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Chapter 1

 


 


 


August 12, New Smyrna Beach, FL

 


Our car crested the hill, and the
headlights caught the outline of a man directly ahead.

“Who the hell is that?” Penny Sue screeched.
She slammed on brakes and the Mercedes slid sideways, narrowly
missing a hunched man pulling a wheeled cart. Lucky for him, she
was driving slowly over the rutted sand driveway. Illuminated by
the headlights, he nodded slightly and kept walking toward the path
that ran under the elevated beach access.

I tensed, fearing Penny Sue might lose her
cool and respond with a rude hand gesture or profanity. “I think he
lives in the next complex. I’ve seen him a lot lately on the beach
in front of our place. I asked him once if he was catching
anything. He laughed and said the spot was a mother lode.
Apparently, there’s a trough out there where fish like to hang
out.”

“Fishing in the middle of the night?” Penny
Sue asked skeptically. “And, what’s that thing he’s pulling?”

“He calls it his fishing machine,” I
answered. “It holds his poles and other gear.”

“Well, he scared the fool out of me and
almost became fish food himself.”

I bit my lip. I doubted anything could scare
the fool out of Penny Sue. She wasn’t a complete dingbat, just—how
to say it?—impetuous. And, that was putting it kindly.

She parked in the front of our condo,
snatched the CD from its player, and got out in a huff. “We were
having such a good time, too.”

“No harm done. Put it out of your mind,”
Ruthie, our peacemaker, advised.

“You’re right. I’m not going to let a crazy,
old coot ruin my birthday.” Penny Sue jammed the key into the
weathered lock and bumped her hip against the door. The warped wood
gave with a loud pop. She stomped down the hallway, security alarm
screeching its armed-state, as a robotic voice demanded, “Halt! Who
goes there?” Penny Sue keyed in the code to the alarm with one hand
and elbowed a button on top of Lu Nee 2’s head—our robotic security
guard and maid (massive exaggeration). “Boy, that was a good show.
Y’all couldn’t have given me a better birthday present.” She
flipped on lights and headed for the kitchen. “I laughed until my
face hurt. The person who wrote that play had to be a woman.”

The play in question was Midlife
Crisis, a fitting birthday gift because Penny Sue had just
turned forty-seven and experienced much of the play’s subject
matter—whether she admitted it or not. The y’alls who
couldn’t have given Penny Sue Parker a better gift were Ruthie Jo
Nichols, and me, Rebecca Leigh Stratton, her old-time college
sorority sisters and new-time cohorts in the DAFFODILS (Divorced
And Finally Free Of Deceitful, Insensitive, Licentious Scum).

Virtually The Three Musketeers at the
University of Georgia, we’d grown apart over the years, what with
all our marriages, kids, and whatnot. It was my divorce that
brought us back together and to New Smyrna Beach. I’d been living
in Penny Sue’s daddy’s condo since my house in Roswell, Georgia
sold last year. The condo was intended to be a stopgap move to tide
me over until my property settlement was finalized. But, I’d grown
attached to the place and made little effort to move, even though
my share of the settlement had finally come through.

The complex was a rare find that I couldn’t
duplicate elsewhere, because it was built on an incline and
arranged so each condo had an ocean view. Our unit was in the
single story oceanfront building. Up the hill a short distance,
two-story duplexes flanked our building—their back balconies
overlooking our parking lot and the Atlantic Ocean. Finally, a
three-story duplex rounded out the cluster. Centered behind the
two-story buildings, the tall duplex’s balconies had a great view
over our roof.

I cruised the sand driveways of each cluster
daily, searching for sale signs, desperately hoping to get a jump
on the competition. And, there was a lot of competition for
property on this quarter-mile stretch of wide, car-free beach. Yep,
that’s car-free, not carefree, though it’s that, too.

New Smyrna and Daytona Beaches are two of
the last ocean resorts that allow beach driving. The famous Daytona
Beach races were originally run on the hard-packed sand,
establishing a tradition that most old-timers considered an
inalienable right, in the same class with free speech and the right
to bear arms. Yet, times change, and sea turtles—facing
extinction—were no match for the cars and campers that cruised the
ocean’s edge. So, a deal was struck between the county and Federal
environmentalists, where half of the beach permitted driving and
half didn’t. That way, sea turtles had a place to nest where they
wouldn’t have to dodge cars, and locals had a place to park,
picnic, and swim for the day.

A side benefit of the compromise was a
massive increase in real estate values for beachfront property in
the non-driving section. Predictably, tourists with young children
clamored to buy or rent apartments in the “safe” zone, sending real
estate values through the roof. It’s the “through the roof” part
that worried me. I wanted to buy a beachfront unit like Judge
Parker’s. At current prices, I could just afford it on my divorce
settlement. The way the market was moving, beachfront would be out
of range within a few months. To call it a seller’s market was an
understatement. A couple of B-units—the two story duplexes in the
middle of each cluster—came on the market and were sold before I
could get the owner on the telephone. And I was calling from their
driveway on my cell phone! In each case, I’d waited until
eight-thirty AM to phone, judging that a
respectable hour. Both times I was told the owner had just accepted
an offer. The buyers, whoever they were, could not have been
Southerners, or least not mannerly ones. Calling before nine was
pushing the envelope of civility, calling before eight-thirty was
downright barbaric. After that, I decided I’d better cruise the
development twice a day.

“Which will it be?” Penny Sue asked, holding
up a bottle of Bailey’s Irish Cream in one hand and a coffee pot in
the other. “A cordial or decaf?”

Ruthie was oblivious to the question,
preoccupied with tuning the television to the Weather Channel. An
insatiable news junkie who read newspapers and watched cable news
every chance she got—“One must be informed”—Ruthie had been
fretting about two tropical storms, Bonnie and Charley, which had
formed in the Caribbean. Thankfully, Bonnie had moved into the Gulf
of Mexico and out of our range, while the jury was still out on
Charley.

Penny Sue curled her lip peevishly. “Well,
what will it be?” she snapped.

“Both,” I said quickly. “How about decaf
with a little Bailey’s in it?”

“That would be great,” Ruthie said
distractedly, eyes glued to Dr. Steve, the Weather Channel’s
hurricane expert.

I took the coffee pot from Penny Sue. “Sit
down, birthday girl. This is your day.” I looked at the clock.
Eleven PM. “Only one more hour to
enjoy.”

Penny Sue hopped—hefted might be more
accurate—onto the stool at the end of the L-shaped bar separating
the kitchen from the great room and dining area. The focal point of
the condominium, the spacious area had a vaulted ceiling and two
walls with sliding glass doors that overlooked the Atlantic Ocean
to the east and natural vegetation on the south.

With the moon overhead a mere sliver and the
No Outside Light Ordinance in effect for turtle nesting season, the
natural beauty was invisible. Still, you knew it was there and
could feel the energy of the ocean, plants, and wildlife all
around, which is what I loved about the place. Although New Smyrna
had the foresight to pass a high-rise ordinance that limited
complexes to nine stories, the new condos, for all their glitz and
glamour, could not match the majestic—almost spiritual—atmosphere
of this low rise, natural community. Geez, I hoped I’d get to buy
one. After living in the Judge’s place, I didn’t think anything
else would be the same.

I dumped water into Mr. Coffee and flipped
the switch. The water started to drip, sending a pleasant hazelnut
scent though the room.

Penny Sue swiveled her stool to face Ruthie,
perched on the edge of the sofa and listening intently to Dr.
Steve.

“Another hurricane, wouldn’t you know it?”
Penny Sue moaned.

On our first visit—the
Let’s-Cheer-Up-Leigh-After-Her-Rotten-Divorce trip—there’d been a
hurricane. That storm turned out to be the least of our worries. I
tripped over a body on the second day, which unleashed absolute
hell. None of it was our doing, mind you. Pure and simply a matter
of being in the wrong place, at the wrong time. Still, for all the
torment, the trip was a success since it did take my mind
off my divorce and my two-timing, asset-hiding ex-husband, Zack. It
also convinced me to leave Atlanta and move to New Smyrna
Beach.

“What does Dr. Steve have to say?” Penny Sue
called to Ruthie.

“Bonnie’s safely into the Gulf and about to
make landfall in the Panhandle,” Ruthie replied without shifting
her eyes from the television. “Charley’s south of Cuba, headed for
the Gulf, but may take a northerly turn.” She looked up grimly as I
handed her a cup of Bailey’s coffee. “I sure hope it follows
Bonnie’s path. After our first trip, I don’t relish the thought of
going back into that owner’s closet.”

The owner’s closet is a large storage room
found in most resort condos. Designed to keep personal items away
from renters’ prying eyes and sticky fingers, the closet turned
into a prison on our first stay, thanks to some mobsters who
thought we had something we didn’t. Which brought me to the other
reason for our reunion in Florida, besides Penny Sue’s birthday.
We’d been notified that we might be called next week to give
depositions for the trial of the head honcho of a drug smuggling
ring.

Judge Parker, Penny Sue’s daddy, said we
probably wouldn’t have to appear—the government had a mountain of
evidence from undercover operations—still, we had to be available,
and it was a good excuse to get together.

Penny Sue hopped down from her stool and
strode our way. “Have you put up a hurricane box?” she asked
me.

I stared into my mug, as if looking for bugs
or other foreign matter. “No.” I squirmed under her scrutiny. “I’ve
been busy with the property settlement, Ann (my daughter—a long
story I’ll explain later), and I do have a job, you know. Besides,
New Smyrna Beach has never taken a direct hit from a
hurricane.”

Penny Sue sipped her coffee thoughtfully. I
marveled that smoke didn’t billow from her ears, the wheels in her
head were whirling so fast.

“Better safe than sorry. That’s our first
priority tomorrow. You have the day off, don’t you, Leigh?”

“I took the whole week off in case we have
to go to Orlando for the depositions.”

“Good,” she said emphatically. “A box of
supplies won’t take much effort, and we really should do it before
a storm heads this way. If we wait, grocery shelves will be bare.
It may already be too late. Stores sell out of water, bread, and
toilet paper first thing.”

Water and bread I could understand. Toilet
paper? The stress of the storms gave everyone the runs? Possible, I
suppose. In any event, I wasn’t going to argue with Penny Sue.
She’d morphed into her take-charge, schoolteacher persona. There
was no reasoning with that one.

Understand, Penny Sue is not a multiple
personality. She’s simply a Leo, who has to be on top and in
charge. God forbid something should happen that she wasn’t prepared
for. Yet, a kinder person you’d never find. “You’ve never been
loved until you’ve been loved by a Leo,” Ruthie had said
repeatedly. “They’re generous to a fault.” But, like the lion in
the Wizard of Oz, you’d better acknowledge a Leo’s
generosity and importance or that big ego was shattered. She didn’t
cry like Dorothy’s hairy friend in Oz—a pout was more Penny Sue’s
style. You could tell her feelings were hurt when her lower lip
protruded.

Of course, with the silicon lip injections
Hollywood stars got nowadays, it was hard to tell when they were
sulking. To me, most movie stars looked like they were pouting or,
worse, had recently been backhanded in the mouth.

“I don’t want to stay in that closet again.
If Charley heads this way, we should evacuate, don’t you think?”
Ruthie said nervously.

Penny Sue ran her fingers through her
meticulously streaked hair—four colors, she’d informed us, a three
hundred dollar job. “There’s no need to run if it’s only a Category
1 storm that’s moving fast. Heck, those things only last a few
hours. A little champagne and caviar and you won’t even notice
it.”

Ruthie looked doubtful. “Don’t you remember
how hot the room got the last time?”

I snatched a coaster and put my mug on the
coffee table. “Guess what? There’s a vent at the back of the
closet. I found it when I packed away my linens and discovered it
was closed.”

“All that sweating for nothing?” Penny Sue
went to the closet and peeked in. She reeled backward, bumping Lu
Nee 2, which unleashed a torrent of “Whoops!, Watch outs!, Take me
to your leader.”

“Lord,” she grumbled, smacking the button on
Lu Nee’s head. “Where did all this stuff come from?”

I cleared my throat. “Well,” I started
sheepishly, “I had to move out of my house fast and didn’t have
time to sort through everything. So I brought it with me.”

Penny Sue stared, pointing at the closet.
“Don’t tell me these are the linens Zack took half of? Like these
are all bottom sheets, no tops?”

Yep, the rat took all the tops, no bottoms.
One of each pair of pillowcases. I smiled weakly, hating to admit
my foolishness.

“Well, it’s got to go. We need room for a
cooler and some chairs.” Penny Sue screwed her nose up. “Why do you
want that stuff? It’s no good—you don’t have a complete set of
anything. Bad memories, it’s nothing but bad memories. Put the past
behind you. Throw them away.”

She was right; I didn’t have a whole set of
anything, thanks to my sleazy ex-husband. The worm took half of
everything in our house. Half the pictures on the wall, half the
furniture, and half of each set of china and crystal, and we had a
lot—several generations of china from both our families. As the old
joke goes, if Jesus came back to feed the ten thousand, a Southern
woman would have a place setting for everyone.

The sneaky beast had waited until I went to
visit my parents then swooped in like a vulture. The hatefulness
stunned me, considering he was responsible for the divorce. Mr. Big
Shot Attorney found himself a young stripper while he entertained
clients. And the sleazebag had the gall to rent a house for his
mistress in our neighborhood. Every night I went to bed thinking he
was sanding wood in his garage workshop. Hell, he was stroking
silicon breasts!

His scam worked for over a year, until our
daughter, Ann, was picked up for DUI late one night. I went to the
garage to tell Zack. His car was gone.

“Why are you glaring at me?” Penny Sue
asked, her bottom lip inching forward. “Keep the linens, if you
want. It was only a suggestion.”

“Sorry,” I said, shaking off the rotten
memories. “I was thinking of Zack.”

Penny Sue nodded sympathetically. A person
who’d been around the altar three times, she had her own
regrets—the worst being Sydney, her second husband, who turned out
to be bisexual. It’s one thing to be dumped for a woman, and quite
another to be dumped for a man. That was a real slap in the face
for her, as well as for Judge Parker. Yep, her daddy took Sydney’s
shenanigans very personally. Penny Sue is quite wealthy as a result
of that parting.

“Sorry, Leigh, I didn’t mean to drag up
dirty linen.” She smirked, pleased with her witticism.

I rolled my eyes.

“What if it’s a Category 2 storm?” Ruthie
asked anxiously, having missed the whole conversation about Zack.
“We won’t stay then, will we? There would probably be storm surge;
we could be flooded.”

Penny Sue huffed. “There are two big dunes
between us and the beach, for crissakes. If it makes you feel
better, we’ll evacuate for a Category 2. Of course, that means
we’ll have to go to a school and sit in a hallway with a bunch of
screaming kids.”

“School?” Ruthie repeated, biting her
fingernail. “I figured we’d go to one of the hotels in Orlando or
St. Augustine.”

“If we can get a room. This is
tourist season—everything’s already booked.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Ruthie
replied.

Our sensitive friend was working herself
into a tizzy. Ruthie had run her hands through her hair so many
times her bangs were standing straight up. I patted her knee
reassuringly. “Don’t worry—the storm won’t hit us. It’s south of
Cuba and headed for the Gulf. We’ll lay in supplies as a
precaution. New Smyrna has never taken a direct hit.”

“Everyone keeps saying that. Did you ever
think that we might be overdue? Besides, a glancing blow from a
Category 2 storm is nothing to sneeze at. Winds can be as high as
110 mph.” Her voice was up an octave. “Imagine driving a car at 110
mph and sticking your arm out of the window. Think how that would
feel!”

Ouch! I’d never thought in those terms. My
stomach suddenly knotted. “Maybe we should try to find a
hotel.”

“Y’all are worrywarts,” Penny Sue said,
eyeing the clock. “Only a few minutes left of my birthday, and
you’re whining about something that may never happen.” She sashayed
to the kitchen and poured herself a Bailey’s on the rocks. “Come
on, let’s party!” She held her drink up.

Ruthie and I shook our heads. One
liquor-laced coffee was enough.

“I know what you need.” Penny Sue pushed the
CD for Midlife Crisis into the boom box and turned the
volume to high. The musical’s spoof of “Heat Wave” bounced from the
vaulted ceiling.

Glass held high, Penny Sue twirled to the
driving rhythm. Suddenly, she planted her feet. Snapping her
fingers like the dance scene in West Side Story, she gyrated
toward us, stopped within inches of our faces and crooned, “It’s a
hot flash burning up my spine. … A hot flash that makes my forehead
shine.” She snapped her fingers. “Come on,” she chided, “don’t be
sticks in the mud.”

The energy was infectious. I glanced at
Ruthie, who shrugged and giggled. “What the hell?”

Next thing I knew, Ruthie and I were gulping
wine, shaking our booties, and singing three-part harmony.

The heck with Charley! Tomorrow was another
day. Now, we were going to party for the last few minutes of Penny
Sue’s birthday.

 


* * *


Chapter 2

 


 


 


August 13, New Smyrna Beach, FL

 


Rinn-ng, rinn-ng. BAM, BAM,
BAM. “Halt, who goes there?” Lu Nee 2’s mechanical voice
squawked.

I rolled to my side and checked the clock.
Eight AM. What dimwit would come calling
at eight in the morning? Then I realized it was Friday the
thirteenth. Fitting. I hoped this wasn’t an omen for the rest of
the day. I snatched my robe from the end of the bed and headed down
the hall followed by Ruthie. Penny Sue was already at the door, eye
pressed against the peephole, hands holding her head. It looked
like she’d slightly over-celebrated with the Bailey’s Irish
Cream.

Penny Sue was a sight, as my mother says,
with her hair standing on end and mascara streaking her cheeks. The
only saving grace was a spiffy, pink print kimono.

“It’s a tall, skinny guy with salt and
pepper hair,” she whispered.

I nudged her aside and took a look. “That’s
Guthrie.”

Penny Sue regarded me like I’d dropped in
from outer space. “Guthrie? Who the heck,” she paused to massage
her temples, “is Guthrie? What kind of name is that?”

“He’s staying in the two-story unit on the
far left. His name is Guthrie Fribble.”

Her eyes narrowed to slits. “Guthrie
Fribble? You’ve got to be kidding.” She turned on her heel. “It’s
barely light, for godsakes! I’m not in the mood for Fribble’s
dribble.” She stomped past me to the master suite and slammed the
door.

BAM, BAM, BAM. Whether Guthrie heard Penny
Sue’s comment, I don’t know, but he was not giving up. “Leigh, it’s
me, Guthrie. Something’s happened! Something bad,” he shouted.

Penny Sue must have been listening from her
bedroom. The “something bad” apparently got her attention. She
barreled from her room and opened the front door.

The three of us must have been an eye full,
because Guthrie went mute.

“What happened?” Penny Sue demanded.

Guthrie, barefooted and dressed in baggy
jeans with a very faded Arlo Guthrie tee shirt, backed away.

I patted the air soothingly. “Sorry, you
woke us up.” Guthrie was an old hippie—about 50, I guessed—who
might have done a few too many drugs in his youth. Still, he was a
neighbor who’d been staying in his aunt and uncle’s place for the
last few months. My intuition said he was gay, though it really
didn’t make any difference. He’d always been nice to me and was a
good guy as far as I could tell. “What happened?”

“Little Mrs. King’s in the hospital. Someone
tried to break into her condo, and she had a heart attack.”

My hand went to my mouth. I had no idea who
he was talking about. “Mrs. King?” I asked sheepishly.

“My next door neighbor.”

Oh, that lady. She was a quiet, sweet widow
approaching 80, whom I knew as Nana.

“Someone broke into her house?” Penny Sue
asked.

“They tried to pry open the window in the
garage and set off the burglar alarm. The alarm must have scared
Nana and caused the heart attack. She had a weak heart, you
know.”

“I didn’t know about her heart,” I
confessed, feeling like a dirty dog for not taking more interest in
my neighbor.

Guthrie’s hand went to his heart. “And now
Hurricane Charley …”

“What about Charley?” Ruthie snapped, eyes
widening.

I pushed open the screen door, the rusty
spring stretching with a loud twang. “Let’s talk about this over
coffee.”

Guthrie took the stool at the corner of the
L-shaped bar. Ruthie flicked on the television that was still tuned
to the Weather Channel from the night before. While I scooped
Columbian grounds into Mr. Coffee, Penny Sue made toast.

“There, see?” Guthrie exclaimed, pointing at
the television and a jumble of colored lines fanning out from
Charley’s location. “Those are computer forecasts of the storm’s
path. Check out Mr. Yellow.”

Ruthie sank onto the sofa, her expression
grim. “It goes right through Central Florida and could become a
Category 3.”

Penny Sue slid a basket of toast, knives,
jelly, and stack of napkins on the counter. “A hurricane box is our
first priority.” She glanced at the clock. “The stores are probably
packed already.”

“Yeah, sure.” I passed Guthrie a mug of
coffee. “How is Nana?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Her alarm woke
me. I’m surprised you didn’t hear it. Luckily, she wore one of
those medical emergency necklaces. Like the ones in the commercial
where the lady falls and can’t get up. Nana had the strength to
push the button, so it couldn’t have been a massive heart attack.
The police and ambulance arrived at about the same time.”

“The burglars didn’t get in?”

“No, I guess the alarm scared them away. The
police are dusting for fingerprints now. Ten bucks says it was some
kids looking for quick cash. Dummies. That window had an alarm
sticker on it.”

Penny Sue washed down two ibuprofens with
her coffee. “Those warnings don’t make much difference. So many
people put up stickers who don’t have alarms, they’re not much of a
deterrent anymore.”

Guthrie nodded. “She doesn’t have an outside
bell, so the kids probably thought the sticker was a fake. Nana
told me the outside bell kept rusting in the salt air, and she was
tired of replacing it. She had an extra loud alarm installed
inside, figuring that noise would scare away thieves. Seems it
worked. Only, it nearly scared her away,” he glanced at the
ceiling, “like, permanently.”

Ruthie sat next to Guthrie and snagged a
piece of toast. “If Charley comes this way, will you stay?”

“I guess,” he said, waving at the radar
image on the TV. “Where would I go that’s not in the line of
fire?”

“What about storm surge?” Ruthie asked.

“That doesn’t worry me, unless it’s a direct
hit. Flooding isn’t likely.” He dipped his head and grinned
devilishly. “Not more than a foot or two, at most.”

Ruthie gritted her teeth.

Penny Sue jumped in before Ruthie could say
anything. Staring at his Arlo Guthrie shirt, Penny Sue asked coyly,
“Is Guthrie a family name?”

Our neighbor finished his coffee and stood.
“No. I just have very fond memories of the movie, Alice’s
Restaurant.” He flashed the devilish grin again.

Why the grin? Was that the movie where
hippies baked marijuana brownies? I wasn’t sure.

“Guthrie’s not your real name?” Penny Sue
continued.

He swallowed the last bit of his toast. “An
old nickname that stuck.” He rubbed his arms vigorously. “You
ladies keep this place as cold as a refrigerator. Man, I don’t have
on shoes; my toes are turning blue. I need to go home and thaw
out.”

Yes, I thought, rubbing my own arms. I’d
been freezing ever since Penny Sue arrived. Her hot flashes were
out of control, and gods knew what the electric bill would be.

“What’s your real name?”

He started for the door. “Fred,” he said
over his shoulder. The front door clicked shut.

Penny Sue reached under the counter and
pulled out the Bailey’s. She dumped a large dollop in her coffee
and took a swig. “Fred Fribble. His name is Fred Fribble!” She
started to giggle and, thankfully, had the good sense to cover her
mouth. Otherwise, Bailey’s would have sprayed all over the kitchen.
“Lord, it sounds like something from a Flintstones cartoon.”

Ruthie tittered. “It does, doesn’t it?”

Penny Sue choked down a chortle. “Leigh,
this place is a hoot. Bodies, burglaries, Guthrie ‘Fred’ Fribble.”
She wiped tears from her eyes. “None of this ever happens in
Atlanta. It must be you.”

I reared back at the suggestion. “Me!?
Nothing happens unless you’re around. You’re the one who
draws trouble.”

She stroked my shoulder soothingly, and then
cackled, spraying coffee all over me.

“Gross!” I threw my toast at her. It bounced
off her prodigious chest and fell to the floor.

“It is you!” Ruthie agreed, heaving her
toast at Penny Sue. It went wide. “There was a hurricane the first
time we came after Leigh’s divorce, and you started that ruckus
with your gun. You draw trouble.”

Penny Sue reached into the breadbasket and
grabbed the remaining toast with both hands. Laughing hysterically,
she pelted us both. “Y’all are old fogeys. If it weren’t for me,
you’d have no excitement in your life. You need me. Admit it, I
spice things up.”

Ruthie and I exchanged eye rolls. Geez, now
a Spice Girl. Hmmm, which spice? Red pepper? Chinese mustard?
Tabasco!

By ten we’d showered, dressed and were ready
to whip through our assigned tasks. (Two guesses who did the
assigning.) Penny Sue raced to Publix, frantic the store had
already sold out of water and toilet paper. Ruthie took my car and
headed to Wal-Mart for flashlights, a battery-powered TV, a first
aid kit, and molded plastic chairs that would fit in the closet and
still accommodate Penny Sue’s butt. I was relegated the chore of
cleaning out the closet, since most of the stuff was mine.

The iron and ironing board were the first to
go, followed by my half-sets of linens, beach chairs, and other
assorted household implements and supplies. Sorting the wheat from
the chaff was easy until I reached the wire mesh shelves at the
back of the storeroom. I decided the lower two shelves would have
to go to make room for our chairs. Easy enough—the wire planks
merely snapped into plastic brackets on the wall. Finding a place
for their contents presented the problem. The utility room was
packed with my belongings—I couldn’t bring myself to toss the
sheets—and the credenza in the great room was already full. If I
was lucky, there was nothing on the shelves but outdated canned
goods that could be thrown away.

I reached down with both hands and came up
with several half-filled bottles of suntan lotion. No dates, they
were likely a decade old. I tossed them into the garbage can
outside the closet door. Next, corroded, swollen canned goods.
Botulism for sure. They hit the wastebasket with a loud thud. I
squatted with a grunt and stretched to the back of the shelf. My
fingertips skimmed the wall, and then hit something furry. Mouse
was all I could think. I fell backward as a tuft of red feathers
fell forward and a round furry thing hurled toward me. I scrambled
to get out of the way.

“Dum, da da, dum! Dum, da da, dum! Big
sleep. Hungry, very hungry,” the furry vermin chirped. Lord, it was
Ruthie’s Furby, May May, and a … a toy bird! I’d forgotten about
the Furbies Ruthie and Penny Sue purchased on our first visit.
Penny Sue’s Furby was named Lu Nee, an incredible twist of fate,
considering Penny Sue’s personality. Yep, that little guy was a
real chip off the old block. Sadly, Lu Nee met an untimely end at
the hand of a humorless thug. So, Penny Sue’s new remote controlled
robot, and purported security guard, was named in honor of her
first “child.” Lu Nee 2—the perfect sidekick for Penny Sue.

I picked up a red-feathered parrot and the
Furby. It sang, “Fun. Party. Dance. Dance.”

“That was last night,” I told the fuzzy
munchkin.

I levered to my feet and placed the toys on
the kitchen counter, then pulled out the bottom shelves. Hot and
grimy, I’d just poured a diet Coke when the doorbell rang. My
stomach clenched at the thought it might be Guthrie, this time with
really bad news about Mrs. King. I took a deep breath for
courage before looking through the peephole. Instead of a grubby
tee shirt, I saw a suit-clad, barrel chest, and the lower half of a
square jaw. Definitely not Guthrie. I fluffed my hair, smoothed my
shirt, and opened the door to reveal a stocky man about six feet
tall with thick brown hair and a ruddy complexion.

He flashed a wide smile. “Good morning, I’m
with Westside Realty.” He held out a business card.

I opened the screen door and took it. Yuri
Raykov, Broker/Agent. I ran my finger over the paper. Embossed
print, nice.

“I have a client who wants to buy a condo in
this development. Are you the owner?”

“No, this belongs to a friend.” I studied
him. Was this the guy who’d snatched up the other two condos before
I could get the owners on the phone? He certainly was aggressive,
going door-to-door. His client must be a big spender. “I know the
owner’s not interested in selling. I tried to buy the place
myself,” I added for good measure. Not true, but I was sure the
judge would give me first dibs if he ever decided to sell.

“Ah, the owner is your friend. That always
helps.” He started to leave, then stopped abruptly. “I hear an
elderly lady over there,” he pointed in the direction of Nana’s
unit, “is in the hospital. Do you know if she has family?”

Boy, this guy had no scruples. Mrs. King’s
hospital bed was barely warm, and he’d all but written her off as
dead. “She has a minor problem, nothing to worry about.”

He gave me smarmy grin. “That’s good. Sorry
to bother you. Have a nice day.”

“Sure.”

I watched him walk up the hard-packed sand
drive to a shiny, black Jaguar parked on the side of the hill. He
gave me a finger wave, swung into the driver’s seat, and started to
back up. Penny Sue’s yellow Mercedes popped the hill at that
moment, coming within inches of Yuri’s car. She steered hard right,
sending a plume of sand over the formerly pristine Jag, and skidded
to a stop in a palmetto. Her door flew open and a Steel Magnolia
emerged—mad as a hornet, loaded for bear. She stalked to the middle
of the driveway and planted her feet. I instinctively checked her
hands for weapons. None. Good! I breathed a sigh of relief. Two
near misses within twelve hours. What’s the probability of
that?

“What tha’?” she started.

Yuri was at her side in a millisecond. “I am
so sorry, Madame. My fault. It was stupid to park on the side of
the hill.” He took her arm and nudged her toward the Mercedes. “Are
you hurt? Perhaps you should sit down.”

She didn’t budge, though her shoulders
relaxed. She’d shifted out of attack mode.

The real estate agent held his hands up
apologetically. “If there’s any damage, I will pay for it. We
should check your car.” He strode to the Benz, which was idling,
and peered at the front end. Futile since it was embedded in
palmetto fronds. “May I back it out?” he asked softly.

She smiled demurely. “I’ll do it,” Penny Sue
all but purred.

Oh, boy, I’d heard the tone before. The
scent of a man, it got her every time.

She backed the car out and parked in front
of the condo. We huddled around the front end, checking for damage.
At least, I was checking for damage. Yuri and Penny Sue, eyes
locked, were checking out each other.

I got bad vibes from Yuri, making this was
one eye-lock I wanted to break. “Wow, a miracle! No damage. Not so
much as a scratch.” I looked from Penny Sue to Yuri. They were
still gazing at each other like dumb goats. “Well, I guess we’d
better get the groceries in the house before the ice cream melts,”
I added.

Yuri took Penny Sue’s hand. “Please, let me
help with your packages, it’s the least I can do.”

“That’s very kind,” she said in her best
Georgia Peach, Scarlet O’Hara voice.

Sheesh. It was all I could do to keep from
sticking a finger down my throat. A gag and vomit was the only
appropriate response to his come-on and her syrupy reply. At least
he helped bring in the groceries before he stroked her hand one
last time and left. Penny Sue had purchased four-twelve packs of
toilet paper, six big bags of crushed ice, and enough food to feed
a platoon on weekend maneuvers.

“Yuri’s a realtor. He stopped by to see if
you wanted to sell the condo,” I said, hefting ice into the large
ice chest that would serve as our coffee table in the closet. Only
three bags fit, so I put one in the freezer and the rest in the
sink, hoping Ruthie would return soon with a Styrofoam cooler. “I
told him your dad’s not interested. You don’t mind, do you? If the
judge decides to sell, I hope he’ll give me first dibs.”

Penny Sue shoved two bottles of champagne
into the refrigerator. “He’s not going to sell any time soon. He’s
started talking about coming down after he retires for surf
fishing. Besides, Momma loved this place. He’d keep it for
sentimental reasons if nothing else. And,” she grinned smugly, “I
want it.”

She unloaded a brown bag of assorted chips
as I stacked the toilet paper on the floor beside the credenza.
There was no other place to put it, because I’d already filled most
of the condo’s free space with the pitiful remnants of my
marriage.

Next came a bag of jars and cans. I reached
in and came up with a small jar. “Red Salmon Caviar?”

Penny Sue handed me a package of water
crackers. “Don’t worry, there’s some white in there, too.”

I shot her the you’ve-got-to-be-kidding
glare. “Champagne? Caviar?”

She squared her shoulders. “Haven’t you
heard of a hurricane party? Laa, if we’re going to be stuck in a
closet, we might as well have fun.” She dropped a large bag of
Hershey Kisses on the counter. “I love chocolate with champagne,
don’t you?” She plopped a sack of miniature Snickers atop the
Kisses, which jostled the counter and Ruthie’s Furby. The toy awoke
jabbering, “Big sleep. Hungry, very hungry.”

Penny Sue snatched the fur ball. “This is
Ruthie’s Furby. I was so busy unpacking the groceries, I didn’t
notice it. And, Repeat Parrot,” she took the bird with her other
hand. “Where did you find them?”

“On the bottom shelf, at the back of the
closet.”

“I gave the parrot to Daddy for his birthday
years ago.” Penny Sue cradled the Furby in the crook of her arm and
stuck her pinky finger in its mouth. A string of Furby yum, yum,
very good, very hungrys spewed forth. “The parrot’s a stitch.
Pete repeats everything you say and is activated by noise. Daddy
put him in the guest bathroom and programmed him to say, ‘Boy, you
have a big behind.’” She chuckled. “He thought it was hysterical.
Momma didn’t, which is how it ended up in the closet. I’ll have to
take that home with me. Ten bucks says he puts it in the guest
bathroom again.”

The Furby’s lunch was cut short by Ruthie’s
arrival. Chairs, cooler, a first aid kit, and a red box.

“Boy, are we lucky,” Ruthie said, holding up
the red box. “I found a weather radio! A lady was returning it when
I walked in the door. I snatched it immediately.” Her eyes caught
the Furby. “Little May May. Where—?”

“The closet,” I said.

Penny Sue surveyed the items Ruthie’d
stacked on the floor. “No battery-operated television?”

“Too late. They sold out days ago.”

“Darn, I told you there’d be a rush on
necessities. I guess the boom box radio will have to do. It can
pick up local television stations, but no Weather Channel.”

“Exactly why I bought this radio. It airs
NOAA weather alerts. All we have to do is put in our zip code. When
there’s a warning for our area, it sounds an alarm and broadcasts
the details.”

I took the box from Ruthie and read the
label. “This is very cool. It works like an alarm clock—only goes
off if there’s a weather warning for the area. Great to have in
case a storm hits in the middle of the night.”

“That’s what I thought,” Ruthie said. “You
should keep this in your bedroom.”

It took a little over an hour for us to
arrange the closet and program the weather radio. The three chairs
fit nicely around the ice chest, while our supplies—chips,
crackers, boom box, flashlights, and batteries—were stored within
easy reach on the lowest remaining shelf.

Penny Sue surveyed our handiwork with
satisfaction. “We’re ready for Charley. Bring it on.”

“Where is Charley?” Ruthie asked anxiously.
She checked the clock over the credenza. “Eleven-forty-eight. It’s
time for the hurricane update.” She dove for the TV remote and
punched buttons like a crazy woman. Thankfully, the set was tuned
to the station. Dr. Steve, the hurricane expert, had just come
on.

The state of Florida appeared on the screen,
an ominous yellow cone extending from a red pinwheel in the Gulf of
Mexico and fanning out over the central part of the state.

“It’s a Category 2,” Ruthie murmured, “and
we’re in the strike zone.”

“Don’t start panicking,” Penny Sue chided.
“It’s supposed to hit the west coast and move east across the
state. Hurricanes always lose strength over land. And, look, we’re
still close to the bottom of the danger zone—meaning the weak side
of the storm. Tropical force winds are probably the worse we’ll
get.”

Ruthie pulled at her lip, not speaking until
Dr. Steve finished and a commercial began. “It has the potential to
become a Category 3. I think we should evacuate. I’m going to call
inland hotels.”

“Go ahead, if it will make you feel better.
But Charley’s going to blow out, and we’ll have a fun party,” Penny
Sue said matter-of-factly.

“What about Frannie May?” Ruthie turned to
me.

Frannie May, a.k.a. Fran Annina, was my
co-worker at the Marine Conservation Center. A wealthy, Italian
widow in her sixties, Frannie had taken me under her wing and
become a good friend to us all. She was also feisty, á la Penny
Sue. She showed her stuff in our pursuit of renegade bikers by
kicking the butt of a man a foot and a half taller. No kidding, she
literally kicked his butt. I did a mental chuckle at the memory of
Frannie hanging from the guy’s neck, her legs flailing for all she
was worth.

“Frannie?” Ruthie repeated.

“She’s in Boston. Her sister’s in the
hospital.”

“What about Carl?” Ruthie continued.

Carl was Frannie’s genius son. He was also a
Star Trek fan who engaged in role playing games with his
MIT-educated buddies. Carl played a Klingon, other friends played
Romulans. They kept reenacting something called the Battle of
Khitomer. This battle was apparently a big deal in alien circles.
I’d intended to get old Star Trek tapes and look it up, but
never found the time. I had tried to fix my daughter up with Carl,
but it didn’t work. She wasn’t a Trekkie. A shame. A good-looking
millionaire, who was kind to his mother, Carl Annina was a catch by
almost anyone’s standards. Anyone except my Ann, who wasn’t drawn
to the Trekkie stuff. Oh, well, Ann Annina was a tongue twister. “I
know he’s working on a project, but he may be in town. Why do you
ask?”

Ruthie began to pace. “I’d like to think
there’s someone around if we need help.”

“How about Deputy Ted?” Penny Sue said
brightly.

Ted Moore was a very nice guy who worked for
the Volusia County Sheriff’s office. Recently divorced, like me,
we’d struck up a friendship that was beginning to develop.
Beginning was as far as it got, however. A front page newspaper
photo of Ted and me holding hands at an art fair was enough to get
his ex-wife’s back up. Suddenly, she needed to confer with him
daily on their sons’ welfare. The boys were sassing her, hanging
out with the wrong crowd, might be doing drugs, and on and on ad
nauseum. Her manipulation was crystal clear to me, but not to Ted.
When he canceled the third date for a kid catastrophe, I called it
quits, telling him to call me when he got his life sorted out. I
was having enough trouble sorting out my own life; proof being the
huge stack of mismatched sheets piled in the utility room.

I cleared my throat. “We’re not seeing each
other anymore.”

“You’re not?” Penny Sue called, fanny up,
head buried in the refrigerator. She came out with three
cellophane-wrapped sandwiches. “How about a Cuban? I’m starving.
All we’ve had was toast, and we ended up throwing most of it on the
floor.” She snickered.

Ruthie and I nodded. My stomach was feeling
hollow. Besides, eating might divert their attention from Ted. No
such luck.

“What became of Ted?” Penny Sue pulled out a
skillet and started to grill the sandwiches.

I sat at the counter as Ruthie arranged
placemats and napkins. “There’s not much to tell. In a nutshell,
his life is complicated—young kids and a possessive ex-wife.”

“Hmph,” Penny Sue grunted as she forcefully
mashed the sandwiches with a spatula. “I’ll bet his wife wanted the
divorce until she found out someone else was interested in Ted.
Happens all the time. Once she’s sure y’all are finished, she’ll
dump him again. You watch.” She slid a sandwich onto a plate and
passed it to Ruthie, who added a handful of chips. “Let’s hope he’s
smart enough to go that route only once. I dated a jerk that did
the number three times. Mind you, one time was enough for me. I
hear his next girlfriend has already been around that track twice.”
She scooped out the last two sandwiches and took the stool beside
me. “Would you take Ted back?” she asked, biting into the sandwich.
“Mm-m, these things are good. They don’t do much for the
waistline,” she patted a newly acquired perimenopausal paunch, “but
do wonders for my mood. If we’re going to wrestle a hurricane,
we’ll need our strength.”

I looked sidelong at Ruthie, who’d stopped
chewing. Darn, I wish Penny Sue hadn’t said wrestle. “Don’t worry,
Ruthie, Guthrie will be here if we need anything. He’s a nice
man.”

Ruthie stared back at me. She wasn’t buying
a word of it.

It was after one when we finished lunch.
Penny Sue retired to her boudoir to select an outfit
for the hurricane. (Lord knows which personality said that line,
probably Scarlett O’Hara. If Penny Sue came out wrapped in
curtains, I’d know for sure.) Ruthie—on pins and needles as she
waited for the two o’clock storm update—took her cell phone to the
deck and started calling hotels. I made my bed, took a quick shower
to knock off the closet dust and called Bert Fish, the local
hospital, to check on Mrs. King. She was resting quietly. I tried
to wheedle information about her family—like, had they been
notified? Had anyone arrived to sit with her?—but the ward nurse
was too professional to spill any beans. Next, I called New Smyrna
Beach Florist. They were closing early for the hurricane, but I was
in luck. The van hadn’t left, and they had a nice, cheery
arrangement in stock. I put it on my charge card. I guess we had a
bad connection, because the storekeeper couldn’t seem to get our
address right, and made me repeat it twice.

Exactly at one forty-five we all rushed,
like trained monkeys, to the living room and the next tropical
report. Ruthie watched the broadcast, hands touching her lips
prayerfully. I sat on the edge of the loveseat, and I noticed that
Penny Sue, normally nonchalant, gripped her diet soda tensely.

A meteorologist I didn’t recognize came on
and announced that Charley’s eye wall showed the storm was gaining
strength. If that wasn’t enough, the storm was moving faster.
Several models predicted it would make landfall around Tampa. New
Smyrna was on the lower edge of the strike zone.

Penny Sue took a big gulp of soda. “See,
Ruthie? Worse we’ll get are tropical force winds. We’re home
free.”

Ruthie shot Penny Sue a cynical look. “If it
hits, we’ll be on the right—STRONG—side of the storm.”

Penny Sue downed the rest of her cola. “For
a New Ager, you’re awfully fearful. Can’t you contact your spirit
guides to confirm the storm’s path?”

Ruthie folded her arms defensively. “I’m not
bothering my guides with earthly matters.”

“Enough said.” Penny Sue sashayed toward the
kitchen, exaggerating the fanny action. “If earthly matters are not
worthy of the spirits’ time, they’re not worth ours. We are
spiritual beings, right? Ruthie, you need to put your actions where
your mouth is.”

I glanced at Ruthie whose face was beet red.
Penny Sue had lobbed a real zinger!

Thankfully, the doorbell rang at that
moment, proof that spirits were looking after Ruthie.

Penny Sue virtually ran to get the door,
obviously realizing she’d stepped way over the line. My stomach
seized, fearful it was Guthrie with news of Mrs. King. I heard the
twang of the screen door, a slight yelp, and the front door clicked
shut.

“What?” I called, dreading the answer.

Penny Sue emerged from the hall holding a
single pink rose. “Look.” She held out the flower with a New Smyrna
Beach Florist card attached. The card was addressed to Penny Sue
and simply said, “You haven’t been out of my mind since I first saw
you.”
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“I wonder who sent this?” Penny Sue
mused, placing the rose in a bud vase. She turned the card over—no
other inscription. “The florist must know.” She dialed the number
on the card and waited a long time. “Darn, they’ve closed early for
the hurricane.”

Ruthie sniffed the rose. “I’ll bet it was
Rich.”

“Rich?” Penny Sue shot back, irritability
masking her sorrow. “How could Rich know I was here? He’s in the
witness protection program, probably sequestered in Timbuktu.”

Rich Wheeler was a man Penny Sue fell in
love with on our last trip. Unfortunately, Rich got mixed up with
some very rough bikers who were engaged in scary activities. They
nearly killed Rich, so the Feds shuttled him away for his own
safety. How long that would last, no one knew; but Rich vowed he’d
return to Penny Sue one day.

“Sorry, Rich was my first thought. Pink
roses stand for admiration.”

“Admiration? I’ll bet it was Yuri,” I
said.

“Who’s Yuri?” Ruthie asked.

“A sleazy realtor who wants to buy up the
complex. He’s trying to butter you up,” I said to Penny Sue.

“Sleazy? I thought he was a nice guy. Not
bad looking, either.” Penny Sue studied the rose smugly. “He helped
us bring in the groceries.” She paused again, the wheels in her
head whirring. “Admiration. What stands for love?”

“Red roses.”

Penny Sue grinned. “I’ll bet it was
Yuri. Rich would have sent a red rose.”

“Does that mean Rich is history?” I
asked.

“No,” she snapped, her brows knitting. “Even
though I love Rich, it doesn’t mean I have to check into a nunnery.
Nothing wrong with an occasional date until he gets home. After
all, we’re not married.”

True, she wasn’t married or even officially
engaged. Besides, flirting to Penny Sue was akin to breathing, an
involuntary biological process. I was certain she’d been faithful
to all three of her husbands—even the two who didn’t return the
favor—still, she’d always been a flirt. The thrill of victory, I
supposed, to see how many men she could attract. And lord knows,
that was a lot.

A loud horn blared, and Penny Sue’s romances
were instantly forgotten. Lu Nee 2 whirled in circles, demanding,
“Halt! Who goes there?” The Furby woke up too, moaning, “Big sound,
scare me!”

Ruthie, Penny Sue, and I stood like
slack-jawed fools, trying to figure out where the sound came from.
Then, a loud male voice boomed, “At two forty-five, Volusia County
issued a mandatory evacuation for all mobile and manufactured
homes.”

The weather radio! We rushed to the
closet.

“Shelters will open at four PM and close to new entrants between eight and nine
PM. Tropical force winds are expected by
ten PM. Bridges from the beach to the
mainland will close when winds reach 38 mph. All Daytona Beach
International Airport flights have been cancelled.”

Ruthie sank into one of the plastic chairs.
“A mandatory evacuation! The airport’s closed and there are no
hotel rooms to be found. We’re stuck.”

Ring, ring. Bam, Bam, Bam. The Furby
screeched, “Whoa-a-a!” Lu Nee 2 exclaimed, “Where did that come
from?”

Penny Sue put her hands over her ears,
stomped down the hall, and flung the door open with a thud. There
was a long pause then she started to laugh. “Come here, you’ve got
to see this!”

Ruthie and I turned off the weather radio
and double-timed it to the door.

I couldn’t believe my eyes. Guthrie was on
the stoop dressed in his Arlo Guthrie tee shirt, baggy madras
shorts (circa 1972) with a chicken tied around his knee. Yep, you
heard right, a chicken! A whole, frozen, Purdue roaster.

“Leigh,” he began, pitifully, “I’ve hurt
myself, Charley’s coming, and I’m all alone. Can I stay with
you?”

Penny Sue’s eyes were glued to the chicken.
“What’s with the poultry?” she asked.

“Publix sold out of ice. My freezer’s turned
to high, but it can’t make ice fast enough for drinks and my knee.
The chicken is frozen—as good as ice.” He put his hand to his
forehead. “I’m so upset. My friend isn’t going to come—he has to
stay with his mother. I can’t go to his place, because Mother
doesn’t approve of our relationship. With Mrs. King in the
hospital, I’m all by myself. On top of that, the Russians are
coming. Can I stay with you? Or will you come to my place?”

Penny Sue opened the screen door and waved
him in. Once again, he took the seat at the corner of the bar,
propping his leg up to rearrange the Ace bandage and rotate his
chicken.

“Can I get you something?” Penny Sue asked.
“Like a stiff drink?”

His eyes shifted from Ruthie to me. “A
scotch would be nice. Neat.”

Penny Sue poured four fingers of scotch in a
glass with a few cubes of ice. “I suppose we’d better conserve our
own ice.” She handed Guthrie the drink. “How did you hurt your
knee?”

“I was upstairs making brownies—”

Marijuana brownies? I wondered. Wasn’t that
a scene in Alice’s Restaurant?

“—when I heard a scraping noise coming from
the back of our duplex. Low, like maybe the crawl space.” He took a
good swallow of his scotch. “I listened for a while, and started to
think someone was trying to break into Mrs. King’s house again. So,
I got my Glock—”

“Glock, like a gun?” Penny Sue asked.

He nodded and sucked down more scotch. “I
got my Glock, ran to the porch, and tripped over the front door
mat. I fell down the first flight of steps and landed hard on this
knee. It’s horribly bruised and swollen. Want to see?” He started
fumbling with the Ace bandage.

I held up both hands. “Not necessary—we
believe you.”

“Did you figure out what the noise was?”
Ruthie asked.

He shook his head. “No, it was all I could
do to crawl up the stairs to my condo. Anyway, the noise stopped as
soon as I fell. I guess I scared them away.” He took another gulp
of liquor. “The pain was excruciating. So, I iced my knee down and
called Timothy, my friend. I thought he’d rush over to help me.”
Guthrie wiped his eyes. “No such luck. Timothy’s sister couldn’t
stay with their mother, so he had to bring Mother,” Guthrie
virtually spate the word, “to his house for the storm.”

“Why didn’t you call me?” I asked. “We’d
have helped.”

“I couldn’t find your number. Leigh Stratton
isn’t listed.”

Right. I was using the judge’s phone and had
never made the effort to have my name listed. I scribbled our
number on a Post-It note. Here, call us next time.”

“Thank you.” He rotated the chicken and gave
us a pitiful look. “The last day has been so trying. I can’t face
the hurricane alone.”

Ruthie, Ms. Sensitive Pisces, stroked his
back. “Don’t worry, you’re welcome here. In times like these, we
have to stick together.”

Penny Sue closed her eyes and bumped her
forehead against the kitchen cabinet. Thankfully, that was all. I
could tell she wanted to vault over the counter and strangle
Ruthie. I wasn’t jumping with joy at the prospect of Guthrie
sleeping on the sofa, but he seemed nice enough and definitely
needed our help.

“I won’t be any trouble,” Guthrie said. “I
have a sleeping bag. You’ll never know I’m here. I’ll bring dinner.
I’m making a hobo stew out of all of these,” he motioned to the
chicken, “frozen foods.”

Penny Sue gave me the squinty eye. “What
else have you used on your knee?”

“Green beans, corn, the usual.” Guthrie held
his glass up for a refill.

“Peas,” she said, her eyes still slits.

“Huh?”

“Frozen peas. That’s what they recommend for
women after boob jobs.” Penny Sue refilled his glass. “They’re cold
and flexible. I guess corn is about the same.”

“Mine was on the cob. Don’t worry, I cut off
the kernels for the stew. I’m really a good cook. I made brownies
before I hurt my knee.”

Brownies. Yep, Arlo Guthrie. I still
wondered if the brownies contained anything other than the usual
chocolate, flour and sugar.

Penny Sue slid his drink across the counter.
“What did you mean, the Russians were coming?”

“A Russian realtor showed up right before
the scratching started. He came by early this morning, asking if I
wanted to sell my condo. I explained I didn’t own it. I guess I
mentioned that Mrs. King had a heart attack. I was so upset. I
babble when I get upset. If I start to babble, stop me. I won’t be
offended. Really. Anyway, the same Russian stopped by this
afternoon asking if I knew Mrs. King’s family.”

A money-grubber, just as I thought. I
smirked at Penny Sue.

“I said no and he left. Within an hour, the
scraping started.”

“Can you be more specific about the sound?”
Penny Sue asked, arms folded across her chest.

“A metal on metal sound.”

“Which side of your building did it come
from?”

“I couldn’t tell.”

“I think we should check it out,” Penny Sue
said in her Jessica Fletcher Murder She Wrote tone. “But I’m
certain Yuri had nothing to do with it.”

Guthrie downed his drink and eased his leg
to the floor. “Okay. Can I stay here tonight? I promise not to get
in the way.”

Ruthie helped him stand up. “Of course, we’d
love to have you.”

Penny Sue curled her lip.

With a shoulder under each armpit, Ruthie
and I helped Guthrie up the hill to his condo. Penny Sue led the
way with our new halogen lantern, a crow bar from the utility room,
and her .38 stuffed in the pocket of her capris. She thought she’d
hidden it from us, but the bulge was unmistakable. Under normal
circumstances, I would have been annoyed—her darned gun had gotten
us in a lot of trouble. I didn’t care this time. I was fairly
certain we wouldn’t find anything. Why would a burglar come back in
broad daylight?

After considerable huffing, puffing, and a
few stops, we got Guthrie up the hill to his unit. I noticed he had
hurricane shutters, which were already rolled down. Hmmm, maybe we
should stay with him. He has shutters and was on higher ground. I’d
broach the subject to Penny Sue later. Not now, not with the gun in
her pocket. (Penny Sue’s hormones weren’t completely out of kilter;
still, no sense taking chances.)

“Which unit is Mrs. King’s?” Penny Sue
asked, sounding like a feminine Perry Mason.

Guthrie pointed straight ahead. Penny Sue
did a walk around, while Ruthie and I eased Guthrie to the
staircase of his condo. Penny Sue returned with tight lips.
Something was wrong.

“Someone’s been in the crawl space under
Mrs. King’s condo. There are scuff marks in the sand, and the crawl
space door has been opened.”

Penny Sue pointed at Guthrie sternly. He
cringed. I didn’t blame him, this personality reminded me of The
Terminator.

“The door to your crawl space is coated with
sand and cobwebs, meaning no one’s been in it for a long time. No
cobwebs at Mrs. King’s.”

“Did you look inside?”

Penny Sue handed the lantern to Ruthie. “No,
I think Ruthie would be a better fit. The doorway’s pretty
small.”

Ruthie shoved the lantern back at Penny Sue.
“Forget it. You know I’m claustrophobic.”

They both stared at me, the lantern hanging
limply from Penny Sue’s fingers. I stifled the urge to smack it
away. Why me? Why did I have to do everything? Because I was a big
dope. But, I wasn’t going to give in this time.

Guthrie broke the impasse. “It was probably
the pesticide guy spraying for bugs. I’ll bet that’s why the door’s
been opened.”

I frowned. “Spraying on a day when
everything is closed for a hurricane?”

“Maybe he was already in the
neighborhood.”

“What about the grinding sound? Was that bug
spraying?”

Guthrie studied his chicken. “No,” he said
quietly. He motioned to his knee. “I’d do it, but—”

I snatched the lantern from Penny Sue and
stifled a heavy sigh. “Quit! You big bunch of scaredy cats, I’ll
look!” I stomped around back, Ruthie and Penny Sue following on my
heels. I dropped to my knees and examined the door. It was brown
wood to match the building and about two feet wide and three feet
tall. I snuck a glance at Penny Sue’s rear end. Yep, definitely a
tight fit.

She caught my look. “I know what you’re
thinking. I haven’t put on that much weight.”

I chuckled and went to work on the
slide-bolt lock. After a lot of grunting and a few curses from me,
the lock gave. Lantern held high in front of me, I gingerly crawled
in as far as my head and shoulders. The bottom of the area was
concrete slab, while pipes and plastic conduit crisscrossed above
my head.

Penny Sue’s chin rested on my shoulder.
“What do you see?”

I shrugged, bumping Penny Sue’s chin. “Give
me some room. I see the underbelly of a house, what do you think?”
And something skittering in the distance! I jerked backward,
sending Penny Sue sprawling. “Something’s moving in there.”

Penny Sue scrambled to her feet and pulled
out her .38. “A snake?” she shrieked. “There are rattlers around
here, you know.”

I slammed the door and locked it. “I don’t
know what it was, and I’m not going to find out. Besides, I didn’t
see any evidence of tampering. Concrete and pipes, nothing else.” I
brushed myself off.

“What do you suppose Guthrie heard?” Ruthie
asked.

“I don’t know, and I don’t care. Heck, it
was probably someone rolling down a hurricane shutter. That would
make a scraping noise. I’ll bet most of these shutters haven’t been
moved in years.”

Penny Sue’s eyes brightened. “You’re right,
I’ll bet it was a hurricane shutter. That would explain the
scraping sound.”

“And, maybe he’d been tasting his brownies,”
I said with a wink.

Penny Sue chuckled, but Ruthie gave me a
dumb look.

“Come on, Ruthie, you remember Alice’s
Restaurant. What did Alice put in the brownies?”

Her hand went to her mouth. “Oh-h!”

“Are you sure that was Alice’s
Restaurant?” Penny Sue shoved the revolver back in her
pocket.

Now that she mentioned it, I wasn’t sure.
“Not one hundred percent.” I brushed hair out of my face, the wind
was picking up.

“We’d better be careful how many we eat
tonight.”

Ruthie’s mouth dropped. “You’d eat
them?”

Penny Sue dipped her chin and grinned. “I’ll
try one. He’s a guest, after all. We can’t be rude.” She started up
the hill toward Guthrie’s stairs. “You invited him, Ruthie, so you
must try one, too.”

Ruthie canted her head defiantly. “Not if
I’m allergic to chocolate or on a diet.”

“Liar, liar, pants on fire,” Penny Sue shot
back.

“Peace of mind is more important than
diarrhea,” Ruthie fairly shouted.

That stopped Penny Sue in her tracks. She
turned around and gave Ruthie a slow, long look over. “What in the
crap—excuse my French—does that mean?”

Ruthie put her hands on her hips. “A quote
from Hugh Prather. Surely, you remember Hugh Prather. Notes to
Myself and Notes on Courage. The man is a legend.”

Penny Sue put her fist on her hip,
thankfully the hip without the gun. “I missed that legend.” She
started back around the building. “What does diarrhea have to do
with peace of mind?” she called over her shoulder.

Ruthie and I huffed after her. I could tell
Ruthie was winding up for one of her spiritual lectures. We rounded
the corner and found Penny Sue sitting next to Guthrie on the
bottom step.

“Hugh Prather’s one of my favorite authors,”
Guthrie gushed. “Hugh was saying that we should be as vigilant with
our peace of mind as we are with diarrhea. You know, like, if you
have diarrhea—”

“’Nuf said!” Penny Sue raised her face to
the heavens. “Two of ’em, heaven help us.”

Penny Sue left abruptly, claiming an urgent
problem with her peace of mind. Ruthie and I helped Guthrie up the
stairs to his condo—no small feat, since the chicken had thawed and
kept slithering down his leg. After two attempts to tie it back in
place, we gave up and left it around his ankle. It was time for him
to move on to pork chops, anyway. We told Guthrie to call for help
when he was ready to come over and then left. The phone was ringing
when we arrived. It was Frannie May calling from Boston.

“I’m not sure you should stay there on the
beach,” she started. “Carl’s home, and you’re welcome to weather
the storm at my house. It’s a cinderblock house that’s built to
hurricane codes. You’ll be safe there.”

Penny Sue sauntered in from the deck sipping
a martini.

“Frannie May,” I mouthed.

She shook her head and whispered, “We’ll be
fine here.”

I thanked Fran and promised to call Carl if
things got dicey.

I stared at Penny Sue’s martini. “You said
you were having acute peace of mind problems.”

She held up the drink as Ruthie came in from
our bedroom. “I was. This is the cure.”

“We thought you had diarrhea and were being
polite with the peace of mind stuff,” Ruthie said.

Penny Sue squared her shoulders. “If I’d
listened to you and Guthrie much longer, I would have had a
terrible case of the runs. The way you two went on, I’m convinced
there is a link between peace of mind and gastric distress.”
She took a sip. “Want one? It’ll cure what ails ya.”

Ruthie and I gave each other the
she-is-awful look, then nodded.

“Make mine dirty,” Ruthie said loudly.

I nearly fell through the floor. Ruthie
rarely drank, except in our company, and usually she’d sip a single
glass of wine for an entire evening. (Yes, we were a bad
influence.) For her to pipe up wanting a dirty martini was on par
with the Dalai Lama asking to see an X-rated movie. Okay, maybe not
X-rated, but at least PG-13.

“Dirty it is.” Penny Sue pulled out gin and
a big jar of olives.

As she prepared the drinks, the phone rang
again. It was our friend Chris, the former proprietor of a local
New Age shop, now owner of a store in St. Augustine. She was
worried that I might be staying alone on the beach. We were all
welcome at her house—or if things looked bad there, her store. I
assured her we were well prepared, and would call if the situation
went downhill.

Penny Sue handed Ruthie a martini with a
toothpick skewering at least six olives. Mine only had one.

“Dirty means you add olive juice. The extra
olives were my idea,” Penny Sue explained.

Shoot, wish I’d known that, I’d have gone
for a dirty drink, too.

We took our cocktails into the living room
and tuned to the Weather Channel. Charley had taken a turn for the
worse; it was now a Category 4 storm. Translation: You’d better
write your social security number on your arm in permanent ink,
along with the name and phone number of your next of kin. You’d
also better have your affairs in order, unless you happen to live
in a bomb shelter. Hurricane Andrew was a strong Category 4, and it
blew away everything in its path, except the strongest bank vaults.
A problem if your bank went for the lowest bid. In that case, your
safe deposit box’s contents were strewn across Mexico.

Being a Category 4 was bad enough; worse, it
was hitting south of Tampa and headed east—our way. At that news,
Ruthie stripped all the olives from the toothpick and chugged the
rest of her martini. “We have to get out of here,” she wailed.

“Out, where?” Penny Sue bellowed. “Look at
the strike zone, everything close by is in it.”

“Maybe we should tape the windows with big
Xs.”

“Not necessary. Daddy had all the windows
replaced with hurricane-rated jobs.”

“Yeah, but what are they rated to? I think
we should get out of here and go to Fran’s house,” Ruthie said.

I had to intervene on that one. Since living
in New Smyrna, I’d learned from old-timers that the Inland Waterway
was a flood zone. The beach wasn’t. Screwy, I admit, but true. It
had to do with water building up in inlets versus a straight
coastline that allowed the storm surge to spread out horizontally,
instead of vertically. “We’re probably as safe here as we would be
at Fran’s.”

Ruthie regarded me as if I’d lost my
mind.

“Really, I’ve checked it out. Fran’s house
is in a worse flood plain than we are. Besides, it’s a compact
storm and will surely lose steam as it moves over land. If we stay
in the closet, I think we’ll be safe. This building has been here a
long time and weathered a lot of storms.” I thought, but didn’t
say, “I hope those storms didn’t weaken the structure.”

Ruthie didn’t get a chance to argue. Guthrie
called. He’d seen the same forecast on the Weather Channel, had
given up on the hobo stew, and was ready to come over with his
brownies and sleeping bag.
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It would take all three of us to get
Guthrie down to our place. Rain was already falling thanks to
Charley’s feeder bands, so we donned the yellow slickers that Penny
Sue had purchased. When we arrived at his place, Guthrie was
waiting by the door wearing an old Pith helmet and a dry cleaning
bag in lieu of a raincoat. Once again, Ruthie and I supported him
with a shoulder under each armpit. Penny Sue shrugged into his
knapsack and carried a large pan of brownies and a tarp-wrapped
sleeping bag. She was none too happy about it.

“What do I look like, a pack mule?” she
muttered under her breath as we trudged down the slope to our
unit.

Don’t tempt me, I thought. Her load was a
fraction of ours. While Guthrie was fairly slim, he weighed at
least one-eighty, not counting the package of frozen sirloin tied
to his knee.

“What’s in this knapsack anyway?” she
groused.

“Frozen food for my knee,” he said haltingly
as we hopped him down the hill. “And, some protection.”

“The Glock?” I asked.

“Looters are always a problem after
storms.”

The blood drained from Ruthie’s face.
“Looters?”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Penny Sue said,
softening toward Guthrie. “Hmph, I need to make sure my gun is
loaded.”

I gritted my teeth. Not her damned .38,
again. Penny Sue and guns spelled trouble.

The light sprinkle turned to a torrential
downpour by the time we reached the condo. Ruthie had the
forethought to cover the floor with towels so we wouldn’t track
water. Good thing, too, because we were soaked. We leaned Guthrie
against the wall and ripped off his cleaner’s bag. Then we shed our
slickers in a heap and hopped Guthrie to the living room. The
television was already on. Clearly put out, Penny Sue trailed
behind, dripping water. She dropped the sleeping bag in the dining
room, and plopped the knapsack and brownies on the kitchen
counter.

“Are we having fun now?” she asked
sarcastically, pulling off her raingear and stuffing it in the
sink.

“We will in a minute. Bring in the
brownies,” Guthrie called, propping his bum leg on the coffee
table. “My brownies are guaranteed to brighten your day. Brownies
for everyone!”

Ruthie, Penny Sue, and I exchanged wide-eyed
glances. We’d never decided if it was Alice, of Alice’s
Restaurant fame, who baked marijuana brownies. Somebody baked
them in an old movie—we just couldn’t remember which one. In any
event, Guthrie’s enthusiasm made us leery of his baked goods.

Penny Sue handed Ruthie the pan, a knife,
and a napkin. “Thanks, but I’m on a diet,” she said.

Ruthie placed the pan on the coffee table
and dished up a brownie. Guthrie ate it in two bites. She gave him
another. He downed that one just as fast. “Come on, try one,” he
said, still chewing.

“I had a sandwich a few minutes before you
called,” Ruthie said.

Spying what looked like lumps of nuts on the
top of the brownies, I fibbed, “I’m allergic to nuts.”

“Bummer,” Guthrie mumbled. “Well, can’t let
them go to waste.” He held out his hand and took a third. “If
things get dull, I brought my tape of Alice’s Restaurant.
It’s in the knapsack.”

“Whoopee,” Penny Sue muttered, unzipping the
canvas bag.

“You have a VCR, don’t you?”

“It’s broken,” Penny Sue replied languidly,
reaching in the satchel. She came out with a well-viewed videotape
and a large baggie stuffed with a handgun and ammunition. “Wow, is
this a Glock forty-five?”

“Yeah, the compact model. There’s a smaller
one, but I thought it looked wussy. Man, if you’re going to carry a
gun, you want something that makes a statement.”

Penny Sue smirked at me. “My sentiments,
exactly.”

Brother, I wish he hadn’t said that. Penny
Sue’s .38 was bad enough, with a little encouragement she’d
probably buy an M16.

Penny Sue finished unloading the knapsack of
its frozen contents and stowed them in the freezer.

“Flip to Channel 9,” Guthrie instructed.
“They have a man in Punta Gorda. Charley’s coming ashore at Fort
Myers.”

Ruthie changed the channel. “Hotel rooms in
Central Florida are booked with people fleeing Tampa Bay. With the
unexpected turn in the storm, there’s no place for southern
residents to go except shelters,” the anchorwoman said. The picture
flashed to boats pitching and crashing in a marina. A reporter in
Punta Gorda came on by telephone from the hallway of a hotel. He’d
barely begun his story when there was a loud ripping sound. “The
hotel’s roof just peeled away!” the reporter shouted.

“Don’t panic, Ruthie. The storm will blow
out before it gets here,” Penny Sue said.

“Yeah, we’re only expected to get Category 1
or tropical force winds,” Guthrie added.

“But the eye is supposed to pass over
Daytona Beach at eleven tonight. That’s only thirty miles north,”
Ruthie whined.

“Yes, and six hours for the storm to change
course.” Penny Sue popped the cork on a bottle of champagne and put
out a plate of caviar and crackers. “I’ve never thrown a hurricane
party before. Come on, let’s get on with it.”

We spent the evening eating, channel surfing
between the Weather Channel and local stations, and answering the
phone. News of the storm’s path through Daytona Beach spread fast.
Our fathers, my son, Ruthie’s daughter, and assorted friends called
to check our status. “Don’t worry,” we told them bravely. “Winds
will die down before Charley reaches us.”

I hoped our bravery didn’t turn out to be
stupidity.

By nine o’clock the storm had reached
Orlando with high winds, torrential rains, and power outages. We’d
finished the champagne, caviar, and a large tray of Stouffer’s
chicken lasagna. Guthrie had polished off the brownies by eight and
taken to teaching Pete, the toy Parrot, to talk. “One,” he said.
The toy squawked, “On-ne.”

“Two.” The bird croaked, “Two-o.”

“Three.” Guthrie kept going to ten.

The three of us sat at the kitchen counter,
one eye on the TV, the other on our hippie friend with chopped meat
bandaged to his leg.

Penny Sue said, “Hide the Furby.”

I covered my mouth and whispered. “He thinks
the bird is really learning. I’d say that proves the brownies were
spiked with something.”

“He ate the whole tray,” Ruthie
exclaimed.

“He’ll probably pass out any minute.”
Wrong.

“I’ve taught Pete to count,” Guthrie called
happily. “Show them, Pete.”

“Show them, Pete,” the bird aped.

We bit our lips.

“One, two, three-e,” Guthrie prompted.

“One, two, three-e.”

“And?” Guthrie leaned forward, his face
within inches of the bird. “Four, five, six,” he whispered.

“Four, five, six,” the bird said softly.

Penny Sue sputtered, unable to control
herself any longer. Pete cackled like Penny Sue.

“His name is Pete the Repeat Parrot,” I
said. “He only mimics what you say. He doesn’t remember any of
it.”

Guthrie folded his arms, eyes narrowed.
“Man, that was a waste of time.” He reached for his knee. “I need
to change the bandage. My meat’s thawed and started to drip. There
should be a bag of succotash in the freezer.”

A gust of wind rocked the patio door. Rain
pounded the building like shrapnel.

“Man, I’m suddenly really hungry.” He spied
the candy piled on the kitchen counter. “Those Hershey Kisses look
mighty good.”

I got the succotash as Ruthie poured the
candy into a bowl. He handed me the thawed, bloody sirloin that had
leaked and wrapped the vegetables on his knee with the soiled Ace
bandage. I put the meat down the garbage disposal. Yuck!

We spent the rest of the evening eating—we
even cracked a couple of cans of Vienna sausages—and watched the
storm’s progress. We had electricity, though there were several
ominous brownouts. Fortunately, our stove was natural gas, so we
could cook even if the electricity failed.

The wind was howling as eleven o’clock drew
near, but except for occasional hits by palm fronds and debris,
there didn’t seem to be major damage. Still, Ruthie insisted we all
go into the closet at ten-thirty. I gave my chair to Guthrie, who
propped his leg on the cooler. I sat cross-legged on the floor. We
left the TV on in the living room, volume maxed, so we could track
the hurricane’s progress. At eleven o’clock there was a report of
looting in Orange County.

Penny Sue took her .38 from her pocket,
slipped it out of the holster and placed it on a shelf in easy
reach. “Can’t be too careful,” was all she said. “Where’s your
Glock?” she asked Guthrie.

“On the coffee table. It’s loaded. If you
hear anything, one of you run get it.”

About eleven fifteen, the storm passed off
the coast of Daytona Beach and we ventured from the closet. Though
the wind still raged, blowing rain in horizontal sheets, Charley
was kind to us. We seemed no worse for the wear. At least there
were no leaks or outward signs of damage.

Penny Sue cracked the second bottle of
champagne to toast our good fortune, and we all proceeded to turn
in for the night. I helped Guthrie unroll his sleeping bag and blow
up the air mattress rolled inside. I rewrapped his knee with a
Birds Eye Teriyaki stir-fry and zipped him in the sleeping bag.

“Snug as a bug in a rug,” he muttered,
either very sleepy or completely stoned. Whichever, he seemed
content for the rest of the night.

Wrong.

“Help! I’m drowning!”

I was in the middle of a dream where I was
shopping at Beall’s department store. I was standing in a mob at
the jewelry counter, eyeing a humongous bottle of Joy perfume. It
was hot, and I was sweating. The people around me smelled of
perspiration, and I wished I could douse them all in the cologne.
No sooner did I have the thought when the bottle burst. The Joy
perfume ran down the counter and filled the store up to my chin.
There was a mad rush as customers swam out—

“Help! I’m stuck. I’m drowning!”

This call, louder and more urgent than the
first, woke me up. Drenched in sweat, I blinked at the early
morning sun shining through the window and tried to separate dream
from reality.

A moment later a loud “Damn!” came from the
hallway—unmistakably Penny Sue. “The electricity is off and the
place is filled with water.”

Ruthie and I, in the guest room’s twin beds,
bolted upright.

Ruthie swung her feet to the floor.
“Heavens!” she cried.

I stood up in ankle deep water. “The place
is flooded.” Then I remembered Guthrie on his air mattress,
zipped up in a sleeping bag. Lord, he really could be drowning. I
slogged to the spot where I’d left him; he wasn’t there.

“Over here,” he yelled. “Help me.”

Lying on the air mattress, he’d floated to
the far side of the room, behind the sofa. I splashed through the
water, unzipped the sleeping bag, and pulled him to his feet.

“Thanks, man. You saved my life. I was
trapped like a big, soggy burrito. I’m indebted to you for
life.”

“Forget it. You would have done the same for
me.”

“Yeah, man, but I’m still indebted—your
slave for life. If you need anything, just ask.” He rubbed his leg.
“After this knee heals.”

A slave, just what I needed. My own life was
tough enough to handle. Managing Guthrie’s life was too heavy to
contemplate.

By now everyone was in the living room.
“Where the hell did all this water come from?” Penny Sue asked,
scanning the room with the halogen lantern.

“Storm surge,” Ruthie said forcefully. “I
warned y’all.”

“It couldn’t be storm surge. The water would
have come in through the glass doors.” I pointed to the sliding
doors, where dawn was beginning to break. “In that case, Guthrie
would have floated down the hall and been jammed against the front
door.”

Penny Sue dipped her hand in the ankle deep
water and tasted it. “It’s not salty. This is fresh water.”

“Rain,” Ruthie said sharply. “It ran down
the hill from the other condos.”

“Well, open the patio doors,” Penny Sue
instructed, zinging into her Martha Stewart mode. “If it’s coming
downhill, we have to let the water drain out. And stuff towels
under the front door so no more gets in.”

I opened the sliding glass doors. The water
rushed to the deck, leaving us big toe versus ankle deep.

“This doesn’t make sense,” I said. “There
were torrential rains all night—which would have drained down
here—and the hall was dry as an old bone when we went to bed.”

Penny Sue squinted at me. I could tell she
was flipping into Jessica Fletcher or Sherlock Holmes. “You’re
right. With all the rain, we’d have flooded hours ago if that’s the
source.” She glanced at her watch, six AM.
“When the sun comes up, we should go out and investigate. This
flood doesn’t make sense.” Penny Sue poured spring water into a
teakettle, and put it on the gas stovetop. “What we need is a cup
of strong coffee.”

“Coffee? The electricity’s off.”

Penny Sue smiled smugly, holding up a red
box. “There’s more than one way to skin a cat. These are coffee
bags, like tea bags. Let them steep in hot water, and voilà, fresh
brewed coffee.”

Guthrie, who’d made his way to the sofa,
raised his hand like a first-grader. “Far out. I’ll like some.
Sugar, if you have it.”

“How much?” Penny Sue asked, pulling mugs
from the cabinet.

“Three tablespoons.”

We all did a double take. “Tablespoons?”
Ruthie asked.

“I’ve already eaten all the brownies.”

O-okay, I wasn’t sure what that meant. Was
he addicted to sugar or something else? One thing I did know, the
tile floor was wet and slippery. If we didn’t mop it up fast, one
of us was going to break her neck—and with my luck it would be me.
Or worse, Guthrie. I had a momentary image of the three of us
waiting on him for life. Unh uh!

I headed to the utility room for a broom,
bucket, and mop. I held up the broom and mop to Ruthie. “Would you
rather sweep water out the back door, or mop up afterward?”

She took the broom. The floor wasn’t level,
and the water pooled in the back corner of the dining area. I
pushed the water out of the corner with the sponge mop, and Ruthie
swept it out the door. By the time our coffee was ready, we’d made
a good dent in the mess. While we rested and sipped our java, Penny
Sue took over with the mop.

“Like another cup?” Penny Sue asked, an
obvious cue for Ruthie and me to get back to work.

I took back the mop. “How about a bagel with
jelly?”

Penny Sue shook her head. “The oven’s
electric. Momma didn’t like cooking with gas, said it made sponge
cakes taste like chemicals.”

“Do it the old-fashioned way. Use the iron
skillet,” I said. “Grammy Martin made toast like that on the
stovetop. Like Ruth Gordon said in Harold and Maude, ‘Try
something new every day.’”

By now, we’d disposed of most of the water,
yet the floor remained slick. I was also tired of squeezing the
sponge mop. ‘Try something new every day.’ Old Maude was right. I
went to the utility room and returned with a stack of my half sets
of sheets. I dropped one on the floor and shuffled around.

“What are you doing?” Ruthie asked, in
shock.

“Drying the floor.” I tossed her a folded
sheet.

“These are the linens you’re saving.”

“Yeah, well, times change.”

We finished about the same time as the
bagels. Considering the electricity was out, we had a pretty good
breakfast. Hot coffee, toasted bagels with jelly, and oatmeal.
Sure, it was a tad heavy in the carb department, but after a dinner
of caviar and Vienna sausages, what difference did it make? We’d
clean up our diet next week, when the dust settled, or rather, the
floor dried.

Penny Sue drained her mug, clicked it down
on the counter, and stood. “We have to stop the water.”

Right. We were running out of sopping
material for the front door and I’d already donated my remaining
sheets to the cause. The sun was up, so it was time to go into
action, even if we had to dig a moat around the front stoop.

Ruthie wrapped her arms around her body as
if she had a sudden chill. “I don’t have a good feeling about
this.”

“This what?” I asked.

“The water.”

“Not good, how?” Penny Sue waved at Ruthie
as if trying to draw out more information.

“Not good, like evil.”

Penny Sue, Ruthie, and I went to find the
source of the water. Guthrie’s knee was still swollen and horribly
bruised. It was painful to even look at. I thought we should take
him to the hospital, but he refused, saying he hated doctors. Geez.
I brought out the battery-powered radio for his amusement and
wrapped a bag of Ore-Ida frozen fries around his leg. Before we
left, he insisted I give him the Glock and ammo in case there were
looters. I wasn’t in the mood to argue, but asked him to call out
to us before he pulled the trigger.

Ruthie and Penny Sue, with gun drawn, waited
for me at the front door.

“I wish you’d put that thing away,” I said,
nodding at Penny Sue’s gun.

“Heck no. You heard about the looting in
Orlando last night.”

“Those were stores. Who would loot
condos?”

She put her hands on her hips; thankfully
the .38’s barrel was aimed at the wall and not me. “Crooks know
most of these condos were evacuated. TVs, computers, DVDs—that’s
what they want. Smash and grab. It takes an experienced crook ten
seconds to break in. Even with an alarm, they’re long gone before
the police arrive, especially after a storm. Ted would tell you
that.”

“Thanks, Penny Sue, that makes me feel real
good. I felt secure with the alarm system until now.”

“You should get a gun, Leigh, and take some
lessons. A lone female on the beach—you’re a sitting duck.”

Boy, she was on a roll, that made me feel
even worse. “For crissakes, Penny Sue, I’ve got enough stress
already. Let’s deal with the present situation, and I’ll deal with
my future another time—like in the future. Maybe I’ll go into a
convent, ashram, or something. Then, I won’t need a gun.”

Penny Sue opened the door and stalked out.
“That would never work—all they’d give you is gruel and sacramental
wine. No ice cream, for sure.”

She was hitting below the belt. Mint
chocolate chip ice cream was my one—okay, one of
several—indulgences. No mint chocolate chip? I’d have to re-think
the religious commune angle.

Penny Sue led the way with her gun at ready.
I followed close behind, while Ruthie trailed by a good three
yards. I hoped Ruthie was lagging because she was getting info from
her spirit guides—like we should turn back. Guess not, because she
didn’t say anything.

“Look!” Penny Sue pointed at the roll-down
hurricane shutters on the ocean side of Guthrie’s condo. They had
been sheered off at the top and were lying on the ground. One of
the unprotected windows had blown in. She stopped to examine the
closest shutter. “This is really strange. It broke off in a
straight line. It’s like someone sliced it off.”

“Don’t look now, but I see where the water’s
coming from.” I pointed at the small door to the crawl space of
Mrs. King’s condo that we’d inspected the previous day.

“She must have a water main break,” Penny
Sue said. “We need to find the master switch for the water to her
house. Do you think Guthrie knows?”

I gave her a you’ve-got-to-be-kidding
expression. After all, this was the guy who’d spent the previous
evening eating brownies laced with who-knew-what and trying to
teach a toy parrot to count. “Remember the parrot?”

She got my drift. “I’d better call a
plumber. I know one that Daddy helped with a legal crisis. If he’s
still in business, I’m sure he’ll come. ”

I glanced over my shoulder at Ruthie. She
was staring straight ahead with her arms wrapped around her body.
“What do you make of this?” I asked.

“Evil. Evil all around us.”

 


* * *


Chapter 5

 


 


 


August 14, New Smyrna Beach, FL

 


“I’ve never seen anything like this.”
Sonny Mallard was a prince of a guy who had left his own damaged
house to help us with Mrs. King’s plumbing. He quickly found the
main cut-off, solving our water problem, and had moved on to fixing
the busted pipe.

Penny Sue knelt in the doorway to the
underbelly of Mrs. King’s house and watched. I peered over her
shoulder.

“This is a new plastic/aluminum composite
pipe. I’ve heard about these, but never seen one before,” Sonny
said. “Basically, it’s three layers. The inner and outer parts are
plastic, while the middle is aluminum. Somebody stripped the
outside plastic layer. Best I can tell, the aluminum disintegrated.
The plastic tube in the middle couldn’t take the water pressure and
popped like a balloon.”

“The aluminum disintegrated?” Penny Sue
asked.

He peeled back an inch of the outer plastic
and peered inside. “Damnest thing I’ve ever seen. I guess this was
once aluminum, now it looks like rust.”

“I didn’t think aluminum rusted,” I
said.

“It doesn’t.”

“Can you fix it? I’ll pay,” Penny Sue
offered. “Mrs. King’s in the hospital with a heart attack—she
doesn’t need to be bothered with this.”

“No time soon. I wouldn’t know where to buy
this stuff. Best I can do is leave the water main turned off and
make a few phone calls. A permit should have been filed with the
city and that will give me the contractor’s name. I can’t find out
anything until Monday, at the earliest, though.”

Penny Sue turned to me. “Good thing Mrs.
King’s still at Bert Fish. We should check on her. If we find her
contractor, maybe we can have it fixed before she gets home.”

Good ole Penny Sue. She didn’t even know
Mrs. King. ’Course, Penny Sue also had money to burn.

“I’ll call you on Monday,” Sonny said,
gathering his tools. He stood, tugged up his pants, and headed for
his truck. “Right now I need to deal with a big, old live oak that
smashed my garage.”

Penny Sue followed him to the truck and
slipped him a couple of hundred dollar bills. “I can’t tell you how
much I appreciate your coming.”

He tried to give the cash back, but she
stepped away. “You’ll need that for your garage.”

He nodded his thanks and left.

Penny Sue was such a generous—and
complicated—person, the exchange brought a tear to my eye.
Thankfully, Ruthie came from the side of our condo before I
tuned-up, as Grammy Martin called crying. “I guess we’d
better check on the rest of the damage,” I said.

“The judge lost some shingles on the roof
facing the beach, and the metal chimney blew off,” Ruthie reported.
“The condo’s coated in sand, otherwise in good shape. Your
neighbors didn’t fare as well. He lost all the outside light
fixtures and most of the shingles facing the ocean. The tarpaper
even ripped off, exposing a lot of wood. I’ll bet the wallboard
inside is soaked.”

“Did you check on Guthrie?”

“Sound asleep on the sofa.”

“We’d better take a look at his place.”
Penny Sue pointed to the broken window. “Ruthie, would you get his
key? I want to know what’s what before we drag him up this
hill.”

I stooped to examine Guthrie’s hurricane
shutters that had fallen. Roll down shutters, they were constructed
of horizontal aluminum slats. Aside from a few chips in the paint,
the window covers seemed sturdy, yet both had sheared off in
approximately the same place. I studied the sheared edge. It was
wavy, but smooth. No jagged edges or creases for that matter.
“Penny Sue, take at look at this.”

She dropped to her knees beside me.

“Do you notice anything unusual about this
shutter?”

She ran her finger along the torn edge. “The
side is slick. And look.” She held up her finger, covered in a
rust-colored powder, just like Mrs. King’s wire. “Like you said,
aluminum doesn’t rust. Something very fishy is going on here.” Her
forehead creased with thought. “Guthrie heard a scraping sound.
Metal on metal, he said.”

“Yeah.”

“The windows are only about six feet off the
ground. Suppose a person took something sharp, like a rake, and
scratched off the paint on the shutters.”

“Okay …?”

She cocked her head. “The paint protects the
aluminum, and now the metal’s exposed to salt air.”

I shook my head. “No cigar. It’s impossible
for aluminum to corrode that fast.”

“Maybe the corrosion started, weakening the
slat, and then Charley—”

I gave her a thumb-down. “The edge would be
ripped, not smooth.”

Penny Sue’s lips tightened. “Well, maybe
someone threw acid on it and that ate through the exposed
metal.”

“Too dangerous. It might splash on the
saboteur.”

“He wore a raincoat and hat. And he didn’t
throw it on, he swabbed the scratch with an acid-soaked
sponge.”

That might work. Besides, it was obvious she
wasn’t going to give up. “I’ll allow that theory.”

She grinned sanctimoniously.

“What acid eats aluminum?”

Penny Sue tilted her chin regally. “I’m not
an encyclopedia. You can’t expect me to know everything.”

I closed my eyes and thought of my dear,
departed Grandma Martin. Grab patience and might, she used
to say in situations like this. “Help me, Grammy,” I pleaded
silently. “I need a passel of patience for Penny Sue.”

Just then, Ruthie returned with the key and
we headed up the stairs to Guthrie’s condo.

“How’s he doing?”

“Happy as a clam. He’s stretched out on the
sofa listening to the local stations. He’s a veritable font of
knowledge on all the damage, looting, you name it. Of course, I had
to tend to his knee. We were pretty much out of his frozen foods,
and I couldn’t tell which was ours and which was his. So, I took
some ice from the cooler.”

Penny Sue frowned. “We have no idea how long
the power will be off. We may need that ice for drinks.”

“His knee really looks bad. When we finish
here, we should insist on taking him to the emergency room. His leg
should be X-rayed—he may have broken something.”

“I agree. We can check in on Nana while
we’re there.”

The spirits, as Ruthie would say, were
obviously looking after Guthrie. The broken window was to his
utility room—a washer, dryer, and concrete floor. Granted, the room
was filled with water, sand, leaves, and a poor, dead seagull, but
nothing that couldn’t be cleaned.

Ruthie found a purple towel in the dryer and
gently wrapped it around the seagull. We stood in a circle while
Ruthie said a prayer. She blessed the gull for all its selfless
contributions to our plane (translation: Earth) and commended his
spirit to the great gull attractor field in another dimension,
where he would never feel pain again.

As a consummate New Ager, Ruthie’s service
didn’t surprise me, except for the attractor field part. That was a
new tangent for her. I made a mental note to ask about it
later.

Ruthie sat on the porch, lovingly cradling
the towel-wrapped gull, while Penny Sue and I finished the
inspection. We found no major damage, except for a possible leak in
the vent fan in the master bathroom.

“Rain probably blew down the roof vent,”
Penny Sue said.

I agreed quickly, anxious to leave Guthrie’s
personal space. Aside from a ten-by-fourteen headshot of a very
handsome man, whom I assumed was his friend Timothy, the room was
unremarkable except for the incredible clutter. In my experience,
gay men’s housekeeping put Martha Stewart to shame. Guthrie was
clearly the exception. Of course, he might not be gay. Plus, none
of it was my business, I told myself wryly.

Guthrie had polished off all the Hershey
Kisses and half the Snickers by the time we returned. The
electricity was still off, so he was listening to local TV on our
boom box. “Man, there’s another one out there.”

“Another what?” Penny Sue asked sharply,
probably peeved he’d helped himself to her candy bars.

“A hurricane. Man, we can’t get a break.” He
noticed the purple towel Ruthie was carrying. “You brought my
laundry?”

Ruthie gave him the most hateful look—or as
close to hateful as she gets, which is a long shot from most
people, like Penny Sue and me—I’d ever seen. “The window in your
utility room broke and a poor seagull blew in and died. We need to
bury him.”

Guthrie bolted upright as if spring-loaded.
“Man, that’s awful. I’m sorry I was flip.” He struggled to his
feet. “Absolutely, we need to give him or her a decent burial. I
could make a headstone. But we don’t know his name, do we? Guthrie
Gull. That fits, don’t you think?” He paused. “I’m babbling, aren’t
I? Sorry, I babble when I get nervous—”

I patted the air, indicating he should sit
back down. He complied meekly. I turned to Ruthie. “Where do you
think we should bury him?”

“In the sand dune,” she said without
hesitation. “Ashes to ashes—”

“Sand to sand,” Guthrie piped in. “Should we
call, like, a priest or something?”

“We said a prayer when we found him,” Penny
Sue said, still eyeing the half-full bag of Snickers on the coffee
table. “Now, we need to lay him to rest respectfully.”

“Right. You’re absolutely right.”

I went to help Guthrie. “Okay, let’s
go.”

Ruthie led the way, Penny Sue followed, and
I brought up the rear supporting our hobbling neighbor. Halfway
across the deck, Penny Sue relented (apparently deciding to let
eaten Snickers lie) and dropped back to help me with Guthrie.

The burial was short and solemn, partly
because we’d already commended the gull’s soul to the great
attractor field, and partly because it started to rain and we
didn’t have an umbrella. Apparently, Charley wasn’t finished with
us yet.

We’d only been inside a couple of seconds
when someone knocked frantically on the front door. Penny Sue
hurried to answer it. “My, my.” We heard her exclaim. A moment
later, much to Penny Sue’s chagrin, it became clear that the
visitor was Timothy, the good-looking guy whose picture was
displayed on Guthrie’s bedroom wall.

“Is he here?” our visitor demanded,
obviously assuming we knew who he was.

Penny Sue stepped aside and motioned to the
sofa. Timothy rushed past her and knelt on the tile floor beside
Guthrie.

“Timmy!”

“Guthrie!”

Geez, it was like a scene from a bad
B-movie.

“I came as soon as I got Mother home and
settled. She was lucky—her house had no damage and the electricity
was on.” Timothy gingerly touched Guthrie’s bandaged knee,
grimacing at the filthy, sirloin-blood-stained Ace bandage.

“It’s nice to meet you, Timothy.” I held out
my hand. Timothy stood to his full six-plus feet of hard-packed
muscle. Guthrie’s picture didn’t do him justice—this guy was truly
awesome. “Guthrie’s mentioned you several times.” I nodded at our
friend on the sofa. “We think he should go to the hospital and have
his knee X-rayed, but he won’t listen to us.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not giving him a choice.”
Slipping one arm under Guthrie’s shoulders and the other under his
legs, Timothy lifted Guthrie like a doll.

“Holy shit,” Penny Sue muttered, eyes
bulging like Timothy’s biceps, triceps, and other ’ceps we’d
probably never heard of.

Guthrie tittered, wrapping one arm around
Timothy’s neck and waving to us with the other. “Like, I guess I’m
going to the hospital. Thanks ladies, it’s been real.”

I ran ahead to get the front door. Timothy
raised his chin toward a baby blue BMW. I got the hint and opened
the passenger-side door. He placed Guthrie on the seat as gently as
a feather.

“I’ll stop by later to pick up Guthrie’s
things. I can’t thank you enough for looking after him.” With that
Timmy peeled off to the hospital.

Penny Sue was standing in the doorway when I
returned. “What an Adonis! Laa, he’s about the best built man I’ve
ever seen. And he’s in love with Guthrie! What a loss for
womanhood.”

“Opposites attract,” I said, heading down
the hall, Snickers on my mind.

“C’est la vie.” Ruthie turned on her heel
and followed me.

“Yeah,” Penny Sue said loudly, but it’s a
real pisser. She fanned herself, chomping on a candy bar. “It’s
getting hot in here.” She peered out the window. “It’s stopped
raining. Let’s walk around the complex and check the damage.” She
glanced at Ruthie. “What about the beach?”

“Half of the first dune is gone.”

“Could have been worse. One and a half is
better than none.” Penny Sue snagged ice from the cooler and poured
a diet cola.

We went out the sliding glass door to the
deck and followed the public boardwalk for the complex. From that
angle, we had a better view of the condos’ roofs, many of which
were missing large swaths of shingles.

Ruthie pointed to the three-story unit on
the far side of Guthrie’s duplex. A man sat in the corner of the
second story balcony. “Someone else braved the storm. Do you know
him?”

I squinted in his direction. “That’s one of
the condos that recently sold. I wonder if he’s the new owner.”

The man stood, raising his arm. “Seems
friendly, he’s waving to us.” Penny Sue waved back.

Then, we heard a muffled pop. The man
lurched against the handrail, the railing collapsed, and he crashed
to the ground.

“Magawd,” I croaked, my hand fluttering to
my heart. Ruthie froze, eyes the size of saucers.

Bless her heart, Penny Sue hailed from
heartier stock. Probably the result of all the firearm, Tae Kwon
Do, and terrorist avoidance driving courses she’d taken. In any
event, this was one time I was happy for Penny Sue to take control.
“Ruthie, run get a cell phone. Call 9-1-1. Leigh, you’re with
me.”

Huh? I wasn’t good with mangled bodies. She
grabbed my arm and yanked, I had no choice.

The man had landed face down in the sand,
with one leg folded under his abdomen and one hand bent backward.
Penny Sue felt his neck for a pulse and grimaced. “Help me roll him
over. I’ll try CPR.”

One look at his contorted hand and my mouth
filled with the taste of Snickers. I gritted my teeth and swallowed
hard. “You can do this,” I told myself. “You have to do this!”

I placed my hands on his torso, and rolled
him to his back. Poised on her knees ready to administer CPR, Penny
Sue gagged at the sight of the bullet hole in the middle of his
chest and sat down hard. A handgun that looked a lot like Guthrie’s
Glock was under the body. Blood oozed from the hole in the man’s
chest. CPR forgotten, Penny Sue and I scrambled away from the
corpse. At that moment, Ruthie barreled up with her cell phone. She
took one look, whirled around, and vomited. Penny Sue and I held
our noses and crawled to the side of the building.

“Toss me the cell phone,” Penny Sue called
to Ruthie. “We’ll take care of this. Go back to the condo and clean
yourself up.”

Ruthie threw the phone and made a
half-hearted attempt to kick sand over the vomit while Penny Sue
dialed 9-1-1. “You just got a call about an injured man. Yeah,
that’s the one. Send the police. It’s a gunshot wound.”

A patrol car and fire truck arrived
simultaneously. A female officer bounded from the patrol car, gun
drawn. She slowly turned in a circle, searching nearby balconies,
while her male partner stooped beside the paramedic. The
examination only took a minute. There was no doubt in anybody’s
mind that this man was dead as a doornail.

Huddled against the side of the building,
Penny Sue whispered, “His gun must have gone off when he fell. He
might have survived the fall otherwise.”

“What was he doing with a gun?”

“Looters. After all, someone tried to break
into Mrs. King’s condo. They would have succeeded if it hadn’t been
for her burglar alarm. But alarms aren’t working now—even the
backup batteries have run out of juice.”

“I heard a pop, didn’t you?” I said.

“The railing giving way. These condos are
old, and the wood dries out and rots if it’s not properly
maintained. That’s why so many people are switching to aluminum. A
couple of years ago, a balcony down the beach collapsed and a whole
family was injured.”

The female officer, Heather Brooks, squatted
beside us with a notebook and a big roll of yellow crime tape. “We
need to rope off this area. Do you live in the complex?”

I nodded. “At the end of the boardwalk,
number forty-two.”

Heather wrote it down. “Your name?”

“Leigh Stratton. That’s L-e-i-g-h.”

She tilted her head at Penny Sue. “You’re
staying together?”

“Yes, it’s my father’s condo.”

“And you are?”

“Penny Sue Parker.”

The officer did a double take. “Sorry.” She
grinned sheepishly. “Could you give me that again?”

“Penny, P-e-n-n-y. Sue—”

The officer held up her hand. “Got it.”

“Parker.”

Heather consulted the previous page of her
notebook. “You made the second call. Ruthie Nichols made the first
call. Do you know her?”

“She’s staying with us, too. We sent her
back to the condo to clean up …” Penny Sue pointed at the pool of
puke. “Ruthie isn’t good in a crisis.”

Heather scrunched her nose. “I see. The
three of you witnessed what happened?”

“Yes,” I said.

The officer made a notation in her book,
stood, and reached down to help us to our feet. I was grateful for
her assistance; my knees were still a little wobbly.

“Someone will be down to take your
statements as soon as we secure the area. In the meantime, you
should keep your doors locked.”

Oh, boy. My right knee started to
twitch.

 


* * *


Chapter 6

 


 


 


August 14, New Smyrna Beach, FL

 


Ruthie sat at the kitchen counter
cradling her head in her hands. She’d changed into a yellow cotton
shirt with matching culottes. Un-ironed, since there was no
electricity. Normally a fashion plate, ironing was clearly not high
on Ruthie’s list at the present time.

Penny Sue rubbed Ruthie’s shoulder. “You all
right?”

Ruthie shook her head no.

“A cola will settle your stomach.” Penny Sue
pulled three diet colas from the cooler in the closet and poured
them into Styrofoam cups with a smidgen of ice. “Not much ice,”
Penny Sue said, handing the cup to Ruthie. “Who knows how long the
power will be out?”

Ruthie spoke without lifting her head.
“Electric feeder lines are down. New Smyrna Utilities has no idea
when power will be restored. We have to conserve water. Almost all
the pumping stations are running on generators. We should limit
flushing toilets.”

“Toilets aren’t a problem, because we can
always use ocean water. There are some buckets in the utility
room,” I said.

“Right,” Penny Sue agreed brightly, trying
to cheer up Ruthie. “Y’all made fun of me, but we have a ton of
food and bottled water. Best of all, we can cook—we have gas!”

Ruthie raised her head and stared at Penny
Sue with red-rimmed eyes. “You are bad luck.”

Penny Sue tilted her chin haughtily. “I most
certainly am not! I had nothing to do with that man,” she turned on
me, “did I, Leigh?”

She didn’t give me a chance to answer,
though I was inclined to agree with Ruthie.

Penny Sue went on, “I’ve never seen him in
my life. He was guarding against looters, leaned on a rotten
railing, and fell on his gun. You can’t blame me for that!”

“You didn’t cause it,” Ruthie said quietly,
“but you’re a lightning rod for trouble. Murders don’t happen
unless you’re around.”

Penny Sue drew back as if she’d been slapped
in the face. “You were there too, for Lord’s sake. Maybe you’re the
lightning rod!”

I held my hands up, trying to calm everyone
down. After all, the police would arrive any minute to take our
statements. The last thing we needed was a fight among ourselves.
Besides, we were all stuck in Florida for who-knew-how long, in
case we were required to give depositions in the mafia case. Our
initial instructions said we might be called next week. With the
hurricane, I had a sneaking feeling the timeline would be extended.
I sure as heck didn’t want to spend weeks together at each other’s
throats.

“We were all present. Don’t you see—it’s the
combination of our energies.” I nudged Ruthie’s arm. “You always
say there are no accidents, right?”

Penny Sue arched a brow in agreement. “Maybe
we’re destined to fight crime or something like Charlie’s Angels.”
She grinned. “Wouldn’t that be fun?”

Ruthie curled her lip.

“Come on, Ruthie,” I said. “You’re the one
who says a person’s current situation is the result of all of her
past karma. We’re not victims of fate—we’re here to choose it and
to change it, if we made a bad choice in another life.” I wasn’t
sure I believed it all, but if anything would bring Ruthie around,
that was it. A smile from Ruthie was all I wanted before the police
arrived.

Ruthie regarded me with hooded eyes, then
relaxed—her shoulders dropped at least six inches—and, the glimmer
of a smile. “You were listening to me all along. I thought it was
going in one ear and out the other.”

“I listened, too,” Penny Sue added hastily.
“I kid you about it, but I agree with”—she paused a beat—“most of
what you say.”

Ruthie leaned across the counter for a group
hug. “I’m sorry to be so cross. I don’t do well with blood.”

The hug made us all a bit misty-eyed. We
hadn’t had a fight like that since college, and I hoped we wouldn’t
have another any time soon. They were my best friends, the only
people besides my kids I could always count on. To lose that
support over a silly disagreement was not what I wanted at this
point in my life.

Good ole Penny Sue came to our rescue before
we all tuned-up into a blubbering mass. She wiped her forehead,
which was perspiring profusely, as they say in the South.
Truthfully, she was sweating buckets. The emotion, a dead man, her
hot flashes, and the lack of AC all came together in a slimy,
stinky (none of us had showered) cascade. “Boy, it’s getting hot.
Let’s open all the windows, so we can get some cross
ventilation.”

Brilliant. An assignment. Something to take
our minds off our disagreement.

Understand, Southern women do not fight:
They disagree, have a tiff, or get their nose out of joint, but not
from a physical blow, mind you! The distinction between a fight and
disagreement may be obscure to non-Southerners—especially when the
claws and fangs pop out—yet, there is a big difference. A person
from the North might haul off and hit you or spit in your eye.
Someone from California will outspend you on clothes, finagle an
invitation to an important party, or get a bigger boob job. A
Southerner will lob cryptic insults and talk behind your back.

I don’t know what people in the Midwest do.
They may be the only sane people in the country. They have no
accent, which is why television and radio personalities, no matter
where they originate, go to schools that teach them to speak
Midwestern.

But we’re Southerners, and the best thing to
end a tiff is an assignment! To dutiful wives, who ministered to
everyone during the War of Northern Aggression, there is nothing
like a task to get a Southern woman back on track. Without a word
Ruthie and Penny Sue went to the bedrooms, while I opened the small
window in the guest bath.

As Penny Sue emerged from the master suite,
there was a knock on the front door. She peered through the
peephole and grumbled loudly as she unlocked the door. Ruthie and I
knew that wasn’t good. A Southern lady does not grumble
vociferously, except in extreme circumstances. I peeked around the
corner to see what was wrong. The circumstance was extreme.
Officer Heather Brooks and Robert “Woody” Woodhead, the local
prosecutor and our biggest pain in the derriere, stood on the other
side of the screen door.

I won’t go into a lot of details, but our
college sorority used to spend spring break at Penny Sue’s daddy’s
condo. One summer—I think our sophomore year—Penny Sue met Woody, a
local, and they started dating. As usually happened with everything
Penny Sue did, things got complicated. Her Atlanta boyfriend at the
time—Zack, my now ex—showed up unexpectedly. There was a big scene
between Zack and Woody. In the end, Penny Sue dumped them both, and
took up with Andy, the captain of the football team, and her first
husband.
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