fly from twenty paces.”

“I don’t doubt that.” Woody handed back
Penny Sue’s revolver and permit for a concealed weapon. “We’ll see
what Rick has to say. He may want to press charges.” Woody stood to
leave.

“Charges? For what?”

“Reckless display of a weapon, aggravated
assault, discharge of a firearm within city limits, use of a
firearm in the commission of a felony—there are lots of
possibilities.” Woody paused with his hand on the front door and
grinned. “I’ll be in touch. Don’t leave town.”

Woody smirked and jerked the door open. An
attractive blonde woman—hand raised in the knocking
position—pitched forward. A riot of shrieks, mop handles and
pinwheeling arms, the young lady grabbed for anything—the anything
she finally found being Woody’s trousers, which she almost pulled
off.

Jaws slack and eyes wide, Penny Sue, Ruthie
and I were momentarily frozen by the sight of Woody—shirt tail and
boxer shorts completely exposed—with a shapely young woman hugging
his knees. I recovered first and stooped to help the poor girl.

Woody pulled his pants up, making no effort
to tuck in his shirt tail, and stalked out. As the screen door
slammed behind him, Woody shot Penny Sue a look of pure rage which
said: This is your fault, and backed into a scruffy guy clad
in jeans and a tee shirt. The stranger grabbed Woody by the
shoulders and pushed him roughly.

“Pete, it’s all right,” the young woman
said. Then to us, “I’m sorry, I didn’t expect anyone to be home.
I’m Charlotte, the cleaning lady.”

Woody wriggled out of Pete’s grasp and held
up his briefcase to display the State Prosecutor’s ID tag suspended
from the handle. “Watch your hands, bud, unless you want to spend a
night in jail.” Shirt tail fluttering, Woody stormed past Pete to
his car.

I handed Charlotte the mop. “That’s all
right. That man was in a sour mood before you got here.”

“Sour? Pissy’s more like it,” Ruthie
corrected, eyeing Pete who didn’t seem exactly cheery.

The corner of Pete’s top lip was puffy and
misshapen, giving him the appearance of a permanent sneer or of a
man who’d been in a fight. The guy had sun-streaked hair, a ruddy
complexion, and wasn’t unattractive, just hard and rough; the type
you’d expect to pick fights in bars. In any case, he didn’t seem to
fit Charlotte, a tanned nymph who looked like she’d hopped off a
surfboard.

Charlotte must have picked up our
questioning look.

“My husband,” she offered. “My car’s in the
shop.”

Penny Sue was perplexed. “What happened to
Mrs. Hudson? She usually does the cleaning.”

“She’s my aunt. I’ve taken over some of her
accounts, now that she’s gotten up in years.”

“We just arrived; the place doesn’t need
cleaning.”

Charlotte glanced over her shoulder at Pete
and shifted nervously. “I’ll do a light dusting. Everything on the
beach stays dusty; it’s the salt spray. It’ll only take a minute.”
She turned to get the bucket and cleaning supplies which she’d left
on the front porch.

“That’s not necessary,” Penny Sue insisted,
holding her forehead with both hands. “Get my purse, will you,
Leigh? I have I terrific headache.” Then, to Charlotte who was
standing on the other side of the screen door with a dejected look,
“Wait a moment, hon.”

I returned with the purse. Penny Sue found
forty dollars that she handed to Charlotte. “Thanks, we can manage
on our own. We’ll be here a week or two. Do you have a card? I’ll
call you before we leave.” Charlotte found a rumpled blue card in
her pocket and started to speak. Penny Sue shut the door before
anything got out. “Laa, I have a headache.” She brushed past us to
the kitchen for a glass of water and four ibuprofens.

Ruthie and I followed her into the living
room where Penny Sue stretched out on the couch. No one said
anything for a long time. Ruthie sat with her eyes closed and her
hands in her lap—palms up, thumbs and forefingers lightly touching.
I supposed she was trying to meditate and find her center.

I knew my center was hopelessly lost and
there was no sense looking for it. My world in Atlanta was in
shambles, and now Penny Sue was about to get me—us—locked up.
With friends like her, who needs—I started angrily, then
caught myself.

I glanced at her lying on the sofa, holding
her head, looking like a pitiful little girl, and my anger
dissolved. Penny Sue was an exasperating flake, but a person would
be hard-pressed to find a better friend. She’d been there for me
when the kids were born, when I broke my ankle, when Zack, Jr.’d
almost died of pneumonia, and other times too numerous to count.
Well, she needed me now and I was going to stand by her.

But, a gun? When in the world did she start
carrying a revolver? And why? I broke the silence. “Geez, Penny
Sue, I didn’t know you carried a weapon. What brought that on?”

She answered without looking at me, her hand
still covering her eyes. “I’ve carried one for ages, for
protection. Daddy gets death threats all the time. He’s locked up
his share of druggies over the years.”

I knew I should probably drop it and let her
rest, yet couldn’t. “What possessed you to wave your gun at those
men? Why didn’t you let them fight it out?”

“Rick seemed like a nice guy. After all,
he’s into saving the turtles and everything.” She spread her
fingers and peeked at me. “Of course, that has proven to be a gross
misconception.” She closed her fingers over her eyes. “I was merely
trying to break up the fight. I thought the redneck was going to
hit Rick in the head with that chunk of concrete.” She sat up and
folded her arms across her chest. “I wish I’d let him do it,
now.”

“I know.” I moved to the couch and patted
her shoulder. Penny Sue’d always had a weak spot for the underdog.
In college she was constantly bringing stray cats, injured dogs and
troubled men back to the sorority house. I’d hoped she’d outgrown
it. Apparently not.

“What were the guys fighting about?” Ruthie
asked.

“The turtles, I suppose. Rick said he was on
the Turtle Patrol that ropes off the nests. They’re an endangered
species and the county has banned driving on the beach to protect
them. A lot of old-timers are angry about the driving ban.”

I nodded. “The ‘turtles-make-good-soup’
crowd,” I said, remembering the pickup’s bumper sticker. “Rick’s
certainly not the average environmentalist. Aren’t they usually
pacifists?”

Penny Sue’s eyes narrowed. “Yes, and they
generally don’t have foul mouths. That’s what set me off. Bitch!
The nerve of that guy.” She puffed up as she spoke, gaining
strength from her indignation, then, just as quickly, deflated like
a punctured balloon. “I don’t suppose being called a bitch is much
of a defense for aggravated assault.” She pulled on her lip
nervously.

Ruthie moved to the couch and hugged Penny
Sue. “Don’t worry, we’ll stand by you.”

“Thanks,” Penny Sue said with a sigh. “I
guess I can always claim PMS. I think it’s a legitimate defense for
murder, now.”

Ruthie and I both did a double take. Penny
Sue was serious.

* * *

The New Smyrna Beach police could not find
Rick or A-1 Pest Control, for that matter. Woody Woodhead
speculated that A-1 Pest was operating without proper licenses (a
serious offense for a business utilizing dangerous chemicals), thus
Rick would never come forward to press charges.

Another round of interviews with the
neighbors also seemed to corroborate Penny Sue’s story of intending
to threaten, not kill or maim, thus Woody agreed to let Penny Sue
off the hook. His reprieve was definitely reluctant; there was no
doubt in our minds that Woody was still furious at Penny Sue for
dumping him twenty-odd years ago, not to mention the incident where
he’d dropped his drawers in front of us.

Following a stern lecture from the Judge the
next morning, the three of us set out to do what we’d come to
Florida for—have fun. First, we had to unpack. We’d been so bummed
out the previous evening, we made no attempt to settle in the
condo. We’d merely supped on snacks from the cooler, fished
nightgowns from our luggage, and fallen into bed. Ruthie and I
volunteered to stow our gear, while Penny Sue went for
groceries.

With one suitcase apiece, Ruthie and I made
quick business of getting ourselves situated. It was Penny Sue’s
belongings that offered the challenge. Three large suitcases, a
small closet, and one chest of drawers presented a problem worthy
of an industrial engineer. We decided to take the approach of an
assembly line, where I unloaded the suitcases and handed the
clothes to Ruthie, who put them away. The system worked fine until
I found a stack of underwear at the bottom of the third suitcase.
“Uh oh.” I held up an amazingly small, iridescent blue thong with
two fingers.

“More underwear?” Ruthie complained. “That
screws up my whole system. I’m going to have to move everything.”
She jerked open the bottom drawer of the bureau and stared. “What’s
this stuff?”

I peered over her shoulder to see what she
was talking about.

The drawer contained a heap of thermally
sealed plastic bags of white powder, with a featheredged note card
wedged between two packages in the center. Ruthie pulled the card
out and held it so I could see. Mark how he trembles ... was
embossed in bold letters across the top. Below that, 200 @ 6
was scrawled in small letters, followed by Same time, same
place in ornate, handwritten script and a smiley face.

Ruthie ran her finger along the ragged edge
of the stationery, then held it up to the light. “This is really
expensive stuff,” she observed, pointing to the watermark. “Italian
Amalfi. Daddy used it years ago. The process for making this paper
dates back to the 1300s.”

As one who’d used Post-It notes for most of
my correspondence since Zack and I separated, I was certain the
embossing alone cost more than my annual paper budget. I pointed at
the smiley face. “That Rick must be schizophrenic. A violent
environmentalist, with a foul mouth, who uses fancy stationery and
draws smiley faces. Go figure.”

“Must be a Gemini,” Ruthie replied
matter-of-factly, lifting the bags out of the drawer and dumping
them onto the floor.

“Be careful,” I cautioned. “I’ll bet those
are Rick’s pesticides. He probably treats the whole complex and
stores his chemicals here. Penny Sue said no one had used this
place in a long time.”

“I’m going to throw them away. Rick won’t be
back.”

“You can’t put chemicals like that in the
trash. There are strict laws about disposing of hazardous
substances.”

She stared at me, hands on hips, as if I’d
lost my mind. “I’ll flush them down the toilet.”

“That’s worse, you’ll pollute the
groundwater. Besides, we should keep them for insurance.”

“Insurance?”

“In the event Rick tries to make trouble,
we’ve got evidence.” I’d learned the importance of evidence, but
good, in my dealings with Zack.

“Well, what should I do with this?”

I grabbed a trash bag from the bathroom,
scooped the packages into the bag, and started to move them to the
closet. The load was so heavy, I feared the sack would break. “This
won’t do.” I dropped the bag and headed across the hall to the
utility room to look for a better container. A bucket with a rag
mop, broom, vacuum and assorted cleaning supplies were stowed in
the space between the clothes dryer and the wall. “This is
perfect,” I said, lifting the trash bag into the bucket. “This way,
if any of the packages break, the powder won’t scatter all over the
place.” I returned the bucket to its place and put the rag mop on
top.

Back in the bedroom, Ruthie had started to
shift things around in the dresser in order to put the underwear in
its proper place.

“Don’t bother—”

“Yoo hoo,” Penny Sue called from the front
door. “I could use some help out here.”

I grabbed Penny Sue’s clothes from Ruthie’s
hands and stuffed them into the bottom drawer.

“Wait,” Ruthie protested, miffed at me for
screwing up her system.

“It doesn’t matter.” I slammed the last
suitcase shut and swung it into the closet. “All this will be in
shambles the first time Penny Sue changes clothes.”

Ruthie harrumphed, but didn’t argue. She
knew I was right. Underwear would be hanging from door knobs and
bras draped over lamps. That’s just the way Penny Sue was, not one
for details.

* * *

We finally made it to the beach a little
after two. Laden with cooler, boom box, chairs, and other sundry
comforts, we lumbered down the wooden walkway that protected the
dunes, looking more like an African safari than middle-aged women
on vacation.

“Crap,” Penny Sue said, stopping abruptly. A
large square of sand was roped off at the bottom of the stairs.
“Another turtle nest. What now?”

I put the cooler down and peered over her
shoulder. There was maybe a foot of space between the walk’s
railing and the staked off area. “We can make it. Here, give me
that.” I took the boom box and beach bag from Penny Sue. “Go
through and we’ll hand the stuff over the railing.”

Penny Sue sucked up and sidled through the
narrow opening. Though she ripped a hole in her new
sarong—something she reminded us of all afternoon—we eventually got
ourselves and paraphernalia to the beach without disturbing the
nest, and thus committing a state and federal crime. The last thing
we needed was another run-in with Woody.

The rest of the day proved pleasantly
uneventful. We took a leisurely walk on the beach, sunned
ourselves, gossiped, and generally acted like giggly college girls,
less mature than our own kids. True to form, Penny Sue took center
stage, entertaining us by comparing everyone who walked by to some
form of bird or beast. She was amazingly good at it, had a real eye
for the absurd. Of course, she never turned an eye on herself. Just
as well, she looked remarkably similar to a chubby flamingo in her
hot pink two-piece and feathered sun hat.

We capped off the evening with dinner at The
Riverview, a picturesque restaurant on the Inland Waterway where we
ate outside on the deck that overlooked a small marina of expensive
boats. An imposing yacht named Ecstasy immediately caught Penny
Sue’s eye.

“That cost a bundle,” Penny Sue said, waving
her wine glass in the boat’s direction.

Ruthie agreed. “Lifestyles of the Rich
and Famous did a show on yachts. That one must have cost
millions.”

Millions for a boat? My house in Atlanta
Country Club wasn’t worth that much.

“I like sailing,” Penny Sue said
wistfully.

“It’s not a sailboat, Penny Sue. No sails,”
I said, pointing at the radar scope rotating on top of the
bridge.

She looked down her nose at me. “Sailing,
motoring; it’s all the same if the captain is good looking and the
champagne’s cold.”

“What about the Falcon and the Brave?” I
asked.

“They’re in Atlanta.” Penny Sue fingered her
emerald necklace absently. “Ecstasy. Isn’t that the name of a
cruise line? I’ll bet the owner is a shipping tycoon. Greek, maybe.
Europeans are so interesting.”

A busboy leaned forward to fill her water
glass. “He’s sitting at the bar over there.”

“Pardon?”

The young man straightened, looking
embarrassed. “I didn’t mean to intrude. I overheard your
comment.”

“Never mind interrupting, sugar,” Penny Sue
snapped. “Please repeat what you said.”

“The owner of the yacht is sitting at the
bar. His name is Lyndon Fulbright.” The busboy canted his head at a
smartly dressed man in his fifties.

Ruthie pursed her lips impishly. “Is there a
Mrs. Fulbright?”

“Haven’t seen one.”

Penny Sue smoothed the front of her dress
and grinned. “Well, well, Lyndon. Things are surely looking
up.”


Chapter 4

 


 


I woke up early the next day with the
stark realization it was time to get on with my life. For the last
eighteen months I’d been busy getting divorced. I was finally
free—now what? I couldn’t live off my paltry settlement forever.
I’d have to work; heck, I wanted to work. Then there was the issue
of where to go when the house sold.

The kids were on their own. Zack, Jr. was in
Vail trying to decide what to do with a degree in philosophy. Ann
would graduate in December and already had an internship lined up
at the American Embassy in London. I doubted that either would want
to come back to Atlanta to live; at least, no time soon. The
divorce had taken its toll on them, too. They’d come home less and
less over the last year, the tension of having Zack in the house
being more than they could bear.

I rolled over and looked at the clock radio.
Six o’clock. Ruthie was sound asleep in the next twin bed, lying on
her back, mouth open, snoring softly. I snatched my robe from the
foot of the bed and crept out of the room. I put on a pot of coffee
and drew the drapes in the living room. Instead of a sunrise, I was
greeted by a thick mist. Fitting. The fog matched my mood.

I poured a cup of coffee and headed to the
deck. The mist was cool and wet on my face with a faint fishy
smell. Though I couldn’t see the ocean, I heard it lapping gently.
Low tide, the perfect time to look for shells. And, surely, no one
had beaten me to it in this fog.

I hitched the belt on my robe tighter and
started for the beach. My plans for the future could wait another
hour or two.

I was happy to see that the turtle mound at
the end of the boardwalk had been moved. Relocating nests from
traffic areas was a key function of the Turtle Patrols. Evidently,
they had come through the night before, saving not only the
turtles, but Ruthie and me from extreme mental anguish. Penny Sue
had groused about her torn sarong all through dinner. I made a
mental note to compliment the patrol on their fine work the next
time I saw them.

The fog was so dense, I was standing in the
water before I saw it. I stopped ankle deep and turned slowly. I
couldn’t see a thing. I looked to where I thought the horizon
should be, hoping to spy a glimmer of sunrise. Nothing. I took a
long pull of my coffee. I didn’t have a chance of finding a shell
in this pea soup unless I happened to step on it.

Well, there was always tomorrow.

I turned around and headed back the way I
came. But, the wet, turbid haze had become so thick I kept losing
sight of my tracks in the sand. I stopped, a wave of panic welling
in my chest. I couldn’t see anything. For all I knew, I was walking
north, parallel to the shore, in which case I could go a long
way—in my bathrobe, no less.

I dropped to one knee, frantically looking
for footprints and my way home. Thankfully, I found some close by.
I followed the tracks, bent double to keep the depressions in view.
A moist draft on my bare derrière told me vital parts were
protruding from the short bathrobe. I tugged at the back of the
robe, however, the cotton sleep set had not been designed for
contorted movement. Or, maybe it had. I’d gotten it on sale at
Victoria’s Secret, my only thought at the time being the great
price. It had never occurred to me I might be getting less
than I bargained for.

I hadn’t gone very far when the beach began
to incline, which told me I was approaching the dunes and
salvation. By following the dune line, I reasoned, I’d eventually
get to a crosswalk and was confident I would recognize the rickety
bridge to our unit. Simple. Success was certain; I couldn’t have
wandered very far from the condo.

I straightened up and took a sip of coffee,
congratulating myself on brilliant scouting. Zack used to say I
could get lost in the driveway. Of course, he used to make a lot of
other stupid, cruel remarks. Well, Zack was wrong and Zack was
gone. Good riddance. I smoothed the robe over my rear end and
resumed my trek—upright, confident, dignified. Two seconds later I
tripped and went sprawling. The coffee mug flew from my hand; my
bed clothes went up around my shoulders.

“Damn.” I levered up to my knees and brushed
myself off. I was covered in sand. The moist grit clung to my skin
like breading on a chicken. I had it on my thighs, my boobs, and
everywhere in between. I spit. The stuff was even in my teeth. I
brushed myself quickly and pulled down my gown.

Thank God for the fog. Now, if I could just
find the mug. It was a wonder I hadn’t spilled the coffee all over
myself. That was my usual MO. It seemed I spent most of my life
cleaning spots off my clothes, which gave me a lot of sympathy for
little kids.

I saw it in my neighborhood all the time.
Little kids covered in dirt, their mommies looming over them
menacingly. “How did you get dirty?” Mommy always asked sternly. “I
don’t know,” the kid whined. I understood.

I really didn’t know half the time, spots
appeared from nowhere. Ruthie said it was because I was always
thinking—lost in thought and not paying attention. Penny Sue
attributed the whole thing to hormones. “Memory loss,
foggy-brained: first sign of an estrogen deficiency.”

“Darn, where is that cup?” I pushed myself
up into a squat. Sand grated in the folds of my crotch, and I was
starting to itch all over. “One pass, that’s it,” I told myself,
running my hands across the sand. “That cheap mug isn’t worth
it.”

I rotated on the balls of my feet, patting
the ground. Ninety degrees, one-eighty; I found nothing. I
stretched my arms as far as I could manage and still keep my
balance. Then, my fingertip touched something cold and hard. I
leaned forward and grabbed ... a cold, stiff foot!

It was like a bad dream—the one where
someone is chasing you, and you try to scream but can’t. You open
your mouth, straining, yet no sound comes out. You try and try,
your heart thumping furiously until you finally wake yourself up.
Only I didn’t wake up. I was frozen in place, my mouth open, breath
coming in staccato bursts.

I have no idea how long I stayed in that
state. Seconds, a minute, an hour—it seemed like an eternity.
Finally, a single note escaped from my throat. A woosey peep that
even I could barely hear—a sound, nonetheless. And, if one could
get out, why not two? That thought broke the stupor. My throat
unclenched, and a cacophonous torrent emerged.

My screams woke up the whole neighborhood.
Spotlights flashed on, and I could hear voices. I half crawled,
half ran across the dunes toward the lights. Hell with my pantiless
butt, let the whole world see it! I was getting out of there. Sand
burrs embedded in my feet and legs, but I didn’t care. “Call an
ambulance. Call the police,” I shrieked at the top of my lungs.

An EVAC ambulance arrived first, followed by
a fire truck and police car. By then the fog had cleared, and the
neighbors poured out of their condos and onto the beach. Penny Sue,
Ruthie, and I watched from the deck. I was shaking so hard, my
teeth literally chattered. Even two of Penny Sue’s tranquilizers
did not calm my racing heart. I sat on the lawn chair watching the
commotion as Ruthie picked burrs from my feet with tweezers. Penny
Sue sat next to me rubbing my back, then hugged me to her side as
the EVAC crew carried a stretcher with a yellow body bag across the
deck and through the condo to the ambulance.

“A helluva way to start the day,” Penny Sue
drawled.

By ten o’clock it was over. The police had
carted off the body, taken my statement, and photographed the crime
scene. My statement was brief, very brief, since I truly knew
nothing. I had not even looked at the corpse. All I remembered was
the bare foot. The big toe had a gash on it and the one next to it
was bent at a crazy angle. It was a big foot, definitely a man’s,
since it was connected to a hairy leg. That was all I knew.
Period.

For the second time in two days the police
instructed us not to leave town. I collapsed on the sofa.

At ten thirty my realtor called. She was
showing my house to a young couple for the second time. Things
looked promising, could I stay close to the phone in case there was
an offer? I said “Sure.” I was too bummed out by the morning’s
events to do much, anyway.

We ate a light breakfast and stretched out
on the deck for some sun. Penny Sue perused a Cosmopolitan magazine
while Ruthie read astrology. I just lay there in a tranquilized
daze, grateful for the peace and quiet, until Ruthie bolted out of
her chair, shrieking. My heart all but stopped from fright
again.

“I’m allergic,” Ruthie threw her book down
and dashed inside, a wasp hot on her tail.

Another bug appeared which went after Penny
Sue. She swatted it with her magazine. By this time I was on my
feet and saw the problem. A wasp nest was lodged in the space
between the glass pane and molding on the sliding door. We’d
knocked it loose when we opened the door and the wasps were none
too happy about the intrusion.

“Om-m-m.” Ruthie, safe behind the screen
door, started to chant while Penny Sue batted the air wildly.

“What the heck are you doing, Ruthie?” Penny
Sue screeched.

“Om-m-m. I’m setting up a protection field.
Om-m-m.”

“Protection for who? Us or the bugs? Scoot,
scoot.” Penny Sue grabbed her beach towel and put it over her
head.

By then the vermin had started to buzz me.
But I was calm, collected ... heck, sedated. “Your force field
isn’t working, Ruthie. Go get the Hot Shot Wasp Spray. I saw some
under the sink.” Still chanting, she found the insecticide. As
Ruthie opened the door to hand me the can, Penny Sue bounded
through, leaving me to face the vicious vespids alone.

“Kills on Contact from Twenty Feet,” the
container read in bright yellow letters. I intended to put it to
the test. Draping a towel over my head, I backed up and pushed the
button. A stream of foul smelling poison spewed forth. The bugs
exploded from the nest like shrapnel as Ruthie’s chanting grew
louder and more frantic. I clutched the towel around me and dashed
down the boardwalk toward the beach. When I returned a few minutes
later, the wasps were writhing pitifully in the final throes of
death.

Penny Sue emerged from the condo holding a
fly swatter. “Great shooting, girl.”

I didn’t respond, just brushed dead bugs off
of my chair and stretched out again. Yet, my head had hardly
touched the chair when the telephone rang. Ruthie stopped chanting
long enough to answer it. My realtor again.

Yes, the couple seemed very interested, but
there wasn’t any hot water. Was something wrong with the hot water
heater? Could she hire a repairman to take a look at it? Although I
suspected it was something simple like a pilot light, I said, “Go
ahead, if it will help make the sale.”

As I talked, Ruthie busied herself making
sandwiches. I hung up the telephone and snatched a half. “Um-m,
cream cheese and olive. I can’t remember when I last had one of
these.”

Ruthie took one. “Me either, but they must
be Penny Sue’s favorite. Look at the size of these containers.”
Ruthie motioned at an extra large tub of cream cheese and an
enormous jar of green olives. “What if you sell the house? Have you
thought of where you’d like to live?”

I concentrated on my sandwich. I’d been so
caught up in the mechanics of now, of details, of what had to be
done, that I hadn’t given any thought to the future. “I don’t
know.”

“There are some adorable apartments in
Vinings. That’s a nice, eclectic area. Lots of cute shops, great
restaurants.”

I picked the crust off my sandwich. “I like
Vinings, but I’m not sure I want to stay in Atlanta. There’s
nothing to hold me there.”

Ruthie looked stricken. “What about the
kids?”

“Ann’s going to London in January, and Zack,
Jr. seems happy in Vail. His old girl friend just moved out there
to be with him. The kids went to Vanderbilt, so most of their
friends are in Tennessee. Neither of them are particularly thrilled
with their father. There’s no need for me to stay in Atlanta for
their sake.”

“What about Penny Sue and me? We DAFFODILS
have to stick together.”

I patted her hand soothingly. “I’d always
come back to visit.”

“I would hope so,” she said, looking
sad.

“For the first time I can do whatever I
want. Until now, my life has been one big obligation. School, then
marriage, the kids, even the divorce. There were certain steps you
had to follow, certain things you had to do; shoot, even certain
stages of grieving. Duty has always determined my life. But, I have
no responsibilities at this moment. It’s a funny feeling.”

Ruthie poured some tea and handed me the
plate of sandwiches. I took one and started peeling the crust off
again.

“What about you?” I asked. “Haven’t you ever
thought of moving, doing something else?”

“Sure,” she said slowly. “Jo Ruth’s been
accepted to med school at Chapel Hill. I’d move up there if it
weren’t for Poppa; he’s my responsibility.”

“You’re here.” I swept my arm in a wide
arc.

“Oh, I have lots of freedom. Mr. Wong and
the housekeeper take care of Poppa’s physical needs; I provide the
emotional support. I owe him. After all, Poppa was there for me
when I got divorced; it’s my turn now.”

I nodded. “An obligation. I’d feel exactly
the same way.”

“What are y’all up to? You look awfully
serious.” Penny Sue stood in the doorway, peering across the top of
her Chanel sunglasses.

I held up the plate of sandwiches. “Having a
little snack. Cream cheese and olive.”

“Just what I need.” Penny Sue perched on a
stool at the counter and took a sandwich. “Hand me the pepper,
please.” She doused the sandwich liberally and took a bite. “Hm-m.
Onion, it needs onion.” She found a Vidalia in the refrigerator and
cut a thick slice. “Delicious,” she muttered between bites.

Ruthie watched with distaste. “Are you sure
there’s nothing wrong with your hormones?”

“I’ve taken care of that. I’m doing hormone
replacement therapy.” Penny Sue finished her half and took another.
“You know what would be good on this? Jalapeño pepper jelly. Would
you fetch it from the frig, Ruthie?”

Ruthie handed her the jar. “Maybe you need
to cut back on the estrogen.”

Penny Sue slathered a thick layer of jelly
on the bread and tasted it. “Mmm-m. What, ruin all this fun? Not a
chance.”

I didn’t hear from the realtor again that
afternoon. We never left the deck, so I couldn’t have missed the
call. Truth be told, I was relieved. When the house sold, I’d have
to make some decisions, and fast.

Ruthie brought out her laptop computer and
cast my astrology chart. “You have Mars in Libra, so you hate
conflict and have a hard time making up your mind.”

No kidding. Tell me something I don’t know.
“Can you see anything about a job?”

“Well, your twelfth house shows a need to
search for truth and wisdom. You’d probably be good at some kind of
investigation.”

Penny Sue sat up. “Isn’t that what you did
after graduation?”

“I worked for an accounting firm doing
audits. I guess that was investigation of sorts.”

“Ever thought of taking it up again?” Penny
Sue asked, munching on her sandwich.

“It’s terribly demanding. Long hours, lots
of travel, I’m not sure I could keep up.”

“There must be another way to use your
expertise,” Ruthie said.

I rubbed my neck. I was starting to get a
headache. “I’m open to suggestions.”

Ruthie smiled. “I’ve got an idea. Let’s go
to Cassadaga and get a reading—ask the spirits for guidance.”

“What’s Cassadaga?” I asked.

“A small village of mediums and psychics.
It’s not far. Momma used to come here every year to get a reading.
Let’s go, it’ll be fun.”

I wasn’t particularly anxious to go, since I
doubted the spirits did job placement. But, Ruthie looked like an
exuberant kid. Mommy, Mommy let’s go to the park, or the fair, or
whatever. How could I say no? “Okay, we’ll go tomorrow.”

* * *

We were dressing for dinner when the shit
hit the fan.

There was a loud knock at the front door. It
was Woody Woodhead, the local prosecutor, and a detective. Could
they have a word with us about the body on the beach? Stone-faced
and silent, the men sat in the living room while we assembled. As
usual, Penny Sue was the last to arrive, her appearance heralded by
a wave of Joy perfume which preceded her by a full minute.

“Good evening,” Penny Sue said
breathlessly.

“Evening, ladies.” The detective slipped
several eight-by-ten glossy photographs from a manila envelop and
handed them to Penny Sue.

Her mouth dropped open as her hand flew to
her chest. “Magod, it’s Rick.” She handed the pictures to me and
covered her eyes.

Woody leaned back in the chair and steepled
his fingers in front of his chest. “That answers our first
question.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“He was shot with a small caliber weapon, a
.38. We figure he’d been dead for about six hours when you found
him.”

Ruthie glanced at the photos, then looked
away. “Why? Who would do such a thing?”

Woody took the pictures. “Good question.
Where’s your gun, Penny Sue?”

She drew back with indignation. “Surely, you
don’t think I had anything to do with that.”

“I’m not making an accusation. I merely want
to know where your gun is. Would you get it, please?”

Penny Sue went to the bedroom and returned
with her purse. Glaring defiantly, she retrieved her revolver.

“May I see it?”

She handed Woody the gun and snapped her
purse shut. He gave the weapon a cursory examination, then handed
it to the detective who placed it in a plastic evidence bag. “You
don’t mind if we take this in for a few tests, do you?”

“Well, no—”

I broke in. “You won’t find anything. Penny
Sue was with us all night. We went to dinner, then came back here
and went to bed. All of us. We can vouch for her.”

“In which case we’ll find nothing,” Woody
replied. He nodded to the detective and stood. “Your neighbor saw a
woman on your deck at about one o’clock this morning. The woman was
wearing a bright red robe.”

Red robe? Ruthie and I gaped at Penny
Sue.

“I stepped out to smoke a cigarette. I
couldn’t sleep.”

“I thought you’d quit smoking,” Ruthie said,
surprised. “I gave you that worry stone to rub when you got the
urge.”

Penny Sue shrugged. “I did quit, sorta. I
sneak one now and then. Everybody makes such a big deal about
smoking, I feel like a criminal. I was outside for all of five
minutes.”

Woody snorted, definitely unimpressed. “We
appreciate your cooperation, ladies. We’ll be in touch. Please
don’t leave town.”

Don’t leave town. The third time in two
days.

 


* * *


Chapter 5

 


 


When I got up the next morning, Penny
Sue was out on the deck smoking a cigarette in her red silk robe
with an Oriental dragon embroidered on the back. I checked the
time. Eight o’clock. Penny Sue was the world’s latest sleeper. The
fact that she was up at such an ungodly hour told me Penny Sue was
a lot more worried than she’d let on. I poured a cup of coffee and
went out to join her.

“Out of the closet?” I said, nodding at the
cigarette.

Penny Sue blew a smoke ring. “This is my
third. I want to make sure those nosy neighbors see me out here
smoking. I hope they’re watching. The nerve of them, pointing the
finger at me.” She panned the two-story buildings behind our condo.
“I wish I knew which one it was. I’d give them a piece of my
mind.”

“That won’t solve anything and will make
matters worse.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll stay cool.”

I was worried. None of this would have
happened if Penny Sue hadn’t waved her gun around. What in the
world possessed her to do it? I used to describe her as
high-strung, even flighty; but her behavior lately had been down
right erratic. Maybe it was a hormone problem. Perimenopause: that
phase where a woman’s hormones started the downhill slide. PMS run
wild, and it could last for as long as ten years. The thought made
me shudder.

“I know it’s ridiculous. You know it’s
ridiculous. But the neighbors, whoever they are, don’t know. As far
as they’re concerned, you could be a mass murderer.”

Penny Sue stared at the building behind us
where the balconies overlook the parking lot. “I’ll bet it was one
of them. Someone up there called the police about the Rick row, we
know that. Nosy old bags, they’re probably spying on us at this
minute.” She snuffed out the cigarette angrily.

I put myself in the line of view between
Penny Sue and the building. I wasn’t taking any chances. Under
normal circumstances, Penny Sue was far too refined for angry
outbursts, or God-forbid, rude gestures; but, these weren’t typical
times. “The best thing we can do is be ourselves; let them see what
nice, normal people we are.”

Penny Sue tilted her head back and looked
down her nose. “Normal? As in average? Pu-leeze, I am not
normal.”

Brother, that was the truth. “Bad choice of
words,” I added quickly. “How about not dangerous? Not nutty? Not a
homicidal maniac?”

“Better.” She pulled her robe up around her
neck and tightened the belt. “You’re right, though. I didn’t kill
Rick, and I’m not going to let Woody intimidate me. He’ll find out
soon enough when they test the gun. He’s jerking me around because
I dumped him back in college. He’s on a power trip now and lording
it over me.”

She lit another cigarette. That made what,
four or five? To say she’d fallen off the no-smoking-wagon was an
understatement. She hadn’t fallen, she’d barreled over the
cliff.

“Little twerp,” she went on. “I won’t give
Woody the satisfaction of seeing me sweat. I absolutely won’t allow
that nerd to ruin our vacation. This is your time, Leigh. Your
respite from worldly cares.”

It certainly had taken my mind off my
troubles, though I wasn’t sure I’d call it a respite. Debacle
seemed more fitting.

Penny Sue folded her arms, eyes narrowed,
thinking. “So, the neighbors don’t know me? Don’t know what a nice
person I am?” She took a long drag of the cigarette. “Maybe we
should throw a little party. A mixer for the neighborhood, wouldn’t
that be nice? Apologize for causing a stir. Let them see how nice I
really am.” The last comment was uttered through gritted teeth, as
if she wanted to bite their heads off. She took another pull on her
cigarette, then grinned mischievously. “I think I’ll invite
Lyndon.”

“Who?” Penny Sue’d always had a grasshopper
mind, but that switch was too fast for me.

“Lyndon Fulbright. The good looking
yachtsman at The Riverview.”

I stared at her, stunned. Under suspicion
for murder, yet concerned about getting a date. I’d tossed and
turned half the night worrying about her, and she was planning a
party. “You beat all, you know that.”

“What?”

“This isn’t a game, Penny Sue; we’re talking
about a murder. Woody could make your life miserable. I think we
should call your father.”

She stomped her foot. “We are not calling
Daddy. I’m not guilty, so there’s nothing to worry about.”

“Come on, innocent people get convicted
every day, especially if they don’t have good legal advice.” It was
hard to believe that I was suggesting that anyone see a lawyer.
After my experience with Zack and PH&S, I put lawyers at the
bottom of the human hierarchy, right next to rapists, child
molesters and murderers. Murderers. Hm-m, it takes one to know one,
we used to say as kids. “You absolutely need to consult a
lawyer.”

“I can handle it. I’m not going to run to
Daddy like a child. ‘You’re a big girl, Penny Sue. Now act like
one.’ That’s what Daddy said about the Rick mess. Anyway, it would
embarrass him, again, in front of his important friends. I’m simply
not going to do it. What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

Ah, the lecture from Daddy must have been
tougher than she’d let on. Still, I hoped she wasn’t being
foolhardy. Ignorance might be bliss for the Judge; I just hoped it
didn’t have the opposite effect on Penny Sue.

She crushed her cigarette in a flower pot.
“Come on, Leigh, let’s go in. I need some more coffee.”

Ruthie came out a few minutes later, and we
had breakfast. Penny Sue acted as if she didn’t have a care in the
world. I studied her hard, trying to decide if she was putting up a
front or really felt nothing. I finally decided she was on the
level. She’d simply dismissed the murder from her mind.

Live in the present, the self-help books
said. The past is gone, the future isn’t here, and the present
moment is all that exists. I guess that’s what Penny Sue was doing.
But how? My mind was a hopeless jumble of shoulds, if-onlys, and
what-ifs. What happened to all that stuff in her mind? Was it
simply forgotten? Had she always been this way, or was it an
acquired skill? With three divorces, perhaps her brain circuits had
been burned out. Or, maybe it was the hormone thing. Memory loss
was supposedly one of the first symptoms. However it occurred, I
found myself envying Penny Sue. For the first time in my life, I
wished my mind worked like hers—and that was a scary thought!

I called my realtor before we left for
Cassadaga. The water heater checked out okay; she guessed they
didn’t let the water run long enough to get hot. The service call
cost fifty dollars—should she send the bill to me or Zack? The
young couple was definitely interested in the house, but they were
bothered by its age. Would we consider buying a major repair
insurance policy? Though it would cost close to a thousand dollars,
she thought a warranty would cinch the deal.

I said, “Fine, no problem.” I picked up her
card and paused. “Let Us Take The Worry Out Of Selling Your Home.”
Yeah, right.

Ruthie called, “Ready?” Then, I heard the
twang of the rusty spring on the screen door. I pocketed the card
and hurried out.

Penny Sue was waiting impatiently, car in
gear, and started moving before I even had a chance to close the
door. “What’s the rush—” I started to complain, but caught myself
mid-sentence. A New Smyrna Beach patrol car was parked at the edge
of the lot, and a ramrod officer with a clipboard was talking to a
sandy-haired man next door. That surprised me—I’d thought the condo
was vacant. I hadn’t seen any cars there since the red pickup truck
on the first day, which I’d assumed belonged to a workman.

“Getting the daily report on our
activities,” Penny Sue muttered tightly, as she guided the car to
the street.

“I’m sure it’s routine; they’re still taking
statements on the murder,” I said.

Penny Sue harrumphed and tuned the radio to
a rock station which was playing Bob Marley’s song “I Shot the
Sheriff.”

“Don’t you dare,” I said. We all laughed.
Penny Sue’s face muscles relaxed, and I could see she’d banished
the incident from her mind. She amazed me—I would still be
stewing.

We rode in silence for a while, Ruthie
reading Places to Go in Florida, while I spotted license
plates. Ontario, New York, Illinois, even a Missouri. While the
season had not officially started, New Smyrna Beach was already
bustling with tourists driven south by an unusually early winter. A
tractor trailer pulled out at the New Smyrna Beach Speedway, a
dirt-poor relation of its big time cousin in Daytona Beach, and we
slowed to a crawl.

“What is Cassadaga, again?” Penny Sue asked
Ruthie. “A bunch of astrologers?”

“It’s a Spiritualists enclave. You know,
mediums. People who channel information from entities on the other
side.”

“Dead people?”

“Yes.”

Penny Sue chuckled. “Spooks speak, huh?”

Ruthie shook her head with disgust. “Stop
that. You’ll offend the spirits, and none of us will get a good
reading.”

“I was just kidding. Surely, the spirits are
not so thin-skinned. They know we call them spooks. If they used to
be human, they probably called spirits spooks, too.”

Ruthie folded her arms. “Maybe so, but
there’s no sense in taking chances.”

I could see that Ruthie was getting pouty,
so rushed to change the subject. “How do these readings work? Do
the mediums go into a trance, or can we ask questions?”

“Every medium has their own system, but they
all give you an opportunity to ask questions.”

“I’m going to ask if Lyndon Fulbright is
married,” Penny Sue declared airily. “I sure liked the looks of
that boat. I can see myself sailing around on it.”

“It’s not a sailboat,” I said.

“Sail, float, what difference does it make?
It’s the Lyndon and me going off into the great blue yonder that
counts. Sail to Cancun. Cruise the Caribbean. Flit over to Monte
Carlo.”

“I don’t think you flit to Monte Carlo. The
trip would take weeks.”

“I’m sure he’d hire someone to sail—”

“It’s not a sailboat.”

“—it across the ocean. We’d fly.”

“My, you do think big,” I quipped.

“Thoughts are things, right, Ruthie? You
can’t have what you can’t imagine.”

The comment stopped me. Just when I’d almost
concluded that Penny Sue was a empty-headed hedonist, she’d come up
with something profound. It happened every time, and she was
right.

Thoughts and attitudes do determine our
lives. Depressed people see a dismal world. Happy people see humor
in almost anything. So, what did that say about me? What did I see?
I thought of Penny Sue, the spirits, Woody with his pants around
his ankles ... nuts. I must be nuts.

We parked the car in front of the Cassadaga
Hotel. Typical of resorts from the turn of the century, the hotel
was a stucco and wood structure ringed by a wide porch with white
rocking chairs and worn wooden benches. Only a handful of people
were outside, most having a cigarette. We entered through the front
door, and Ruthie’s face lit with delight. An ancient sofa and
old-fashioned upholstered chairs complemented the lobby’s polished
hardwood floors and ornate tray ceiling. A wooden telephone booth,
complete with folding door and corner seat, stood against the wall.
A New Age shop offering books, incense, rocks and Indian
paraphernalia was off to the right. To our immediate left was The
Lost in Time Cafe, a pleasant room with lace curtains, a delicately
carved bar and tables decked out with white tablecloths, small
vases of flowers, and bottles of the house wine, Delicious
Spirits.

Everything about the place was reminiscent
of a long past, slower era. I could almost see women in long
dresses having tea in the cafe. Or men with handlebar mustaches in
white linen suits milling around the lobby. The place truly was
lost in time, maybe that’s what the spirits liked about it.

We went to the front desk and inquired about
readings. Several mediums were available. Who was the best? we
asked. The receptionist refused to comment, recommending that we
use intuition to make our choice.

“I’ll take Horace,” Penny Sue said
instantly.

Ruthie regarded her quizzically. “You get
good vibes from him?”

“No. He’s available now, and he’s the only
man. I like available men.” Penny Sue smiled, counted out her money
and sashayed across the lobby to find Horace.

Illumina, Sally Ann and Reverend Angelina
were the other choices. Ruthie took a deep breath and touched each
of their names, trying to divine their energy. A minute later her
eyelids fluttered and she pronounced, “Angelina.”

That left me with Sally Ann or Illumina. As
Ruthie toddled off to her appointment, I stared at the names,
hoping to hear a voice, feel a tingle, something. I got absolutely
nothing. The reservationist started to fidget, and I felt like a
dense putz. Choose one, I told myself, it’s fifty-fifty. “Sally
Ann,” I blurted. Illumina sounded too much like a car.

After our sessions we had lunch; checked out
several bookstores where Ruthie bought the book Cassadaga, The
South’s Oldest Spiritualist Community; and took a walking tour
of the village. It wasn’t until we were in the car headed back to
the beach that we compared notes on our readings.

“I’m going to get married again. A man with
light hair who’s involved in sports,” Penny Sue announced as she
sped down Route 44. “A true Prince Charming, Horace said.”

“Who fits the bill?” I asked. “The Falcon or
the Brave?”

“Neither. The Falcon’s bald; what little
hair he has, he shaves off. Jimmy, the Brave, has brown hair. I
think it’s Lyndon. Yachting’s a sport, isn’t it?”
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