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Mrs. Gump told Forrest that life was like a
box of chocolates but I think it's more like baseball. Three
strikes and you're out. Mr. Popelmayer had obviously struck out
swinging. I found him sprawled across the potting bench in his
greenhouse full of orchids—lifeless. I’d like to say I calmly
called 9-1-1 but my hand shook so much I had to punch those numbers
twice before I got them right. I struggled against the sudden
lightness in my head and leaned against the cabinet that held all
the pots and tools for his expensive hobby—his orchids.

“9-1-1. What’s your emergency?” The cool and
steady female voice sounded just like every police show I watched
in my free time when I wasn’t working at my job managing the
Popelmayer household.

I knew what I needed to say. I pushed to get
the words out but paralysis of the throat deadlocked my
communication. I tried clearing it. Then I forced a cough.

The voice repeated herself. “9-1-1. Can I
help you?” The woman sounded insistent.

“Yes.” The word came out in a whisper but it
was a start. I took a deep breath and turned away from Mr.
Popelmayer’s blank stare. “My employer. . .I think he’s dead.”

“What’s your location, ma’am?”

“Don’t you know?” I asked. If the pizza shop
knew where to deliver just from caller ID, why couldn’t the police
department figure it out? “I thought you had all those computers to
tell you where a call comes from.”

“Ma’am, you’re obviously calling from a cell
phone and I have no clue where you are. Can you help me out?”

“Oh!” I looked at my cell phone then put it
back to my ear. How could I be so confused? “Sorry. I. . .I’m in
the greenhouse. I came in to gather his coffee cups and well, my
goodness I’ve never seen such a mess. There’s dirt scattered all
over and—”

“Ma’am, you have to give me your address.”
She sounded like my mother asking me to explain where I’d been. I
shook the childhood memory.

“Oh! Sorry. It’s 435 Cinnamon Court.”

“Hold on.” I could hear her announce the
emergency on a radio in the background as someone else “rodgered”
her in response. “Ma’am, are you sure he’s dead? Is he breathing?
Is there any pulse?”

“Pulse?” I’d never thought to check. I looked
back at the large hulk stretched across the mound of specially
mixed potting soil. Not an inch of his 350 pounds so much as
quivered and his eyes continued to stare out at nothing. I turned
away. “I didn’t look for a pulse but I’m pretty sure he’s
dead.”

“Okay, ma’am. Help will be there in a minute.
Can you give me your name?”

“Do you want my full name or just what
everyone calls me?” I heard a sigh.

“Your full name, please.”

“It’s Kathleen Catherine O’Shaughnessy
Stengel but everyone calls me Casey.” There was a pause. It takes a
while to write a name like that. I should know. I’ve been writing
the first part for fifty-some years now and the Stengel part for
the last thirty.

“Thank you, Casey. Someone should be there
soon. Can you let them in?” Her voice softened a bit. Maybe she
recognized my stress level was pretty high. It isn’t everyday you
find a dead body although this was my second. My husband, Paul, was
the first. He hadn’t gone down swinging like Mr. Popelmayer seemed
to—just collapsed in a ball on the floor. Pictures of Paul flashed
through my mind. I fought back tears.

Sirens wailed in the distance. I thought of
Paul, remembered the wailing sound of those sirens as they came to
the aid of my husband—too late. I shook my head to bring me back to
the present. I nodded to the woman on my cell phone and said, “Yes,
I’ll let them in. I’m on my way to the door. Thanks.”

I snapped my cell phone shut and picked up a
tray of empty coffee cups to deposit in the kitchen along the way.
It was second nature. I’ve always been efficient. It’s all part of
my job as a Household Manager and my clients have appreciated
it.

Just as I set the cups on the counter next to
the sink, a couple of loud whoops announced the arrival of an
ambulance and two police cars from the Indian River County
Sheriff’s Department. I swiped at the tears that threatened as I
stood in the open door and watched three uniformed men and a woman
rush toward me.

“Where is he?” the first paramedic asked.

“This way,” I said as I led them through the
foyer and down the hallway to the greenhouse. I opened the door and
stepped aside. “He’s in there.”

They scrambled over to Mr. Popelmayer’s body.
I stood in the doorway to watch but everything became a blur and
was lost in a flurry of activity. Then I suddenly remembered.
Priscilla! Someone had to tell Priscilla. I guessed it was my place
to do it since I’d been the one to find him. I walked back to the
living room, dug out my cell phone again and dialed the
boutique.

The phone rang twice before she answered.
“Priscilla’s Place. This is Priscilla. How may I help you?”

“This is Casey,” I said haltingly. “I think
you’ll need to come home.”

“What is it? Catt and Garo haven’t upset
their father again have they?” Catt and Garo were Mr. Popelmayer’s
children by his first wife who was deceased.

“Catt and Garo are not here.” I searched for
the words to tell her about her husband. I was certain that
Priscilla loved Mr. Popelmayer deeply. It seemed evident in the
little actions that passed between them. How could I break the
news? I finally decided on “Mr. Pop is quite ill.”

Walkie-talkies crackled in the foyer and
voices called out as more official help arrived at the house.
“What’s the matter? What’s all the commotion I hear?” Priscilla’s
voice was an octave higher and climbing.

“I had to call an ambulance,” I told her.

I heard her sharp intake of breath. “I’ll be
right there.”

Priscilla’s Place was only a few blocks away
on Orchid Village’s main street. It was one of the few businesses
in our small town just off A1A north of Vero Beach. I hoped she
took the car this morning and didn’t walk as usual then realized
driving the car under duress might not be so good either.

I felt the need to keep busy. I went back to
the kitchen and started another pot of coffee—designer coffee this
time. In the three years I’d worked for the Popelmayers, I’d become
very familiar with their likes and dislikes. Priscilla loved
flavored coffee and each particular flavor satisfied a different
mood. Hazelnut was top of the list for a soothing brew to calm
nerves. Priscilla was going to need some Hazelnut to get her
through what she faced in a few minutes. I pushed the on button and
turned to find a policeman towering over me. I jumped.

“Oh my goodness! You startled me.” Too much
caffeine and the shock of my discovery this morning had definitely
fried my nerves.I’m 5’ 4” in my stocking feet so I judged him to be
over six feet tall. He was built solidly in the way that made you
feel he could take care of the bad guys when necessary.

“Sorry,” He tapped a pen against a small
notepad. “I need your name and some information about your
relationship to the deceased.”

“He really is dead, huh?” All the evidence
aside, I had hoped I was wrong.

“Yes. Looks like a heart attack but the
coroner will have to rule on that.” He wrote something down and
then peered over his notepad at me. “Now, you are the housekeeper,
is that right?”

Well, nothing broils my turkey faster than
someone calling me a housekeeper. It brought me out of my funk.

“No, I am not the housekeeper. I am the
Household Manager. There’s a difference.”

“Oh, yeah? How’s that?” He put the knuckles
of his free hand to his mouth as though to take a bite out of them
but his eyes betrayed the grin it covered.

“A Household Manager keeps all phases of a
home running smoothly. It involves more than just keeping a house
clean. I make sure the kitchen is well stocked and a healthy meal
plan is followed, the wardrobes are kept full of clean clothes, the
home environment is a healthy and safe place to be, and the
household budget is adhered to.”

“Hmmm. Household Manager.” He wrote the words
as he said them. “And your name?”

“My name is Kathleen Catherine O’Shaughnessy
Stengel. Most people call me Casey.” I squinted to look at his
nameplate which identified him as “Jeffrey Bergen.” I suggested to
the young officer that we move into the living room. I wanted to
catch Priscilla as soon as she arrived and help her with what she
was about to face. He followed me down the hallway.

“Casey Stengel. Any relation to—?”

“No! And neither was my husband, Paul.”

The officer seemed a bit young to know who
the original Casey Stengel was so I assumed he was a baseball buff.
I’m used to people asking if I’m related. Paul always had fun
saying he loved baseball so much he was married to Casey Stengel. I
missed that man. This morning’s shock of finding Mr. Pop made it
seem like only yesterday that I’d found Paul on the floor after his
bad heart finally gave out. My thoughts kept returning to Paul and
that day.

“The deceased’s full name?”

“Paul Alexander Stengel.”

The officer scratched his bald head. “I
thought his name was Popelmayer.”

“Oh, my goodness.” I put a hand to my
forehead trying to erase the picture of Paul in a heap on the floor
when I found him. “Guess I had a replay going on there from when my
husband died. Yes, the deceased’s name is Popelmayer, John
Popelmayer.”

“Any idea where his next of kin is?”

“His wife is on her way now. She should be
here any minute.”

“Good.” The officer studied his notes.
“Popelmayer. Is that the Popelmayer who owns the Mr. Pop Pastry
Shops—30 different kinds of donuts?”

Now it was my turn to bite my knuckles and
try not to chuckle. “Yes. The same. But he sold the business and
retired a few months ago.”

Mr. Popelmayer gave up the idea long ago that
either of his children would take over his successful bakery
business and finally sold the company for millions to a larger food
conglomerate.

Officer Bergen tossed questions at me about
when and how I found Mr. Pop and what I’d been doing that morning.
He stopped when a winded and frantic Priscilla ran in through the
opened front door.

“Where is he?” She bent over and tried to
catch her breath. Her long golden brown hair almost swept the
floor. I suspected she ran the two miles from her boutique. She was
in a lot better shape than her husband had been. But then she
didn’t have a sweet tooth and she exercised her petite five foot
frame regularly.

“He’s in the greenhouse.” I took her by the
arm. “But I think you’d better sit on the sofa and rest a
minute.”

“No, I need to be with him.” She pushed my
hand aside and straightened her black velour jogging jacket.

“Ma’am, you’ll have to wait until the coroner
is finished,” the young officer said tenderly.

“Coroner?” She shot me a look of horror.
“Coroner? He’s—?”

Priscilla went down like she’d just been hit
with a fast ball. You’d have thought Officer Bergen had more sense
than to tell her the news before I had her settled on the sofa.
I’ll blame his youth. To his credit, he had her stretched out a bit
more comfortably on the floor when I returned from the powder room
with a cold cloth for her forehead.

Priscilla came around, sat up, and patted her
hair back into place. “Casey, why didn’t you tell me when you
called?”

“I’m sorry. I thought it was best you come
home first.”

Officer Bergen and I helped her to the sofa
and she sat back against the soft flowered damask pillows that I
had just fluffed this morning before I entered the greenhouse.

When the official questions began again, this
time directed at Priscilla, I trotted off to the kitchen to get
some coffee together on a tray for her and our uniformed guest—in
case he was allowed to drink on the job. Unfortunately Mr. Pop and
his morning visitor had polished off all the donuts but I found a
couple of cookies and arranged them on a plate.

Officer Bergen passed on the coffee but
helped himself to a cookie just before he followed the rest of the
EMS contingency out the door. The coroner and his crew finished up
with their picture taking and wheeled Mr. Pop’s body out in a black
bag on one of those carts as Priscilla and I watched from the
sofa.

Priscilla took a few sips of her sweetened
Hazelnut brew. Suddenly her hands shook so hard that I had to take
the cup and saucer from her before the coffee spilled and stained
the newly cleaned almond carpeting.

I moved next to her and gently rubbed her
back in circles with one hand. The expected breakdown came. She
sobbed her heart out while I silently prayed for strength to see us
through the next few weeks. Mr. Popelmayer’s death was sure to
change both of our lives.

“Casey. . .someone. . .needs to call. . .his
children.” Priscilla spoke between hiccups. I handed her more
tissues from the little packet I always kept in my pocket. Her eyes
pleaded with me. No way did I want to pinch hit for her in this
inning.

“I think that should come from family,” I
said. Hopefully, she wouldn’t insist I make the call. Notifying
next of kin was not in my job description. Then a brilliant idea
struck. God always comes through in desperate times. “If you can’t
make the call, why not have his lawyer contact them?”

Bernard A. Darrington III was Mr. Pop’s
lawyer. Darrington is a name that, for me, will live in infamy.
When Priscilla and Mr. Pop wanted to hire me to manage the
household, he grilled me on every point he could. He asked how many
hours I would spend in the kitchen. Then set a limit on how many
phone calls I was allowed to make from the house phone and what, if
any, furniture of my own I could put in the room the Popelmayers
gave me just off the kitchen. When he was satisfied with my
answers, he allowed Mr. Pop to sign the contract.

Mr. Pop always seemed to get the upper hand
with him though. I chuckled every time I remembered serving coffee
the day he was going over his will with Darrington.

“Objects of my booty?” Mr. Pop had
bellowed.

“No, John, that’s ‘natural objects of your
bounty.’ Your children.” Darrington stirred cream and three sugars
into his coffee after I poured it. “They are the ones who will
inherit your estate.”

Mr. Pop reiterated his disappointment in
those natural objects of his bounty. I left the room just as
Darrington asked that Mr. Pop affirm there were only two.

“Only two that I know of.” Mr. Pop had
chortled as if it were a private joke. I think he enjoyed pitching
the lawyer a few curve balls now and then. It seemed a strange
lawyer/client relationship.

Mr. Pop’s marriage to Priscilla was strange
too. I studied Priscilla as she struggled with her decision to call
Catt and Garo. I just couldn’t see what would prompt a woman to
marry a man almost twice her age and certainly three times her
weight. Mr. Pop had retired at age 62 with a windfall profit from
the sale of the business but Priscilla didn’t strike me as the gold
digger Mr. Pop’s kids labeled her.

Her eyes still pleaded with me.

“Would you like me to call Mr. Darrington and
ask him to contact Catt and Garo?” I shivered involuntarily. I did
not want to talk to that man but it was better than bearing the bad
news to Pop’s kids.

“Oh yes, Casey. That would be so kind of you.
Thank you.” Her face brightened behind the makeup that flowed down
her cheeks from her tears. She reached for her coffee cup—hands
much steadier now. Either the hazelnut coffee was calming her
nerves or my offer to make the phone call erased her anxiety.

I left Priscilla sipping her coffee on the
sofa and went into the kitchen to make the dreaded phone call. I
had Darrington’s number in my PDA—my playbook as I like to call
it—along with all the other numbers deemed important for this
household that were passed along to me. My Personal Digital
Assistant, which also functioned as my cell phone, was invaluable
to me as a manager. I kept track of daily chores, budgets, contacts
for services and supplies, and most importantly, my e-mail. I could
check that anywhere there was wireless. It helped me stay in touch
with my seafaring daughter.

Darrington was his usual—well, I don’t use
the words that others might to describe him. He agreed to call Mr.
Pop’s kids. I got the feeling it was so he could take control of
things—the estate and all. He did say something that made me shiver
more than the lemon ice they sell at the ballpark.

“Please tell Mrs. Popelmayer not to do
anything with the bank accounts until I’ve had a chance to talk
with her. We don’t want to cast suspicion on her if the coroner
should rule John’s death a homicide.”

Homicide? Goodness! I just assumed it was a
heart attack. Wasn’t that what Officer Bergen had said?

Wait.

No. He’d said it looked like a heart attack
and the coroner would have to rule on the cause of death. Lord, if
this is a homicide, we are really going to need you around here
more than we ever have.

Priscilla entered the kitchen and deposited
the tray of coffee cups.

“I would have gotten that,” I said, “but
thanks.”

She smiled at me and said, “I think I’ll go
up and take a shower and repair the damage I’ve done to my
face.”

I watched her saunter across the kitchen,
stop and stretch like a cat that’s just woken up from a nap before
she moved on down the hallway toward the stairs. She had recovered
rather quickly from her shock. Had I been so wrong to think she
loved him deeply? It took me days to stop the shakes when Paul died
and weeks and months before I even cared about how my face looked.
When the word “homicide” gets batted around, it fouls up your
assessment of people.



I busied myself with the dirty coffee cups
from the morning, scrubbed them and put them in the dishwasher and
tried to wash away the picture in my mind of Mr. Pop’s body on the
potting bench. I had as much energy as a deflated Goodyear blimp
and still needed to clean up the mess where everyone had tracked
soil from the greenhouse through the main living areas. But I
thought if I kept busy, maybe I’d stop the list of suspects forming
in my mind.

The phone rang at the same time the doorbell
sounded. I felt like a runner trapped between first and second base
and couldn’t tell if the coach had signaled to go back or sprint
forward. I let the phone ring and ran for the door. I hoped the
caller would leave a message.

 


 


2.

 


 


Against every rule I set for myself about
security, I pulled open the front door without a look through the
peephole. Goodness, my stomach churned at the prospect of another
fast ball pitched at me high and inside. What was I doing? What if
there was a killer on the other side of the door? I needed to pull
myself together. The front steps were empty save for a few leaves
that blew in the wind and a box wrapped in brown paper at my feet.
I looked up to holler “thank you” to the UPS man but there was no
truck in sight. I picked up the package. “John Popelmayer” was
scrawled in thick black ink across the brown paper wrapping. I
searched the street again for the familiar brown truck. If it
hadn’t come from UPS or USPS or FedEx, then who?

The package was about the size of a shoebox
but very light. I brought it inside and set it on the kitchen table
for Priscilla. The phone had stopped ringing but the answering
machine didn’t indicate a message received. Either Priscilla
answered the call or the caller opted out of a conversation with
the automated device.

My head throbbed like the little red light on
a timer set to explode a bomb. I gulped half of a glass of water,
popped two aspirin in my mouth and washed the pills down with the
rest of the water. Then I turned to my most immediate task—cleaning
up the dirt that was tracked through the hall and foyer from the
greenhouse. I plugged in the vacuum and started her up.

Why couldn’t they have used the back door to
get in and out of the greenhouse? They could have pulled the
ambulance or the coroner’s van up past the garage to the
turn-around that adjoined the patio. Instead, they had tracked dirt
through the house and ground it in when they wheeled Mr. Pop
through the hallway and foyer and out the front door. I sighed. He
was a big man. Maybe it was too difficult to maneuver him and the
cart they used around the aisles of orchids and to go out the back
door.

A tap on my shoulder made me jump higher than
an outfielder against the center field fence trying to catch a
homerun.

“Sorry, Casey, I didn’t mean to startle you.”
Priscilla’s navy pants suit with a lacy camisole peeking out at the
neckline gave a whole new meaning to the term “mourning clothes.”
The fresh makeup on her face glowed as if she’d just been out in
the sun.

I turned off the vacuum and tried to quiet my
racing heart. So far this day had aged me faster than my next
birthday would. At fifty-three, my dark brown hair gave way to
streaks of gray at the roots and I was willing to bet more gray
would sprout tomorrow.

Priscilla held the package I found on the
front step. I nodded at it. “That came while you were in the
shower.”

“Who’s it from?”

“I don’t know. No one was around when I
opened the door.”

“Should I open it? It’s obviously for John.”
She turned the box this way and that like a kid who tries to figure
out what is in her Christmas present. She shrugged and tore the
paper away.

I was right. It was a shoebox but instead of
a pair of shoes inside, there was a green plant that desperately
needed some tender loving care. I’m no expert but I guessed it was
an orchid. I’d seen enough of them when I tidied up the greenhouse
for Mr. Pop.

“John must have ordered another plant.” The
tears began to well in Priscilla’s eyes but she managed to keep
them from ruining her new face. “What should I do? I don’t want it
to die.”

“Well, I’ve seen Mr. Pop pot enough of those
babies that I think I could do it if you like.”

“Oh, Casey, you are so good. I don’t know
what I’d do without you. . .especially now.”

I took the shoebox and paper from her and
headed off to the greenhouse before she had a chance to get too
weepy again. Lord, give me strength. I don’t relish the idea of
going back into that greenhouse just now.

On my way, I deposited the brown paper
wrapping in the trash can. When I reached the greenhouse and
touched the door handle, I stopped. My hand froze there. I took a
deep breath and released it slowly just like I’d seen pitchers do
in the ninth when the bases were loaded and the next pitch would
make all the difference in the outcome of the game. I didn’t find
it particularly calming. Maybe I needed more practice.

The door to the greenhouse was just off the
hallway that connected the kitchen with the living room, dining
room and main foyer. The dining room had a wall of windows that
looked into the garden of blooms that were Mr. Pop’s delight. He
always displayed his most prized bloomers where they could be seen
easily and he and Priscilla and dinner guests could enjoy their
beauty as they ate.

I opened the door slowly as though I were
entering a tomb. Dirt—or rather soil as Mr. Pop always corrected
me, clung in clumps to the concrete floor. I had my work cut out
for me. Mr. Pop would not have been pleased to see his workplace in
this condition. He expected dead leaves and soil to be cleaned up
regularly so that nothing was left around to breed bacteria or
virus or anything else that might attack his considerable
collection of orchid plants. I was never allowed to use cleaners or
vacuum the area. Everything had to be swept up with a broom and
dustpan and carefully so as not to create a lot of dust. Mr. Pop
would then use a low pressure hose to clean the concrete floor and
run the left-behind dirt, I mean soil, down the large drain in the
center of the room.

I reached for an empty pot from a shelf that
held all sorts of designer containers and baskets collected from
all over the world. I had no idea what kind of orchid was in the
box but I knew Mr. Pop always said the roots needed good drainage.
I plopped some gravel in the base of the pot, dropped in a little
soil mixture from his potting bench and tucked the plant’s little
feet into the soft bedding. I added a little more soil mixture and
then a green wooden stick that I had seen Mr. Pop use to keep the
new plants upright until their roots and stem could support
them.

I satisfied its thirst with a little water
and misted the new plant before I set it under a grow light.
Feeling a little more comfortable, I decided to stay and sweep up
the soil on the floor. I dumped what I collected in the trash bin.
Mr. Pop would never use soil that had been on the floor for his
precious beauties.

I paused and leaned on my broom for a moment.
Around me orchids bloomed in yellows, purples, pinks, whites, and
all sorts of colors in between. What would Priscilla do with all
this? She didn’t seem interested in his hobby although there were
times I saw her stroll through and admire Mr. Pop’s beautiful
bounty. Maybe that was why he so often wanted to talk about orchids
with me. I guess I generated a little more interest than Priscilla
did. I could understand a lack of interest in his cigar and chess
hobbies—but the orchids? That was a hobby they could have
shared.

My moment of meditation over, I resumed my
chore. There was a good deal of soil wedged between the table and
the wall. As my broom pulled it out into the open, a glass vial
rolled across the floor. I picked it up and examined it. Mr. Pop
always ordered special formulas for his orchids—fertilizers,
antibiotics, insecticides. What was this, I wondered? It wasn’t
labeled and there was still a little liquid left in the bottom. I
put it on the shelf with the rest of his orchids’ medicinal needs
and finished sweeping. I’d save the floor washing for later.

When I came back into the hallway, I heard
voices from the direction of the living room. Strange, I hadn’t
heard the doorbell but then a roomful of plants muffled a lot of
sound. I could understand why Mr. Pop enjoyed his greenhouse as a
retreat.

If Priscilla had visitors, I figured she
might want some coffee and cookies. I walked down the hall to poke
my head in and ask. As I neared the doorway, I recognized the deep
male voice. It was the attorney, Darrington. His tall wiry physique
was dressed in the usual dark pinstripe suit with a gray shirt and
darker gray tie. All of it designer goods, I’m sure, but that sort
of thing was lost on me. I think it made an impression on Priscilla
though. She fingered the material on his sleeve but as I entered
the room she withdrew her hand quickly when she noticed me.

Darrington ran a hand over his thinning hair
and turned his narrow eyes on me. I shuddered involuntarily. “What
is it?” he asked.

I looked to Priscilla whose eyes widened
with—was it fear? She looked pale and I suddenly felt defensive.
Was he badgering her?

“Would you like some coffee or some tea,
Priscilla?”

“No. . .No, thank you, Casey.”

“Would it be too much to ask for a little
privacy here?” Darrington huffed. “Really, Priscilla, you need to
keep more control over your hired help.”

I felt the hair stand up on my neck. If it
had been a baseball field, I’d have walked over to him and kicked
dirt on his shiny black shoes. He was the only one who made me feel
like a servant. Mr. Pop and Priscilla treated me more like family.
The doorbell saved him. I crossed the foyer and used the peephole
in the front door this time. It was Catt and Garo. Darrington
deserved this. They were sure to generate more fireworks than a
grand slam home run.

Catt who looked as pale as the white cattelya
orchid she was named after, followed her brother into the foyer.
Her hair was dyed coal black and matched the dark pants and black
sweater she wore. If I didn’t know that was her usual attire, I’d
have thought she was already in mourning. She looked much more
immature and fragile than her twenty-seven years.

Garo was named for some fancy cigar Mr. Pop
liked. At thirty, he was still unmarried although I don’t know why.
His face had the squared-jaw look of an athlete but unfortunately
his body didn’t comply. He was under six-foot and skinny but still
would turn heads I imagined. He was dressed casually in khaki pants
with a crisp white shirt opened at the collar.

“Where are they?” Garo asked.

I stepped aside and pointed. “In the living
room.”

They brushed past me without a word. I moved
on down the hall to avoid the fireworks.

The kitchen provided sanctuary for me. I
pulled out chicken, a package of dried noodles, pimento, onion, and
cream of mushroom soup to make my Chicken Comfort Casserole. Mr.
Pop always liked it. If this bunch didn’t eat it, I could freeze it
for later. The busyness kept my itchy ears away from the living
room where I could already hear voices raised in heated discussion.
While I was curious about all the commotion, I knew it really
wasn’t my place to eavesdrop. Darrington was right. I may not be a
servant but I was an employee.

A half hour later, the slam of the front door
announced Garo and Catt’s exit. Priscilla came into the kitchen,
her purse slung over one shoulder.

“Casey, I’m eating out with Mr. Darrington.
We need to talk over funeral details. You and I can discuss what
needs to be done in the next few days in the morning. I’m sure
you’re tired. Why don’t you call it a night?”

“Sure.” I stood and watched her go down the
hall and out the door with Darrington. Priscilla seemed different
somehow. I tried to shake the uneasiness. The lady had just lost
her husband. I remembered how Paul’s death had upset me. How I’d
wanted to burrow into the bed covers like a hibernating bear. How I
didn’t want to face life without him. The last thing I’d have done
was to go to dinner with a lawyer. I shrugged. Different
folks—different strokes.

 


My favorite comfort food, tomato bisque soup
and a grilled cheese sandwich satisfied my hunger. The evening news
kept me company while I ate and waited for the chicken casserole to
cool. After I wrapped the casserole and found a spot for it in the
freezer, I mentally calculated what time it was in Shanghai.
Evelyn’s cruise ship was docked there today—which was actually
tomorrow in China—and she should have cell phone coverage. I needed
to hear the comforting voice of my daughter. I located her number
on my contacts list, hit the dial button, and sank into Paul’s old
recliner in my room to wait for her to answer.

“Hey, Mom!” Evelyn sounded perky for so early
in the morning. I figured the time difference between Florida and
China to be exactly twelve hours. It was about eight in the morning
there but I suspected she had been up late the night before. Evelyn
was the cruise director for the ship named Enchanted. She was
responsible for the entertainment of all fifteen hundred passengers
on board.

“Hey, baby girl. How is everything?”

“Well, a little crazy. We had to pass up our
stop in Nagasaki because a passenger was ill and needed to be
returned to mainland China. Now my entertainers are stranded in
Japan and the ones on board can’t get off because they have no
visas for China. We’ll survive though. How are you?”

I told her about my day. It felt good to talk
to someone who was sympathetic.

“I’m not sure if Priscilla will keep me on
after all of this. I may be getting that vacation we talked about
sooner than I thought.”

“The offer still stands, Mom. You can share
my stateroom for a few weeks. I’d love to have you.”

“Sounds wonderful, honey. We’ll see. Just
keep me in your prayers. I love you.”

“Luv you too! Bye.”

I missed that girl. I had hoped she’d find
her soul mate by now and settle down in one place but she enjoyed
her job. A son-in-law and grandchildren were still only a dream for
me.

The comfort of Paul’s old chair soothed the
tension that made my body ache. I leaned back and began his
favorite activity—channel surfing. I passed up the cops shows. I
had seen enough of that stuff today to last me a good while. I
settled on a ballgame and picked up my mystery book from the table
to read between innings. I multitask fairly well.

Then it all happened at once. A homerun, the
murder in the mystery, and the sound of glass breaking somewhere in
the back of the house.

 


 


3.

 


 


Nothing freezes your blood faster than the
sound of glass breaking when you suddenly remember the security
alarm probably isn’t set. I grabbed my Dodgers autographed bat from
it’s mounting on the wall and crept into the kitchen.

The grandfather clock in the hall began to
strike. It sent my heart into arrhythmia. It was nine o’clock. Was
Priscilla home? The place was dark except for the light filtering
from the open door to my room.

The noise had come from the back of the
house—perhaps the greenhouse. On tip toes, I made my way down the
hall to the dining room. I could see into the greenhouse more
safely from in there. I switched on the chandelier. Light streamed
through the glass wall and I gasped! A shadowy figure in a baseball
cap flew through the orchids toward the back door. I didn’t
hesitate. I ran for the foyer and hit the panic button on the
alarm.

Lights came on. Sirens wailed. I pressed my
back against the wall and prayed. The response to my 9-1-1 call in
the morning had been quick. I hoped this one would be as well.

The front door flew open and instinctively I
raised my bat. It was too soon to be the men in blue.

“Casey!” Priscilla screamed.

I stopped mid-swing.

“What’s going on?” Darrington grabbed
Priscilla’s shoulders from behind and looked around her. “Who set
off the alarm?”

I clutched my bat like a white-knuckled
rookie. "There was someone in the greenhouse. I think they broke
the glass in the door or one of the windows to get in."

"Casey, are you all right?" Priscilla reached
out and stroked my arm.

"I'm fine. I hit the panic button when I saw
movement in there." I held out my bat to Darrington. "Would you
like to take a look in the greenhouse?"

"No!" He looked offended. "The police will be
here soon enough. Can you turn off that infernal noise?"

Priscilla turned and keyed in the password
that ended the squealing siren. The noise was replaced by police
sirens as they pulled in front of the house for the second time
today.

We huddled in the foyer while the officers
checked everything out. Darrington wound an arm protectively around
Priscilla. She seemed to lean into him like a fragile little
Southern belle. Or was my imagination getting the better of me?
Ever since that ugly word homicide had been tossed in by
Darrington, I couldn't help but add to my lineup of who might play
in the game of murder—a wife who seemed to be very friendly with
her lawyer, two kids who were always at odds with their father, and
now an intruder.

An officer returned to our anxious gathering
in the foyer to say that the glass in the back door to the
greenhouse was broken out and it appeared there was some damage
done in the greenhouse itself.

“Did you get a good look at your visitor?” he
asked me.

“I think it was a man. He had a baseball cap
on but I couldn’t see the team name or logo.”

The officer smiled at me and turned to
Priscilla. He took his hat off and brushed a hand through his dark
hair. He looked as young as Officer Bergen. "Was there anything of
value in there?"

"No," Priscilla answered. "All that's in
there are my husband's orchids."

"Well he probably thought he could access the
house through there. You're going to need some plywood or something
to patch that door." He held out some sort of tool in a plastic
bag. "I think he tried to cut through the glass with this and it
all broke out when he tapped on it to make the hole.”

“Do you think he'll come back?" I absently
patted my hand with the fat end of the baseball bat.

"You look well prepared, if he does." The
officer winked at me. "Looks like you have the whole Dodgers team
there." He nodded at my autographed bat.

"Pretty close. Last year's spring training."
I beamed proudly.

"Well, don't try to be a hero. Make sure you
set that alarm when we leave but I doubt he'll try again now that
he knows there's a security system." The officer's partner joined
us. “Everything secure out there, Sandoval?”

"Everything looks secure," she said.
Sandoval’s slim figure was accentuated by the bulky belt she wore
that sported her gun, her club, and an assortment of other
paraphernalia necessary for the job. I don't know why I'm always
surprised to see a woman in uniform. Guess prejudice jumps in when
you least expect it.

"We'll patrol the area a bit more tonight but
I'm pretty sure you'll not be bothered again.” Sandoval tapped the
bill of her cap. "Good night."

As soon as the door closed, Darrington waved
his hands in the air. "That does it! Priscilla, I want you to hire
some security for this place."

"Oh Bernard, it's sweet of you to worry like
that." Priscilla fingered his silky lapel. "I'll be all right.
Casey's here with me."

So now I was hired security as well as
Household Manager. I needed to negotiate a raise.

Darrington removed her hand from his jacket.
"All right but get someone out here first thing in the morning to
fix that door and. . .and about what we discussed . . .” Darrington
shot me a get-lost look. I didn't take the hint. “Call me."

I patted the bat lightly against my hand
again. I think he got the message. He left.

 


Rays of sun danced in the dust of the
greenhouse as I swept up the mess our intruder had made the night
before. The light from the dining room must have startled him and
in his haste to leave, he knocked over several potted orchids.
Their clay pots smashed against the concrete floor and soil flew
everywhere. Having to clean the greenhouse a second time in two
days and potting plants was certainly wrecking havoc with my work
schedule. My Personal Digital Assistant and I needed a time out to
restructure our game plan.

I looked around me at the beautiful delicate
plants Mr. Pop had so lovingly tended. Priscilla said there was
nothing of value in here but Mr. Pop had invested a lot of time and
money in keeping his little garden paradise flourishing. The
automatic misters came on and created a rain forest atmosphere.
Evelyn often talked of how mysterious a rain forest could be. She
had plenty of opportunity to visit them as her ship put into exotic
ports of call. Someday I would take her up on her invitation and
join her on a cruise. Maybe we could stroll together through a real
rainforest.

"Hey lady!”

I spun around to see a man in a Yankees ball
cap poke his head through the space where the glass used to be in
the door.

"I gonna feex yo door."

Of all things! Priscilla had hired a Yankees
fan!

I lectured him on not touching any of the
plants and he nodded his head impatiently. Then he went and put his
tools on one of the shelves next to some of the orchids. I threw my
hands up, went over and moved what I could from the immediate area.
When I made room under the grow light for some of the younger
plants, I noticed our newest arrival seemed to have perked up a
bit. Call me a sentimental fool but I started to feel attached to
my little flower-to-be friend. I decided to move it to my bedroom
and nestle it under the small grow light Mr. Pop gave me a few
months ago for Christmas. He seemed to think I had a soft spot for
his orchids. Well, maybe I did—a little.

 


My afternoon break was well earned. The
Yankees fan surprised me and finished the door job before noon and
I was able to return the greenhouse to a semblance of normalcy
after lunch. I sipped some designer coffee—cinnamon nut flavor, a
bit of a stimulant with the spice and the caffeine mix—and tried to
piece together a game plan for the rest of the week. Although
people don't think the seasons change much in Florida, it was about
time for spring cleaning. If it wasn’t well organized, it would
interfere with my penchant for the Dodgers’ preseason games that
started soon. They used to be held in Dodgertown in Vero Beach
which was a short drive down US-1 from Orchid Village but like so
many of the other major league teams, they’d moved to Arizona. I
had planned to ask for a little time off to visit the new facility
and take in a game or two but now, after the tragic event of Mr.
Pop’s death, I knew I was needed here. I’d have settle for TV or
radio coverage which wasn’t always as satisfying but that wasn’t so
important as my job was now.

First on my spring cleaning list was to get
the curtains and draperies refreshed. Then I needed to clean out
the closets and recharge the little dehumidifiers we used to keep
the clothes from mildewing when the humidity increased. Moisture
collected in the closets where there was not as much ventilation as
the rest of the house. I'd start with Mr. Pop's walk-in closet.

Oh goodness! Would Priscilla want his closet
emptied out and his wardrobe disposed of?

That thought started me around the bases
again. Had I so terribly misjudged Priscilla's affections and love
for Mr. Pop? She didn’t appear to be terribly upset over his death.
Maybe her grief was just delayed. If so, she'd need a lot of moral
support in the next few days as they planned a funeral and took
care of all the details someone's death always seemed to leave
unfinished. I felt a little guilty for my doubt about a poor woman
who’d just lost her husband. Lord, help me to get my eyes on how I
can be helpful and not be so suspicious.

In the living room, I surveyed what needed to
be done there. Priscilla’s knack for interior decorating shone
through in this room. All of the furniture and accessories worked
together to create a comfortable atmosphere. The new damask throw
pillows had touches of browns and mauve that matched and blended
with the tones in the moss green sofa and sepia toned leather
recliner. All of that coordinated with the beiges in the drapes
that would soon be accented with the new chocolate brown tie backs
Priscilla had purchased to replace the old green ones.

As I set my ladder up to take down the living
room drapes, I glanced out the window and saw a blue Ford Focus
like the one Evelyn drove when she was home pull in through the
gate. It couldn't be Evelyn. She was somewhere in the middle of the
South China Sea. I watched as the car pulled to the portico and
stopped. It looked like a man behind the wheel. He had a hand up to
his ear in a typical cell phone pose. I moved behind a drape and
peered out where I thought I wouldn't be seen. Was he ever going to
get out?

He glanced in my direction and I ducked
behind the drape. When I peeked out again, he was gone from his
car. I assumed he would ring the bell soon so I went to the door
and waited. One very long minute passed. I looked through the
peephole in the door. He stood there and looked right back at me!
Why didn’t he ring the bell? And with all that had gone on around
here, should I even answer it?

I dared another peek. He was so close to the
door that the peephole made him look like a Bassett hound with a
large nose. I stifled a giggle and decided a hound dog couldn’t be
too much trouble. I opened the door.

“Howdy!” The man lifted his hand in a little
wave. Face to face, he looked much less like a Bassett hound. His
dark hair was salted with gray that got thicker near the temples
giving him a slight George Clooney look. His turquoise shirt
accentuated the blue in his eyes that gleamed with—mischief, yes,
definitely mischief.

“I wondered if you were ever going to answer
the door.” He grinned and exposed a mouthful of near perfect
teeth.

I put one hand on my hip. “You didn’t ring
the bell.”
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