

[image: image1]



[image: images]


[image: images]

BY SANDRA D. BRICKER

[image: images]

SummeRSIde
 
PRESS


Summerside Press, Inc.
 Minneapolis 55438
www.summersidepress.com

Love Finds You in Holiday, Florida

© 2009 by Sandra D. Bricker

ISBN 978-1-935416-25-8

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form, except for brief quotations in printed reviews, without permission in writing from the publisher.

Scripture references are from the following source: The New King James Version (NKJV). Copyright © 1982 by Thomas Nelson, Inc. Used by permission.

The town depicted in this book is a real place, but all characters are fictional. Any resemblances to actual people or events are purely coincidental.

Cover and interior design by Müllerhaus Publishing Group
www.mullerhaus.net.

Back cover photo of Holiday, Florida, taken by Jim Beck.

Fall in love with Summerside.

Printed in USA.


Acknowledgments

[image: images]

Love and gratitude to the folks at The Joy FM in Central Florida
for always providing the soundtrack to my creativity
and the encouragement to my spirit.

Special blessings to
the folks at Lost Angels Animal Rescue
for bringing a real-life clown named Sophie into my life—
and for the work you do on behalf of dogs like her
every day of the year.


Dedication

[image: images]

Marian:
 I meant to make you laugh, not cry.
 But thank you for always thinking I’m brilliant.

Special thanks to
 David, Debby, Jemelle, Loree, and Debra (my #1 fan)
 for feeding my confidence along the way.


[image: images]

NESTLED NEAR THE BIGGER TOWN OF NEW PORT RICHEY AND the Greek tourist haven of Tarpon Springs, Holiday, Florida, is winding boulevards lined with tall palm trees reaching toward vivid blue skies and cotton-ball clouds; it is wildlife at its strangest, from snakes and frogs to flawless (albeit quite bold) white birds called egrets; and it is sleepy canals punctuated by lonely wooden docks. I live in Tampa, Florida, just half an hour away from Holiday, and while I was there soaking up the atmosphere, I saw things that really tickled my funny bone (a good break since I was writing a comedy!). Three elderly women power walked down the middle of the street in front of my car, all of them wearing neon spandex and sporting visors and fanny packs. I saw mailboxes fashioned out of fish faces, alligator jaws, and tree trunks; I encountered manicured gardens decorated with neon-pink flamingos; and one very talkative resident put the icing on the cake of my inspiration. In the ten years since I’ve moved here, I couldn’t count the times that I’ve compared Florida residency to life on another planet! I’m pretty sure Holiday proves that the comparison isn’t far off.

Sandra D. Bricker


Prologue
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Cassie rounded the curve of the street and pulled into the driveway, and there they were! Those horrible, neon-pink flamingos, grinning at her from beneath the palm tree in the front yard. Just that morning, she’d deposited them in the trash receptacle, hoping that would be the end of them. Though something told her she would never be rid of them.

Oh, what a thought!

As she climbed out of the car and stalked toward them, the horror of it buzzed around her like a swarm of gnats. The picture was a vivid one: sitting on the back deck in her old age, sipping one of those terrible Southern beverages Zan was always experimenting with, her silver hair standing on end and frizzy from the Florida humidity. And poking out from beneath the dock…or peering at her from around the side of the house…or possibly standing tall in one of the large flowering plants…those eyes. Those gawking black eyes, just staring back at her, mocking her with their presence.

Cassie yanked the first one out of the ground, where its hard plastic spike anchored it to the front yard, and she tossed it on the grass behind her. Just as she wrapped both hands around the beak of the second one, Zan’s laughter taunted her from across the street.

She turned her head slowly toward him, narrowed her eyes, and stared him down, the distance between them bridged by a look her husband had come to know all too well.

“Hi, baby,” he called out to her, grinning as maniacally as those flamingos he loved so much. “Want some help carrying in the groceries?”

Lounging on the front step of Millicent’s porch with his faithful dog, Sophie, at his side, Zan could surely be spotted from the space shuttle in that colorful Hawaiian-print shirt. He waved his arms at her, and the old woman in the rocking chair began to wave as well.

“Hello, Cassie!”

Cassie planted both feet and faced him, with her hands on her hips. “Alexander Constantine, I won’t have these horrible things displayed in the front yard. What will the neighbors think of us?”

“Ah, come on, Mac. They’ll think we’re kitschy. Don’t you want to be known as kitschy?”

“I certainly do not.”

And with that, she turned her back on him and pulled hard on the beak of the second flamingo—so hard, in fact, that she fell right on her fanny when the bird’s spike broke free of the ground.

Zan jogged across the street, laughing the whole way, with Sophie trotting at his heels and pitching out happy little fragmented barks as if they were playing a wonderful new game.

Zan reached her in the next minute. “Come on, Mac. Have a heart. When in Holiday, do as the Holidaens do.”

Cassie leaned back into the grass on both elbows and looked up at him, taking in that horrible shirt, the shorts to his knees, and the unmistakable bright blue rubber flip-flops.

“I think you’re Holidaen enough for the both of us,” she remarked. “What were you conspiring with Millicent about?”

“You know she’s my favorite girl after you, Deb, and Sophie.”

“Yes, I do, and I’m not sure about the order we place, either,” she said, glancing at the orange-and-golden-haired collie standing over her. Sophie wiggled her big ears that flopped over at the tips and wagged her large plumed tail at some hilarity only dogs and her husband could sense. “So what were you charming out of Millicent this time, Zan? A recipe for a kiwi mint julep? Pink lemonade with pineapple chunks?”

Zan grinned as he stood over her, and he reached out for her hands. He planted a kiss on each one and then pulled her to her feet.

“Please let me toss the birds in the trash, Zan.”

“If you must.”

“Really?”

“Toss away, Mac.”

Cassie narrowed her eyes and stared him down. It was almost too easy. But she wasn’t going to pass up a golden opportunity if, by some miracle, he was feeling charitable about her animosity for those horrible pink flamingos-on-a-stick.

“Thank you,” she said.

As she bent over to pick them up, Zan smacked her on the tush.

“Sophie and I will unload the car,” he told her, before waving his arms over his head at Millicent. “Catch you later, Millie!”

“Not if I see you first,” she teased.


Happy 25th Anniversary to my Cassie. From your Zan.
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Chapter One
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4 ACROSS: Neat; tidy; organized

“I know you, Mom, and I wanted to talk to you before you started the whole house decorating thing.”

Cassie tapped the handset and turned serious. “What whole house decorating thing? Debra, I find it laughable that you think I’m so predictable.”

“Oh, come on.” Debra chuckled from the other end of the phone line. “Tell me you haven’t already gone up into the attic and pulled out the boxes of ornaments and garland, or that you haven’t been sitting at the kitchen table making your list for Christmas Eve dinner.”

Cassie set her coffee cup on the table with a thump and brushed aside the spiral notebook in front of her.

“I’m sorry, Mom. Zach is one of the wise men in the church play, and Jake is going to his seventh-grade dance with that little blond girl he’s had a crush on since the third grade. I just can’t make them miss any of it. Why don’t you come here for Christmas instead? You could see the play, and we could go shopping at the new outlet mall.”

Cassie smiled. “I’ve been wondering about doing something different this year anyway. Like maybe going down to the house in Holiday.”

Debra cackled. “Are you serious?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Well, Daddy talked about going down there for Christmas every year since I can remember, and you wouldn’t hear of spending the holiday in 80-degree weather.”

“Well, he loved to wear those horrible shorts when he went down to Florida,” Cassie explained, tucking her hair behind her ear. “I couldn’t spend the Christmas holiday with your father walking around in those plaid Bermuda shorts.”

“I can still hear him trying to talk you into it.” Debra chuckled. In her gravelly Zan impersonation, she added, “ ‘Come on, Mac. Just one Christmas out of all the others that we’ll spend in Boston.’ ”

Debra’s laughter was lyrical, and Cassie’s hand floated to her heart as a mist of tears glazed her eyes. With a sniff, she fought them back. Zan had called her Mac since the time they first met. She was Cassie MacLean then, but the only time he ever called her by her given name was on the morning they’d recited their wedding vows and then once each year on their anniversary. The rest of their lives, she was just Mac. She’d almost forgotten, but Debra’s casual reference to the nickname brought Zan flooding back to her.

“I’ve been thinking about selling the Florida house anyway. This will give me time to get it ready.”

“Selling it? Really?”

“Debra Constantine Rudolph, don’t you give me that weepy reaction to selling the Holiday house after all the years that have passed since you’ve been there.”

“I know, I just…” She trailed off, and Cassie smiled.

“I just, too. But it’s not practical. None of us ever go down there, honey, and the upkeep on a three-bedroom house in Florida that we never use anymore is just ridiculous. Your father was the one who really loved it anyway. I never shared his vision of walking the golf course on Christmas Eve or of draping colored twinkle lights on those awful plastic flamingos he put in the yard.”

“He was a character,” Debra commented.

“Yes, he was.”

“So you aren’t too heartbroken that we won’t be coming for Christmas, then?”

“Don’t be silly. You have your own family now, honey. You’ll make your own traditions. It’s the circle of life.”

“Hakuna matata?” Debra laughed. “That’s very Lion King of you, Mom.”

“Besides, I’ve hardly given any thought to the holidays yet.”

“Thanks, Mom. I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

Cassie set the handset on the table and leaned back against the metal scrollwork of the dinette chair. Sophie pattered across the kitchen floor with a section of silver Christmas tree garland in her mouth, dragging about three feet of it behind her. When she reached Cassie, she dropped the garland and sighed as she planted her chin on Cassie’s knee.

“Thanks for understanding, Soph.”

With another sigh, Cassie glanced down the hall at the traffic jam of cardboard boxes overflowing with Christmas decorations. She’d been in the process of sorting tree lights from outdoor strands when Debra had called.

I’m absolutely humdrum, she thought, snagging a quick glimpse of the notebook with an inward groan. I’m just as predictable as they come!

She looked down at the list.

Roasted turkey—at least twenty pounds

Chestnut stuffing—leave out the celery for Jake

Candied yams—get marshmallows for Zach

Green bean and mushroom Casserole—will the kids eat pearl onions now?

She hadn’t had time to complete it before Debra had called and accused her of making it. Cassie drew a large X across the page and turned the notebook facedown on the table.

As she tucked the lights and garland back into their boxes and sealed the flaps, Cassie counted down the days until Christmas on an invisible calendar before her. With almost three weeks stretched out between lunch with Rachel that afternoon and a lonely Christmas dinner, Cassie began to devise a plan.

A bold and unpredictable plan. Unpredictable was going to be the name of the game now. No more humdrum for this woman!

By the time Cassie met up with her best friend, Rachel, at the restaurant two hours later, she’d already made plane reservations, reserved a rental car, and made an appointment with Tameka, the lovely real estate agent she and Zan had gotten to know in Holiday. She’d sold them the house, and they’d had dinner a few times with Tameka and her husband, James.

“Are you ser–i–ous?” Rachel enunciated.

Cassie emptied a packet of sweetener into her coffee and stirred it with an ornate silver spoon as she grinned at her friend across the table.

“I’m serious.”

“You’re going to Florida for Christmas.”

“Well,” she said, tapping the spoon against the side of the cup and placing it on the saucer, “I’m going to Holiday to get the house ready to go on the market. That shouldn’t take more than a couple of weeks. I should finish just in time to spend one Christmas there like Zan always wanted to, say good-bye to the house and all its memories, and come back to Boston just after the new year.”

“You’re serious.”

“Yes!” Cassie exclaimed, nodding her head at Rachel. “I’m serious, already.”

“I’m sorry, I just—” Rachel pushed her halo of ash blond curls back from her face and blinked her turquoise blue eyes at Cassie. “Do you think you’re ready for this, Cass?”

Cassie reached across the table and took her friend’s hand between her own. “He’s been gone over a year now, Rach. I think I’d better be ready, don’t you?”

“There’s no clock timing you on this. You’ll be ready when you’re ready.”

Cassie wanted to reassure her friend. She wanted to declare that the time had indeed come, that she was more than…

Well, there was something to be said for stepping out in faith and pretending she was ready, wasn’t there? Letting go of Zan and their life together, and moving forward with this new phase, was just not something she could plan out like the rest of the details she was so adept at organizing. And Cassie was a little out of her element there since she felt she could always depend on a good plan when nothing else in life was certain.

“Oh!” she exclaimed, remembering the folded sheet of paper in her purse. “Look what I found.”

She dug into her bag, pulled out the paper, smoothed the creases, and laid the page flat on the table between them.

“It’s the crossword puzzle Zan gave me on our anniversary, just before he…” Their eyes met, and Rachel cocked her head slightly and tried to smile at her. “You know.”

“He was so good at that,” Rachel commented. “I’ll bet he made as much money selling his crossword puzzles as he did at teaching English lit.”

“Not quite,” Cassie replied. “But he sure did love to dream them up. Crossword puzzles, word jumbles, searches…Zan just loved words.”

“I always thought it was so romantic the way he would give them to you every year on your anniversary,” Rachel said on a sigh. “And they’d always describe the wonderful things he saw in you. Hey, let’s do it together. Do you want to?”

“I thought I’d take it down to Florida with me and work it there. But we could start it.” She looked over the clue list and landed on one. “What’s a seven-letter word for neat, tidy, and organized?”

Rachel paused and then grinned. “Cassie?”

“That’s six letters.”

Just once, she would have loved to come across a clue for a different type of Cassie.

Dangerous.

Rebellious.

Spitfire!

“Orderly,” Rachel blurted. “The seven-letter word for neat and organized. It’s orderly.”

Orderly. Well, that figures.

Cassie’s spirits deflated. She folded up the puzzle and placed it back into the front pocket of her purse.

“I was Christmas shopping on my lunch hour the other day,” she said. “I came across the neatest little gift that I thought about getting for Debra, and now I find myself wishing I’d gotten it for myself.”

“What was it?”

“It’s called a ‘Surprise Yourself’ box. Have you heard of it?”

“I don’t think so.”

“It’s a beautiful little cut-crystal box with a hinged lid,” she explained. “Inside are 365 cards, one for each day of the year. On the front is a scripture verse. And on the back is an instruction for that day. I think it’s about applying the Word to your everyday life because it will say something like, ‘Visit someone who’s sick’ or ‘Look for an undiscovered talent in yourself.’ ”

“What a great idea!” Rachel exclaimed.

“I’m sitting here thinking I should have that box. I’d like to do something to surprise myself—or to surprise others, for that matter. Rachel, I’m so predictable.”

“This from the woman who just made last-minute reservations to fly to Florida for Christmas.”

“The first unexpected thing I’ve done in twenty years.”

“Cass.”

“I know! Let’s do something crazy now,” she suggested. “How about a slice of pie?”

“Want to split?”

“Nope. I want my own. And I’m having…pumpkin!”

“Whoa,” Rachel teased. “Let’s not go completely crazy too fast. At least forego the whipped cream.”

“Nope. I’m having pumpkin, and I want whipped cream.”

“All righty then.”

“Fasten your seat belt, Rach, because I’m having a cappuccino with it.”

The waiter stepped up beside them, and Rachel smiled at him. “You might want to call security. I don’t even know this woman. She’s absolutely…zany.”

Ooh, ZANY. There’s a word I wish Zan would have used in one of his Cassie puzzles.
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Boston was dusted with snow, with temperature in the upper twenties, when Cassie got on the plane bound for Tampa International Airport. She’d had a hard time finding clothes to pack for a 50-degree difference in weather, but she figured she could pick up a few things once she arrived. And there was always the array of clothes still hanging in her Florida closet. If only she could remember what was there.

After collecting one suitcase and one dog at baggage claim, Cassie took care of her car rental and was on her way. Sophie claimed her spot in the back seat and lay down, her little front paws crossed in front of her, swiping Cassie’s hand with one affectionate lick as she belted her in. Sophie appeared just as prim and ladylike as a dog with floppy pointed ears could be, in that moment anyway. Never mind the laps she’d taken around the backyard that morning, figure eights at 150 miles per hour, with her new plush reindeer toy hanging out the side of her mouth. Not so ladylike then. More like a commercial for doggie NASCAR.

At last Cassie climbed in behind the wheel and was on her way. She took a wrong turn from the airport somehow and ended up driving miles out of the way and across a bridge above the deep green Gulf, eventually stopping in St. Petersburg on the other side. A gas station attendant pointed her back again, in the direction of Tampa and across what he called the Howard Frankland Bridge, and he sold her a map that would lead her to Holiday from there. She hadn’t been to Florida in such a long time, and Zan had always been the driver back then, so not much of anything looked more than marginally familiar all the way out to New Port Richey.

All that changed, however, when she rounded the curve of the road and finally saw the disfigured little sign that announced with no pomp or circumstance at all the entrance to Holiday, Florida. Around the battered golf course, past the neighbor’s very memorable mailbox shaped like a large trout…then two bumps and a pothole later, she pulled into her driveway and turned off the ignition.

Oh, there they are, she thought, dropping her head back against the headrest with a laugh. Those ugly plastic flamingos, leaning sideways in the garden.

Zan had picked them up at a local grocery store and they’d argued all the way home about displaying them, finally agreeing to leave them in the backseat of the car until they could come to some understanding. The next morning, however, Cassie had taken her coffee out on the deck—and there they were, poking out of the enormous planters on either side of the wooden dock leading out to the Anclote River.

After that, the flamingos had become pawns in an ongoing game. Cassie had tossed them into the trash can at the side of the house one morning, and that afternoon they’d turned up on the front lawn. Once she’d hidden them in the shrubs at the back of the house, but the following morning at first light, there they were again, peeking through the bedroom window. On their last visit to Holiday, Cassie had noticed the horrible things poking out of the tall flowers in the garden as she and Zan pulled out of the drive and headed for the airport, just where the birds were still.

She’d pumped the door handle and her feet hadn’t even flattened against terra firma when she heard it.

“Cas–sie? Hun–ny bunny? Is that you?”

Millicent headed across the street toward her, toddling at a speed that defied her seventy years, reflecting the sun with her neon-pink bike shorts and matching visor and the fanny pack around her waist plop-plop-plopping against her hip with each eager step.

“Hi, Millicent.”

“Oh, hunny bunny!” the woman exclaimed. “It’s been such a long time.”

Cinching her arms around Cassie’s waist, Millicent rocked her from side to side to side. Squirming her way out of the embrace reminded Cassie of peeling out of a tight, wet bathing suit.

“We were all so sorry to hear about Zan,” she said as Cassie popped open the trunk.

“Thank you.”

“Are you all right? Doing okay? I stopped Frank Mitchell a few weeks ago when he was over here doing the yard work for you, but he said he didn’t have any idea what your plans were or when you’d be coming back. We were all so worried, hunny. It was such a loss, wasn’t it? He was such a prankster, your Zan. I’ll just never forget him.”

“Thank you,” Cassie managed, reaching into the back seat and releasing Sophie from the belt.

“Sophie!” Millicent sang as the dog leaped out of the car. Sophie excitedly circled the old woman twice and then ran for a patch of grass. Once she’d done her business, Sophie kicked up some sand from the grass and started to run. As usual, she looped around the palm tree and back again, mapping out one large figure eight across the lawn. What was it about that dog and the number eight?

“Sophie’s very excited to be back,” Millicent observed as they watched her.

“I think the dog is a little loopy, if you want to know the truth.”

Millicent chuckled as Sophie tore off across the yard again, pausing at the top of her 8-curve to fly into the air and twist around for no apparent reason, as if catching some invisible Frisbee.

Yanking the suitcases from the trunk and snapping up the handles, Cassie said, “It was a long trip, Millicent. Could we catch up tomorrow?”

“Oh, of course we can. Of course. I’m on my way to meet the girls for miniature golf, but can I bring you over some supper a little later? Something you can just heat up? You won’t feel like going out to the market.”

“That’s so sweet of you, but I thought I’d just order a pizza.”

“Oh, you know they don’t make pizza down here like they do up North,” Millicent objected, wrinkling up her nose and shaking her head. “You don’t want a local pizza.”

“I really do,” Cassie said and laughed. “Call me crazy, but I’ve actually been looking forward to it.”

“Well, if you’re sure. Are you sure, bunny?”

“I’m sure. But thank you, Millicent. It’s nice to see you again.”

The woman didn’t move a muscle to leave, so Cassie pulled the suitcases along behind her and headed for the front door.

“We can give you a ride to church on Sunday, if you’d like,” Millicent called after her. “There’s a scrambled egg breakfast in the rec hall after.”

Cassie nodded. She’d almost forgotten the sweet little church on the border of town. She and Zan always looked forward to visiting. The pastor was young and enthusiastic, and he had a hand in providing his congregation with a more active social life than an A-list Hollywood crowd, minus the drugs and alcohol, of course. But Cassie hadn’t been too interested in attending church in the last year. Something about walking in alone and sitting there with that big scarlet W on her chest.

Widow. The strangest word in the English language.

Cassie turned the key in the lock and then waved at Millicent. Sophie flew past her as she tugged the luggage inside, and the collie had sniffed her way through every room in the house before Cassie even closed the door behind them.

Frank had promised to stop by that morning to air out the house. A lovely cross-breeze between the large window in the living room and the open, screened-in glass doors leading out to the deck told her he’d kept his word. Cassie sighed as she stood in front of the screen and looked out toward the river beyond the wooden dock. She felt a bit like she was standing in the middle of a spot she’d only dreamed about once upon a time. Her home in Boston, her administrative job at the law firm, learning to manage on her own: these had become the things her life was made of. The Holiday house was foreign to her now and yet strangely familiar and comforting at the same time.

A brown anole lizard glided across the deck and stopped at the other side of the screen door, the reddish sack beneath its little reptilian throat pumping. She took an instinctive step back from the screen and then chuckled. Cassie recalled when she’d come to Florida and seen one of the creatures for the first time. She’d screeched when it sped across the patio floor near her foot, and the ruckus drew out several of the neighbors. She’d been mortified when they explained to her that an anole was as common in this setting as a lightning bug would be up North.

“It’s part of the fabric of Southern living,” Zan had assured her. “Nothing to be afraid of.”

That might have been comforting if the news that evening hadn’t highlighted another aspect of Southern living with a story about a three-foot lizard of some kind standing guard on a local’s patio. Cassie recalled that she hadn’t been able to sleep all night.

When the lizard on the other side of the screen door suddenly sprinted into action, Cassie jumped, her distant memories shattering as she backed away from the door. Even reminding herself that she was fifty-five years old—not five—and she probably looked like Godzilla to the tiny thing, she still couldn’t shake off the shiver that ran up her spine and tingled the top of her head. Little lizards running around wherever they wanted to go, well, that was just wrong somehow. Like so many other things about Holiday, Florida, it made the place seem like a primitive foreign country to her, and Cassie was quite certain she would never adjust to it.

She grabbed the handle on her suitcase and tugged it behind her down the hall and into the master bedroom. The moment she stepped through the doorway, the past was there to meet her once again, engulfing her like a torrential wind and carrying the whisper of Zan’s laughter around her into a spun shell of memories. Cassie folded in half and collapsed to the edge of the bed, still gripping the pull handle extended from her luggage.

Sophie hopped up on the bed beside her.

“No, Soph. Get down.”

The dog reluctantly jumped to the floor but cozied up to Cassie’s leg and planted her chin on her knee. The way she looked up at Cassie, those big golden brown eyes wide and glassy, it sort of seemed like Zan’s dog was missing him at that moment, too.

She pulled Sophie’s favorite toys from the zippered pocket of her suitcase and tossed them toward the large round doggie bed in the corner. Sophie chased them and moved from one to the other. She couldn’t seem to decide between the reindeer, the squeaky ball, and the floppy dog.

Cassie shook the nostalgia from her head, nudged the suitcase toward the closet, and popped to her feet. “Dinner,” she said out loud.

Sophie grabbed the ball with the corner of her long, pointy collie mouth and then tucked the reindeer into the other side, squeaking them both incessantly as she hurried down the hallway and into the kitchen in pursuit of Cassie. Cassie was scanning the business cards anchored to the freezer door with funny little ceramic magnets. She plucked off the brightly colored mermaid Zan had bought at the Weeki Wache Springs mermaid show, a bizarre little roadside attraction that drew curious patrons from far and wide, and she took down the card it anchored.

A Pizza Holiday was a little hole-in-the-wall at one of the strip malls on the edge of the small town—a place she never would have considered frequenting in Boston—but Zan had insisted on it the afternoon they closed on the Holiday house. At the local establishment, they’d discovered an unexpected chef specialty called “The Popeye,” a concoction of spinach, feta cheese, mushrooms, and sausage that had them coming back for more every time they returned to Florida.

“A Pizza Holiday, where every meal with us is like an Italian holiday. How can I help you?”

“That’s a mouthful to have to say when you answer the phone,” Cassie commented.

“Yeah, my dad owns the place. It’s not like I have a choice,” the girl returned grimly.

“Vanessa?”

“Yes? And who’s this?”

“This is Cassie Constantine, Vanessa. The last time I saw you, you were folding napkins at the counter and your feet didn’t even touch the floor. How old are you now?”

“I’m sixteen,” she replied. “Are you guys down for the Christmas break? You haven’t been in for a long time.”

You guys. Cassie’s heart pinched.

“Well, I am. My husband passed away.”

“He did? I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

“Thank you,” she replied. “I think I’d like to get a pizza delivered.”

“The Popeye?”

“Yes.”

“Large with extra sausage?”

“Oh, no. Small, please. With extra spinach.”

“And would you like—”

“Vanessa, hang on, please.”

The earsplitting grinding of metal against wood, not to mention Sophie’s insistent barking, forced Cassie to the screen door, where she peered outside just in time to see a large pontoon boat take off the end of her dock.

“I’m sorry,” she said into the phone. “I’ll have to call you back.”

Cassie closed her phone and set it on the table behind her before rushing outside and jogging halfway down the dock, her barking dog at her heels. Cassie had forgotten how colorful everything was in Holiday, including the residents. But her immediate reminder stood at the edge of the boat in the person of Georgette Hootz, with her shocking orange hair and lipstick to match, shielding her eyes with a fuschia golf-gloved hand as she waved at Cassie with unusual vigor.

“Cassie? Is that you? George, look, it’s Cassie Constantine.”

“Who?”

“Zan’s wife.”

“Eh?”

“Oh, you old coot.”

Georgette hoisted herself over the side and scaled the broken dock before taking off at a full waddling run toward her. Sophie met her at the end of the dock and sniffed at her knees the whole way up the platform.

“Hi, little Sophie. How have you been?” As Georgette headed for Cassie, full steam ahead, she exclaimed, “So sorry about your dock! George has to have cataract surgery next month, and he just can’t see like he used to.”

“Is anyone hurt?” Cassie asked her.

“Oh, we’re dandy. It’s just the dock that needs a medic.”

Cassie swallowed a gulp of unspoken retort just as Georgette reached her and hugged her so tightly that her air pushed up past her ribs and forced out a groan.

“We were so sorry to hear about Zan,” she cried, as she shook Cassie from side to side. “He was such a good man. I asked George, ‘Whatever is Cassie going to do without him?’ Are you doing all right, dear? Have you got things in order for yourself?”

“I’m working on it.”

Over Georgette’s shoulder, Cassie watched as a lean but muscular man with sun-kissed chestnut hair—definitely not George Hootz!—stepped up from the pontoon over the broken edge of the dock. He was wearing knee-length khaki linen shorts and a bright blue knit shirt, tan deck shoes, and dark, rectangular sunglasses. After a moment, he turned back to the boat and offered a hand, pulling George up to the dock alongside him.

Cassie lost her breath again, but not because Georgette had squeezed it out of her.

“Who’s that with George?” she asked as the man leaned over and tickled Sophie on top of her head.

Georgette released Cassie and turned around with a smile. “That’s Richard,” she said. Then she cranked up that frantic wave of hers. “He bought the Kleinbeck place a few blocks over from us a couple of years ago. Widower, addicted to chasing those tiny white balls around on the golf course. Naturally. I suppose no man comes to Florida without golf on his mind. Oh, and he’s a ballroom dancer like you wouldn’t believe.”

Ballroom—

“Sorry about your dock,” George offered, scratching his silver head as he approached with Richard. “Seems a little farther out into the canal than I remembered.”

“George Hootz, that dock did not move since the last time we were out here,” Georgette chastised him. “You old coot.”

“Hen,” he returned, and Georgette waved him off with a sour grimace.

“Richard Dillon, meet Cassie Constantine.”

He lowered his glasses to reveal blue eyes that actually sparkled. His chiseled features narrowed at the jawline, and he had those charming Dennis Quaid sort of parentheses on either side of his grin, making it seem like his entire face smiled right along with his lips. Cassie thought it odd that those simple parentheses made her heart beat a little faster.

“Pleased to meet you.”

“Is everyone all right?” she asked as she shook his hand.

“Well, my bursitis has been acting up this week,” George replied. “Usually means we’re looking for some rain in the forecast.”

“That’s not what she’s asking, George. She means from the collision with the dock.”

Richard caught Cassie’s eye, grinned, and then replaced his sunglasses.

“Oh, that,” George answered back. “It was just a little tap. That dock hadda be pretty rotten to crumble the way it did.”

A strange sucking sound drew their attention just then, and they all turned back toward the canal. Just about the time Cassie realized that the boat seemed lower, it rocked back and forth and then moved lower still.

“What in the world—?”

Sophie raced to the edge of the dock and let out a few concerned barks, but before any of the humans could say another word, the pontoon boat with the bright yellow striped awning disappeared beneath the water with a belch.


Chapter Two
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11 DOWN: One who can be trusted to advise

“Pass your bowl for succotash, dear.”

Cassie reluctantly obeyed, and Georgette dipped a large spoon into the Crock-Pot and poured a heaping serving of meat and vegetables into the bowl over a scoop of limp egg noodles.

Georgette closed her eyes and put a hand on each of their shoulders. “Lord, bless the food, bless the guests; bless our homes and bless our rest. Amen.”

“Poetic,” Richard commented, and Cassie grinned.

“The Crock-Pot is the greatest invention of our time,” Georgette informed them as she reached for Richard’s bowl. “There’s no messing it up, no matter what it is. You just toss it into the pot, leave for the whole day, and come home to a hot and hearty meal. It’s amazing, really. Do you have a Crock-Pot, Cassie?”

“I think I do. I don’t really use it much—”

“Oh, you should. You must. I have a cookbook….”

Georgette toddled into the kitchen and rummaged around.

“Georgette has a cookbook for everything,” Richard said on half a whisper. “For my birthday, I got Putt-Putt Meals. Meals that make themselves while the chef is on the golf course.”

Cassie snickered but reeled it back just as Georgette returned to the table.

“Here it is,” she said, displaying a book for them as she read from the cover. “From Artichokes to Zucchini. One hundred healthy Crock-Pot meals for vegetarians and carnivores alike.”

Cassie’s eyebrows arched over widened eyes, and she nodded in slow motion. “Carnivores. That’s…really…interesting.”

“Here, you can borrow it,” Georgette insisted, handing her the book.

“Well, actually, my Crock-Pot is at my house in Boston. I don’t think I’ll be—”

“Then you take it home with you when you go. You can always mail it back to me. Oooh, or better yet, we could make a trip down to Bealls first thing tomorrow and get you one for use right here in Holiday!”

“Oh, Georgette, that’s so nice of you, but—”

“Supper’s on, George,” the woman called out to her husband, who was already asleep in the living room recliner. Turning back to Richard and Cassie, she said, “You two dig in. I’ll go wake the old coot.”

 Cassie tried to serve up a bite from her bowl, but the egg noodles slipped right through the tines of her fork. 

“I’m thinking a spoon,” Richard suggested, waving his own utensil at her.

He demonstrated, digging down into the bowl and bringing a heaping bite to his lips, his spoon overflowing. A noodle dangled over the side, so he stuck out his tongue beneath it and then clumsily dropped the contents into his open mouth.

“Oh, good,” she said on a nod, and Cassie dipped her own spoon into the bowl with better results.

Once she had an overflowing bite at the ready, she glanced at Richard. His blue eyes were narrowed in response to that first taste he’d taken, and actually…they’d gone a bit gray. His nose and mouth were crumpled, and he shook his head at her emphatically.

“No?”

“Uh-uh. No.”

While Georgette clomped toward the table, she created a quick tunnel through the succotash with the back of her spoon and pasted a smile on her face as she looked up.

“How is it? Delish, right?” Georgette asked them, slipping into the chair across from Richard.

“Mmm.” Cassie nodded.

Georgette filled George’s bowl and placed it before him as he joined them at the table.

“What is it?” he asked, staring down into his dinner. “Looks like slop.”

“I told you. Hearty beef succotash over a bed of noodles.” Cassie imagined that’s just the way they’d described it in the Hearty Crock-Pot Meals for You and Your Old Coot cookbook.

George looked up at Cassie and squinted. “The wife loves her Crock-Pot. She tell ya about the joys of Crock-Pot cooking yet?”

Cassie nodded.

“Yeah. The greatest invention of our time—she tell ya that?”

“Oh, hush up and eat your supper,” Georgette reprimanded him. “There’s rainbow sherbet for dessert.”

“Mm, none for me,” Richard said after wiping his mouth with a napkin and then draping his nearly full bowl with it. “Thank you so much for the wonderful dinner, but I’ve got to be heading home.” Looking at Cassie, he added, “Thank you for the ride over here.”

“Don’t be silly,” she exclaimed, jumping up to her feet. “I’ll give you a lift before I head home myself.”

“Are you sure? I don’t mind walking, but if you’re sure…”

“Of course.”

“Neither of you wants rainbow sherbet?” Georgette asked them, as if they’d lost their ever-lovin’ minds.

“Oughta serve sherbet first,” George said, pushing the concoction around in the bowl in front of him. “Coats the stomach.”

“Hush.”

“Thank you for dinner,” Cassie said, giving Georgette a hug. “I couldn’t eat another bite.”

The woman’s eyes darted toward the full bowl in front of Cassie, and she frowned.

“I had a really late lunch,” she lied.

“Sorry about the dock,” George interjected between surprisingly enthusiastic spoonfuls of succotash. “I’ll get somebody out there in the morning to pull up the pontoon.”

How about someone to repair my dock? she thought, knowing full well that he had no intention of going that far.

“Ready?” Richard asked her.

“Ready.”

Georgette walked them out the door and down the driveway, bidding them good night the whole way. She stood there, with the streetlight turning her bright orange hair into a sort of neon sign and her arm becoming somewhat spastic, as she waved good-bye.

Cassie stopped at the corner and asked, “Which way? And hurry, before she realizes I left the cookbook behind and takes off after us.”

“Left. Unless you’re still as hungry as I am. Then take a right, and we can make a run for sustenance.”

Cassie yanked the wheel to the right and hit the gas. “That sounds fantastic. Have you ever eaten at A Pizza Holiday? I was in the middle of ordering from them when my dock jumped out into the canal and hit George’s boat.”

“Ha!”

“I have such a taste for their pizza. I’ve been thinking about it for days.”

“Sounds fine. I can’t remember the last time I had pizza.”

Just a few minutes later, they pulled into the empty parking lot and noticed that the tiny restaurant was dark. A sign on the door announced that they closed at 9 p.m. on weeknights and 11 p.m. on Fridays and Saturdays.

“It’s after nine o’clock?” Cassie asked.

Richard tapped his watch. “It’s not even seven thirty.”

They both stared straight ahead in silence for several seconds before Cassie said, “How about Benny’s?”

“Really?” he asked with a bit of a scowl before shrugging. “All right. I’ll try that.”

“You’ve never eaten there before?”

“I don’t really experiment much with the local cuisine. I like to prepare my own food whenever I can. That way I know what’s in it.”

Cassie resisted the urge to inquire further but turned the car toward Benny’s Coffee Shoppe. Once inside, she started to get the idea that Richard Dillon wasn’t exaggerating about his aversion to the local restaurants—or to other people preparing his food. She watched, fascinated, as he ran a napkin around the rim of his water glass and then used it to wipe down his flatware.

“So,” he said, breathing on the butter knife in his hand and then polishing it with his napkin, “what’s your story? How long have you lived here in Holiday?”

For a moment she remained silent, enrapt as he set down the knife and continued his mission to rid the world of water spots, this time focusing on his fork.

“Um, I don’t really live here. When my husband was alive, we bought a winter home in Holiday. We spent a few weeks a year down here until he passed away. Now I’m just back to get it ready for the real estate market.”

“It’s not exactly a seller’s market these days,” he observed, as he pressed a second napkin meticulously flat against the edge of the table and then placed it on his lap.

“I’m in no real hurry,” she replied. “The place needs some work, so I’ll concentrate on that while I’m here. Afterward, I guess it will sell when it sells.”

“You mentioned earlier that you’re from Boston.”

“Yep. Born and raised.”

“What a great town!” he exclaimed. “I know the place pretty well.”

“Really! Did you grow up in the area?”

“I suppose I did, but not in the sense you mean.” She could see that he was teasing, but Cassie didn’t quite get the joke. “I actually went to school—”

“Are you ready to order?” the waitress asked, plucking the pencil from behind her ear and tapping the eraser on the edge of the table.

“Club sandwich,” Cassie replied. “Light on the mayo. Fries. And iced tea, no lemon.”

“And for you?” the woman asked Richard.

“Egg white omelet,” he answered. “Spinach, mushrooms, onion. What kind of cheese do you have?”

“American and cheddar.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“Cheddar, I guess.”

“Toast?”

“Rye.”

“We’ve got white or wheat.”

Richard frowned. “Wheat.”

“To drink?”

“Coffee?” he asked hopefully.

“Of course.”

“Decaf.”

“Decaf it is.” She stuck the pencil back over her ear and sauntered away.

The left side of Cassie’s mouth twitched, but she forced the smile back into hiding as Richard glanced at her.

“What about you?” she managed. “What brought you to Holiday?”

“Early retirement,” he answered. “My wife and I planned for it from the time we were first married. Everything we did was about where we would retire and how early we could do it. We’d hoped for the wine country in northern California for a while, but we could cut off eight years if we came to Florida instead. The cost of living in California has really skyrocketed, over the last decade in particular.”

“So your wife moved here with you?”

“No.”

She waited for an explanation. Just about the time she decided she wasn’t going to get one, Richard clicked his tongue and sighed.

“Half of the house was packed up for our move down here, and the Realtor had a buyer for the place in Philadelphia. But just three days after I retired from the firm, Caroline passed away.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry.”

“She’d dropped her purse when we were leaving my retirement party. When she bent down to get it, she smacked her head on the corner of the car door. She said she was fine, and we never connected the dots when she had a headache the next day.”

Cassie’s heart lurched. How horrible!

“Two days later, she was gone.”

What did a person say at a moment like this? Cassie’s mind was blank.

“All those plans we made. For almost thirty years, we saved and planned and scheduled for one specific day. But before the day could even arrive…”

He didn’t finish the thought, but he didn’t need to. Cassie understood everything he wasn’t able to say.

“I am so sorry,” she told him with sincerity.

“We were just a breath away from having everything we’d planned for. It rocks your faith, you know?” he said.

“I do know.” Better than I could tell you. “I lost my husband suddenly, too,” she admitted. “One morning you just wake up and look around you and realize, I’m fifty-five years old, and I am completely alone. I never thought I’d be alone at this age.”

The silence that crept up on them was broken as the waitress plunked their plates on the table between them. As she filled Richard’s coffee cup, he asked for more creamer, and it came out as a raspy whisper that he had to repeat so that she could hear him.

“Sorry,” he said. “More cream, please?”

“Sure thing.”

[image: images]

Richard waved good-bye to Cassie and slipped his key into the lock on the front door. Once inside, he dropped his keychain into the large ceramic bowl on the buffet, paused to sprinkle some food into the tropical fish tank, and then sat down at the upright piano in the corner of the living room. He began to play somewhat mindlessly, and it turned into Chopin without any forethought at all.

Cassie Constantine dogged his thoughts with her smooth brown hair, apple-cheeked smile, and very northern porcelain skin. She’d revealed her age with the same unabashed confidence with which she’d ordered a club sandwich and fries after 7 p.m. Not that she probably had to worry much about calories on her small frame. But didn’t all women worry about calories?

Richard stopped playing and pulled at both knobs to unfold the varnished keyboard cover before heading in for a shower. He’d hoped his thoughts of Cassie would stay behind in the living room, but they followed him like a boisterous puppy nipping at his heels.

The woman was a dichotomy of straight-laced and…and what?

Carefree, he decided.

She was so different from the other women he’d met since moving to Florida. Most of them were over sixty and somewhat leathered by the southern sun. One of them had shown particular interest in him, but despite his propensity for judging a book by its contents rather than its cover, he just couldn’t seem to get past the fact that she had the undeniable and somewhat repulsive face of a barn owl.

God, forgive me. But Maureen Heaton is not easy to look at.

Cassie Constantine, on the other hand, was a deep breath of crisp air. She was very Bostonian in her appearance and refined demeanor, seeming to watch him with the discriminating eye of a teacher sizing up an unruly student, and yet there was something disarming about her, too.

Richard couldn’t decide whether she was really interesting or just a little bit off-putting, but he was leaning toward the latter. He hadn’t noticed, at first, the way she scrutinized him when he cleaned up his silverware, not until he laid his napkin across his lap and caught her trying to conceal a smile that was ever so slightly flavored with superiority. Just the very fact that she’d chosen a place like Benny’s for a meal should have told him right up front that she wasn’t someone he wanted to spend much time with anyway.

So why was he still sitting there thinking about her?

Perhaps it was because she’d come off so genuine and concerned when he’d talked about losing Caroline. Richard didn’t even know why he’d felt compelled to tell her all that, but her response was thoughtful and empathetic, and she hadn’t made him feel the least bit self-conscious about getting choked up the way he had.

Not until now, anyway.

His throat tightened as he replayed it in his mind. He’d never been comfortable with revealing vulnerability, particularly to someone he didn’t know well. He wondered what Cassie’s perception of him had been tonight. In fact, he couldn’t seem to stop speculating about that, and he rewound portions of their conversation again and again throughout the night. Thoughts of Cassie lingered in a tangled knot in his chest until he finally drifted off to sleep sometime after 3 a.m., and the weight of it was still there when he opened his eyes again at sunrise.

I’m either going to marry her, he thought as he propelled himself across the surface of the pool with lap after lap, or I’m going to have to take measures to keep her as far away from my life as possible.

Since he had no intention of marrying Cassie Constantine—or anyone else for that matter—Richard’s choice was simple.

Until after breakfast, anyway.

When he phoned the Hootzes and learned that they were on their way to Cassie’s house to meet the salvage crew, Richard jumped into his car and sped over to join them.

“I wasn’t expecting to see you this morning,” Cassie said after he rounded her house and walked across the lawn toward them.

“I thought George might need some backup,” he said. He smacked the older man on the shoulder with a smile. “How are they doing with bringing up the pontoon?”

George grumbled something indiscernible and then slipped away from Richard’s greeting and stalked closer to the edge of the dock to watch the action.

“I don’t know why we’re bothering to bring the thing up,” Georgette piped up. “It’s not like it’s going to be in any condition to use again.”

“Well, we can’t just leave it there under the water with the end of my dock,” Cassie offered. “That can’t be the thing to do.” Then she looked to Richard with a hopeful expression. “Right?”

“Well…I guess—uh—” He was coming up with nothing, so he just shrugged and followed George to the end of the dock.

The salvage men were tossing around terms like “ballast weight” and “flotation bags,” but Richard didn’t understand them. He just stood next to George, trying to look as if he did. He wondered if Cassie had figured out that he didn’t have a nautical bone in his entire body, which caused him to stick out in Central Florida like a thumb that had been tapped by a weighty anvil.

Ask me about golf, he thought. You want to excavate a ball from a sand trap? I’m your guy. Have a craving for useless golf trivia? Just say the word. Who holds the record for the most Ryder Cup appearances? Nick Faldo. Who has the most PGA tour wins? Sam Snead! Second to Sam? Jack Nicklaus.

“How about you, Richard?”

“What? Beg your pardon?”

“Lemonade,” Cassie said. “Would you like some?”

She looked really attractive with her hair piled up on top of her head like that. Richard noticed the loose wisps as the breeze caught them and brushed them against her china-doll face. Her bare shoulders were stained pink from the sun, and when she turned her head, he noticed that the straps of her sundress were going to leave a line if she stood outside much longer. Hadn’t anyone educated this woman on the necessity of sunscreen?

“To drink?” she enunciated. “Thir–sty? Some lem–o–nade? Yes? No?”

Richard almost gasped, but he caught it before his cool was entirely blown. At least he hoped he had. “No. I mean, yeah, that would be great.”

“I’ll help you,” Georgette chimed in, and she toddled off behind Cassie and followed her to the house.

The dog awaited their arrival from behind the glass door, wagging her plumed tail with such vigor that she looked as if she might fall over.

Richard clamped his eyes shut and cringed as the two women burst into laughter on the other side of the sliding door.

“What’s so funny?” George asked him, glancing back toward the house.

“Who knows,” Richard commented. “Women.”
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