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“[A] page-turner reminiscent of The Devil Wears Prada, this novel is sure to please fans and increase Bunn’s readership.”
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      —David H. McKinley, Teaching Pastor,
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      —Michele Winters, Reviewer
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All Through the Night





ONE

Weird as the job interview was, Wayne knew it was a whole lot better than he probably deserved.

Given the way he had shot holes in life itself, what Wayne should have been facing was a room lined with bars and razor wire. Three stone-faced officers should have been staring him down in a concrete room painted penitentiary green, with the sort of lighting that sucked out all hope and turned everybody into cadavers. Ordered to stand front and center and explain precisely why the officials shouldn’t deny him parole and keep him locked away from the world for another six hundred years.

That was what he deserved.

What he got was a hard-back wooden chair before a large conference table. Two women and a man sat behind the table and studied him. The long room had three tall windows that looked out over an emerald paradise. He deserved a firing squad, and he got heaven. Which, until that very moment, he had never believed in. That would have been good for a smile, if he could only remember how.

The woman in the middle chair said, “Have a seat, Mr. Grusza.”

Another guy was seated in the shadows at the room’s far back corner. He was like guys Wayne had known in a different life. The kind of guy who always positioned himself where he could observe yet remain unseen. It was a sniper’s sort of act. Only this guy was built more like an aged boxer. Wayne put him down as a detective. A thirty-year man with the patience of a somnolent bear.

Besides this man and the three people at the table, there were seven others in the room. Two young women, two elderly women, and three men over seventy. The room was large enough to swallow them all.

The woman in the center chair went on. “My name is Holly Reeves. I am president of the Hattie Blount Community. My fellow board members are Foster Oates and Victoria Ellis. Did I say your name correctly, ‘Grusza’?”

One of the younger women, who was leaning against the wall by the window, corrected her. “It’s pronounced ‘Grusha.’”

Wayne fingered the knot in his tie. He had not worn either a tie or a shirt with a top button for nearly two years. He could feel the fabric rub against his skin when he swallowed. He also felt the puff of air-conditioning against his cheeks. He had shaved off his beard the night before at the request of the woman leaning against the wall.

The woman wearing a dark suit and pastor’s collar.

The reason he was here at all.

“Mr. Grusza, your resume is incomplete.” Holly Reeves revealed unsteady nerves as she lifted the single page. “Where it asks for your qualifications, all you state is that you obtained a degree in accounting from night school and then qualified as a CPA.”

“That’s right.”

“But Mr. Grusza, you are—” she adjusted her glasses and calculated swiftly—“thirty?”

“Thirty-one.”

“You have left the space for previous employment blank.”

“Yes.”

“Could you give us a bit more detail about your background and qualifications?”

“No.”

Foster Oates, the lone guy at the table, was shrunk down to a pale prune. The man’s collar was so large, he could scoot his head down on his scrawny neck, slip through the buttoned collar, and disappear like a tortoise in blue-striped camouflage.

Foster said, “You’re expecting us to hire you based on an incomplete resume?”

Wayne gave the woman by the wall the kind of look that said, Are we done yet?

The female pastor aimed her gaze at the floor and gave a tiny headshake. As in, The things I have to go through.

She said, “Wayne Grusza is absolutely trustworthy.”

Foster Oates said, “And you know this how?”

“Because,” the woman pastor said, “he’s my brother.”

The woman seated closest to Wayne’s sister most definitely did not belong in an old folks’ community. It was not merely that the young lady was attractive. Which she was. Stunningly so. She held herself with a regal poise, and inspected Wayne with an intensity that threatened to peel back his armor. Why Wayne held such interest for a woman like that, he had no idea.

Foster said to Wayne’s sister, “I’ve seen you around. What’s your name?”

“Eilene Belote,” the community president supplied. “If you’d ever come to one of our evening services, you wouldn’t need to ask her name.”

“Thank you for that update on the health of my soul.” Foster kept his gaze on the woman pastor. “So what can you tell me about your brother?”

“He’s made some wrong turns. But for what you want, you could not ask for a better man.”

“Is that so.”

“Yes,” Eilene said. “It is.”

The old woman seated at the conference table spoke for the first time. “That’s good enough for me.”

Holly Reeves asked, “Are you sure?”

“I trust Eilene and Eilene trusts him.” She must have been pushing eighty, but even so Victoria Ellis had the rare ability to turn every word she spoke into music. “What more do you want?”

“A lot,” Foster replied.

“That’s because it’s your nature to doubt.”

The old guy smiled. “You say the sweetest things.”

Victoria responded without taking her gaze off Wayne. The old woman had eyes the color of a desert sky and just as clear. “He’s got my vote. I think we should hire him. Now. Today.”

The way she shut her mouth left Wayne fairly certain she would not speak again. Which he was a little sorry about. He liked her voice.

Foster said, “Well, I need more to decide.”

Eilene shifted from her place against the wall. She said to those at the table, “You watched him enter the room. He marched straight in, sat down in that chair, and he hasn’t turned around or looked back once.”

Foster demanded, “This is going somewhere?”

“Wayne. Tell me about the man seated in the back corner.”

He wasn’t going to do it. Except she gave him that dark-eyed look from their childhood. The one that was half defiance and half plea. Do this. One thing. For me.

So he said, “Six one. African American. Two hundred thirty. Light on his feet. Seated at a slight angle because he’s used to carrying.”

Holly Reeves asked, “Carrying?”

Eilene answered for him. “He means Jerry is used to being armed. His holster would make him angle himself in his seat. Go on, Wayne.”

“Pleated khakis, navy sports coat, yellow oxford shirt, frayed collar…”

“Shoe size?”

“Twelve and a half, maybe thirteen. Scar beneath his left eye. Nose broken at least twice.”

The room was very quiet. Eilene gave him a tiny nod. Her way of saying thanks. “Wayne is the most observant man I have ever met. Which, it seems to me, is part of what you need.”

The guy at the back of the room asked, “Have you ever done time?”

Holly Reeves started to say something, then subsided. So Wayne answered, “Never even been arrested.” Which, given everything he had been through, was fairly remarkable.

“The reason I asked,” the guy went on, “we were robbed.”

“Jerry. Please.”

Jerry had a voice to match his boxer’s frame. Low and rough. “Just telling the man like it is.”

Holly Reeves shook her head. “The police did not come to that conclusion. Besides, you’re not even a member of the board.”

“Don’t need titles or letters after my name to have good sense. You want the man to help us, you got to tell him the problem.”

“The board will decide what to say and when to say it.”

“Oh. Wait. We’re talking about the board that went and got us in this mess?”

Foster Oates rose from the table in stiff stages. He walked back and gripped the larger man’s arm and tugged. “Let’s go, Jerry.”

“What, you’re operating a gag order now?”

“You’re all done here.”

Jerry was large enough to have flicked the board member across the room. But he allowed the scrawny man to pull him toward the exit. “Might as well bring my gun next time. Give you folks a real reason for kicking me outta this cuckoo’s nest.”

The community president said, “We haven’t reached a decision, Foster.”

“With what we can afford, I doubt we’ll do any better,” Foster said. “You folks have to excuse my friend. He missed his morning meds.”

The door closed on the bigger man saying, “Huh. Only meds I take are the vitamins I believe I’m gonna stick in your ear.”

Holly Reeves sighed in the manner of having a lot of practice. “Mr. Grusza, given your reticence over certain elements in your past, the most we could offer you is a six-month trial arrangement.”

The prospect of employment almost propelled him out the rear doors. The only thing that kept Wayne trapped in his chair was the strength of his sister’s gaze.

“What Jerry Barnes said is unfortunately true. We have been robbed. The authorities are unable to help us. As a result, we are currently operating on a knife’s edge.” Saying the words pinched up the woman’s features tight as pain. “We will not be able to pay you much at all. But the community can offer you a home on the property.”

When Wayne remained silent, Eilene spoke for him. “If my brother helps recover your money, would he receive a commission?”

Holly Reeves stared down at the table and said tonelessly, “Naturally.”

His sister’s gaze was strong enough to squeeze the words from Wayne’s throat. “Thank you. I accept.”





TWO

Wayne had still not really decided about the job. He’d shaken hands with Holly Reeves. But so far it had all been for his sister. He was hooked but not landed. The ink wasn’t on the page.

His sister hugged him in the community center’s front foyer and left the building without him. Probably afraid he might feel the sunshine and bolt. He was standing in the doorway, staring at the front lawn and the palm trees and the sunlight, when the big former cop named Jerry stepped up behind him and said, “What were you, Special Forces?”

Wayne’s attention remained clamped in a sunlit vise by the stranger walking out beside Eilene. The young woman who had sat near his sister during the interview.

Apparently Jerry was not troubled by Wayne’s lack of response. He also shared Wayne’s interest in the stranger. Jerry said, “I noticed your sister didn’t ask you to describe the lady there.”

From Wayne’s other side, scrawny Foster Oates said, “A corpse laid out in the refrigeration room would have noticed that one. What is that car she’s heading for?”

“A Ferrari,” Jerry said. “But it ain’t no car. That’s a bomb you strap on and ignite.”

Foster stuck out his hand. “Guess you could call us your welcoming committee.”

Wayne noted the interesting combination of callouses and strength, as though Foster’s hand belonged to the man who had existed thirty years ago. A guy who liked doing guy things. “Thanks.”

The community center building had a broad overhang where cars could pull in and drop off passengers. The Ferrari was a red missile parked in the first row of spaces beyond the overhang, two spaces over from Wayne’s truck. The woman opened the driver’s door, then glanced back toward the entrance.

Foster said, “My pacemaker is stuttering.”

“News flash, Hoss,” Jerry said. “The lady ain’t looking at you.”

Wayne had to agree. The woman gave Wayne yet another intent inspection. His sister the reverend glanced back, then said something across the car before disappearing through the passenger door. The woman finally turned away, opened her door, and did the woman thing with her skirt, hiking up the material another inch or so before bending low and sliding behind the wheel.

Jerry said, “She didn’t need to do that. That dress is so short she could handle an obstacle course under full fire without raising it up like she just did.”

“I’m sure not complaining,” Foster said.

The woman cast a final glance back to where Wayne stood, the x-ray vision strong enough to scalpel through the shadows and sink deep into his ribs. Then she shut her door and started the motor.

“Houston, we have ignition.” Jerry again.

The car did not pull away so much as vanish. They just stood there and watched the dust settle. The whining gradually dimmed into the distance. Foster said, “That’s an interesting way for a pastor to get around.”

Wayne felt a pat on his arm. Up close, octogenarian Victoria Ellis was as ethereal as smoke. She smiled up at him and said, “My, but they grow you big wherever you’re from.”

Jerry said, “I believe I recall Eilene saying she grew up in Dayton.”

Foster harrumphed. “Leave it to Jerry to chat up all the cute gals.”

The old woman had to twist her head slightly to make up for the slight hump in her spine and the inflexibility in her neck. She patted his arm again, as though judging the quality of flesh beneath Wayne’s jacket. “I believe you are an answer to a prayer, Mr. Grusza.”

The three men watched her totter away. Then Jerry pulled back the sleeve of his sports coat, revealing a very old tattoo on his forearm. The marine emblem was almost lost to time and curly black hair and the mahogany tint of his skin. Jerry said, “Semper fido, baby.”

Wayne gave the answer he knew Jerry was after. “I was army. Did two tours with Special Ops.”

Jerry asked, “Where’d you watch your life flash before your eyes—Iraq?”

“Afghanistan.”

“And you don’t ever want to say nothing more about what went down, am I right?”

Wayne turned his attention back to the outside. The portico roof cut a border with sunlight and freedom on the far side. Wayne knew all about borders. They were dangerous places. Safety on one side, mystery and peril on the other.

Foster said, “Why don’t I go get the keys and we’ll show you your new home.”

Jerry clapped him on the shoulder. “You thought barracks life was bad, man, you just wait.”

It was then that Wayne realized he’d been fooling himself all along. He had already crossed the border. Entered the zone.

He made a mental note to thank his sister properly.

But only after he got properly introduced to the lady with the ride.





THREE

For five days Wayne adjusted himself to life in a tie. Which was how he thought of the job—even though he wore nothing more than shorts and a golf shirt and slaps. It was the regular gig, getting up and making breakfast and sitting down in his bare front room to work as an accountant for eight hours. After he was done, he shopped at the local Publix and fixed dinner with the television in the background, worked a couple of hours on his new home, and went to bed. As normal as normal could be.

As though he ever belonged in a normal sort of life.

The cottage they gave him was within nodding distance of derelict. The former cop told Wayne it had been a cracker house, built by the Florida farmers who had planted the original orange grove. A few of the ancient trees survived, scrawny things with knobby limbs. Wayne’s house had then been owned by a retired missionary couple, who had willed it to the community. It had since housed a trainload of temporary residents. Wayne spent his free time stripping off seven layers of awful wallpaper, ripping out rotten linoleum, basically working himself into a stupor.

Despite his best efforts to the contrary, the sixth night he had the dream.

The first thing that became clear was his breathing. Always his breathing. Loud and steady in his ears. Then the radio. His partner said something. He responded with, “Roger.” Speaking the one word brought everything into dead-sharp focus. He walked a ridgeline, so high he was more a part of the sky than the earth. He was on point and scouting for danger. His attention was snagged by an eagle drifting in the updraft from a green valley to his right. Wayne looked down on the bird and the wings as broad as a jet’s. It was the most beautiful sight he had ever known. Then they were hit. He never heard the incoming fire. Never felt a thing. Just bounced up and bam and gone.

When he jerked awake, the dream lingered so strong it was almost like he had left reality behind and entered the real dream.

Wayne rolled from his mattress. The floor smelled of raw wood and cleanser. He padded into the bathroom, the project he had planned to start that morning. Then he dressed and entered the kitchen and boiled water in a battered pot. He preferred his coffee black, but the instant was so bitter he added milk to smooth out the bite. He sat on his front porch and pretended to study the night. Doing what every addict did when coming off a dry spell. Drawing out the exquisite agony, pretending he had the strength to resist.

He finished his coffee and set the cup aside. He rose and stretched and looked around. Dawn was still at least a couple of hours away. He saw nothing but night. All the nearby houses were black. A pair of streetlights flickered off to his right, overlooking the parking lot fronting the community center. His truck was parked between them. Waiting. Beckoning.

Wayne reentered his house and went to the closet in his bedroom. He pried out the three central floorboards and reached down inside the crawl space. Pulled out the black canvas bag. It clanked softly as he settled it on the closet floor. He unzipped it and used his flashlight to sort through the contents. Sniper rifle, night scope, trio of serious blades, plastic explosive and a cluster of detonators, silenced assassin’s pistol, lock picking set, wiretap system.

All the gear required for a high old time.

He pulled out the one item he was searching for. Rezipped the bag and settled it back in the hideaway. Fit the boards into place.

Wayne jogged to the truck, gunned the motor, and headed out.

Off to get himself a fix.
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Wayne hammered his way across the entire Florida peninsula. A hundred and sixty-three miles in two hours and a trace. Racing the dawn and winning. Almost regretting the absence of a cop to pull him over and keep him from his appointment with destiny.

Lantern Island was an enclave for the super rich located just south of Naples. Owning a property there was a declaration of financial superiority. A private bridge exactly one hundred and sixty-seven feet long separated the resort from reality. Even at a quarter past dawn the guardhouse was manned and the gates electronically locked. Wayne did not need to check this out. He knew from long experience.

He parked behind the strip mall a quarter mile away, on the highway linking the island to all the hourly wage peons who kept their myth neat and hedges trimmed. He jogged back to the bridge, slipped down the edge to the concrete embankment and did the hand-over-hand to the island. The pattern so familiar he could have done it in his sleep.

He ran the cobblestone path rimming the golf course, flitting from palm tree to hedge to live oak. Never in the clear for very long, and even if he was, the homeowners would just assume he was another health nut out for his morning dose. Which, truth be known, was exactly the case.

Lantern Island’s residential compound had been one of the first of its kind, established back in the late forties when lawns were still measured in acreage instead of inches. The island was shaped like an elongated T, with the guard station at the base. The golf course formed the central aisle. All the residences were walled and ornate, and all fronted the water.

Wayne arrived at his destination and climbed a live oak so massive it probably pre-dated Florida’s first white settlers. The middle branches formed a protective cover so that from his top perch he could not be spied by any passing security guards. He settled into place and waited.

An hour passed. Two. He checked his watch. A quarter past eight and the house was still silent. Maybe they had gone off somewhere. But that broke the pattern. The guy lived for his work and his family. And after more than two years of surveillance, Wayne knew basically everything. The guy was an oncology radiologist. He had a doctor’s attitude, used to getting his way with everything. His lawn, his house, and his world were as clean and orderly as an operating room.

At 8:37 the front door opened. The guy stepped out. He grabbed the newspaper on his front porch and set it on the iron table between the two padded porch chairs. He wore a jacket and a knit shirt and pressed slacks. He glanced at his watch and called back into the house. He walked over and coded a number into the garage, which was connected to the main house by a covered walkway. The door swung up. He got in behind the wheel of his Lexus and started the motor. He drove to where the drive connected to the home’s front walk of red brick.

Wayne took a deep breath. He was trembling. Like always. He breathed again and flexed the fingers of his right hand. When they steadied he slipped his hand into his pocket and came up with the scope. He fitted it to his eye, adjusted the sight, and waited. No longer breathing at all.

She came out first. Patricia wore her hair short, the new highlights burnished by the morning sun and his scope. She turned and smiled at the car. Said something lost to the distance. But the message was clear enough anyway.

This was one happy lady.

Then her son ran out. All youth and energy and laughter, so delighted with the day he could not bear to merely walk to the car. He wore a starched little shirt that was almost blue in the sunlight and navy shorts and white socks and little black shoes. He did a quick circuit around the front lawn, his arms out like wings. His three-year-old lungs shouted a joy Wayne did not need a scope to catch.

The lady scooped the air between them, calling the boy into the car’s open door. Her hand held a black book.

Only then did Wayne realize it was Sunday.

He remained where he was until the car had driven away and the day was as empty as his spirit. He stared up at the sun, wishing it were a few degrees hotter, strong enough to melt him down.
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The more Jerry saw of this new kid, the more he liked him. Even now, when the kid was so deep into pain he crawled from his truck like the walking wounded.

Jerry and Foster were busy fishing. Or they would have been, if the lagoon held anything worth catching. They actually used their poles as an excuse to get under the skin of the retired pastors and missionaries who made up over half of the folks who lived in the community. Normally the sight of Foster and him standing by the lagoon casting their way through a late Sunday morning was enough to have the residents doing the stork walk, all stiff-legged and indignant. It had been like that ever since one of the do-good ladies had walked over and given them the saccharine invitation to come do something worthwhile with their Sabbath. And Foster had quoted a line from the Koran. To a missionary. The line went, “God does not count hours spent fishing against a man.” It was doubtful the woman knew where the words came from, but she sure knew it wasn’t the gospel. That was the last time the Sunday crowd had done anything more than lob stare-grenades at them.

Today was a little different, since the churchgoers were all shooting their blanks at Wayne. Only the kid was so internally wounded he didn’t notice.

Victoria was seated in the fold-up aluminum chair Foster had brought down to the waterside. He always brought it down but never used it. Sometimes Victoria came and did needlepoint while they fished. Victoria and Foster had a thing going—or at least Foster wished they did, and they might have, except for the fact that Foster had deposited everything to do with religion in last year’s compost heap.

Which sort of chopped off any chance he had with Victoria right at the knees.

Foster was fishing with his hands only. His attention was fully on the kid. “The boy Grusza looks in pain.”

Victoria did not even look up from her needlepoint. “That’s because he is.”

“What is it, an old injury?”

Victoria pulled the thread up high, gave it a gentle tug, and dipped down again. Half of the houses in the community had pillows with her needlepoint. “In a manner of speaking.”

“I’m not following you.”

“That’s because you insist on looking at the outside.”

They were both watching Victoria now. Foster said, “The only reason you’re talking like you are is because you got the scoop from his sister.”

“Anybody with an open heart would see a lonely, troubled soul.” Another stitch. “Jerry, why don’t you call him over.”

So he did. Which was only a little strange. He had been known on the force as having a problem with people ordering him around. Which was why he had never made it to the higher grades, even after he aced the lieutenant’s exam. Jerry laid down his pole and headed off without a murmur. Because there was something to Victoria that he couldn’t bring himself to argue with, a power strong enough to remain gentle.

Jerry angled his path so that he met Wayne up near his front door. Close enough so the kid could bug off if he so chose. Only he was not a kid at all. Jerry realized that as the man lifted his gaze from the pavement and the sun illuminated the caverns around his eyes. The guy might carry less than half Jerry’s years. But whatever Wayne held inside had aged him so hard and so fast the number of days just didn’t count anymore.

Jerry said, “Why don’t you come down and help me hold my pole?”

Jerry knew the look Wayne gave him. He had seen it before. Officers involved in a shootout, especially one where a good guy took a hit. They carried that look. The one where the body might be intact, but the gaze was fractured. So Jerry didn’t do what he had planned on, which was to slip in the invite and then walk away. Instead he gripped Wayne’s arm and tugged. Gently, but with enough pressure for Wayne to know this was half an invitation and half a command. “I’d say come fish with us, only the biggest thing we’ve ever pulled out of the lagoon was a leech, and that was the day Foster slipped on the edge and we almost lost him to the quicksand. That may look like marsh, but it’s really a bottomless pit. Consider yourself warned.”

Wayne let himself be led forward, but it was doubtful he actually digested anything Jerry was saying. Victoria had turned in her chair and was watching their approach. Jerry switched verbal gears and gave it to Wayne straight. “You remind me of what I’ve seen coming into a house when the cordite is still thick enough to choke you. The place is quiet because the gunfire that just ended has blasted away all the air. That sound crazy to you?”

Wayne was listening to him now. “No.”

“Yeah, I figured you for somebody who’s tasted his share of dread. Me, I was the clean-up guy. You know how it is. The brass are outside singing for the cameras. I’m the one back in the cave of horrors, talking down a kid who’s suddenly found himself about half an inch away from his last breath. He’s shaking so hard his teeth rattle ’cause he’s coming down from the most awful high on earth.” Jerry pointed with his chin toward the water’s edge. “The reason I’m saying this is because I want to make sure you hear what I’m about to tell you. That lady up there? She’s the real deal.”

Victoria smiled in that special way of hers, not so much sweetness and light as distilled wisdom. “Hello, son. I don’t need to ask how you are. Why don’t you come sit down beside me?”

Wayne hesitated only a moment before sitting on the ground beside her chair. Jerry didn’t say anything more, just walked back over and picked up his pole and cast into the setting sun. Feeling for once like he’d done the right thing, getting the man to walk over and join them.

Victoria just started straight in. “Twenty-two years ago, my husband felt called to go work in regions under attack by the child soldiers of Sierra Leone. He was a doctor. The Foreign Mission Board refused to authorize it—they said it was too dangerous. We went anyway.”

Foster cast Jerry a look. Jerry lifted his eyebrows in agreement. This was totally new.

“We spent four years in the war zone. It was an awful place. I saw things you can’t imagine.” She paused a moment, then, “Well, perhaps you can.”

Wayne Grusza was a big man. Well over six feet. Panther lithe. His sister’s dark hair. Features made for the stone carvings of a primitive race. A warrior’s face. He said nothing, just drew up his legs and wrapped his arms around them, hiding half his face in the crevice between his knees. Trying to make himself small, but instead highlighting his muscular frame.

“I tell you this because I want you to understand where I am coming from. I can’t say I have been where you are. But I’ve been close enough to speak as a kindred spirit.” Victoria was no longer smiling. “I’d like you to take two things away with you. The first is this. The worst kinds of addiction, the very worst, are those of the heart. Anger and bitterness don’t wound the body like drugs. They gnaw down deep, where the lie can be hidden from almost everyone. The addict even lies to himself and claims no one knows. Outsiders might not be able to name what they see. But the truth is visible just the same. And the truth is this: the addiction hollows out your soul.”

Wayne raised his head and stared at her. The air around Wayne had become so compressed a cardinal’s song sounded as ragged as a knife.

“And here is your second takeaway,” Victoria went on. “No matter what you carry with you, no matter what dark night brought you to where you are, the Lord can make something good of this, if you let Him.”

Wayne’s voice carried the tattered quality of a man who had forgotten how to speak. “That’s impossible.”

Victoria gave her gentle smile. “Oh my, I do love a challenge.”

Foster cast his lure with enough spite to wing it almost to the lagoon’s other side. “Here we go.”

Wayne said, “That’s not a challenge. It’s an absurdity.”

“Is that a wager, young man?”

“Absolutely. I’d bet you anything on earth. Only I won’t take an old lady’s money.”

“How gallant. But I’m not talking about money. I don’t gamble.”

“You want to make a bet but you don’t gamble.” Wayne looked at the two men. “Is this a joke?”

Foster reeled in so fast his lure scarcely touched the water. “Walk away from this while you still can. That’s my advice.”

Victoria said, “When I win, you pay me in kind.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’ll know at the time.”

Foster flung his lure again, the line zinging from the reel. Wheeeeeee. “Now you’ve done it.”

“Let’s just be certain we’re on the same page. I shall be asking God to reveal himself. I shall pray that God takes the worst, the very worst of what you carry, and makes it into a sign that lights up the heavens.”

Jerry felt what he always did when Victoria started in that way. Like he’d been disenfranchised from reality. Like he’d lost half his body weight and was barely able to keep from floating away. Foster stopped hauling on his lure and stood staring at the lagoon. Limp. Defeated.

She carved a tiny hand across the air between her and Wayne. “I shall be praying that God illuminates your internal darkness. I will ask Him to quiet the storm that rages and tosses you and holds you in its dire grip. The storm that only He can still.”

Only Wayne appeared untouched by the woman and her words. “What are you putting up for when you lose?”

Victoria gazed in sweet triumph at the young man. “Whatever you want.”

“You’ll let me name my own stakes?”

“Anything that’s in my power to give. But I have to warn you, son. My God won’t let me lose.” Victoria offered Wayne a hand of parchment and spun glass. “Do we have a deal?”





FOUR

Wayne pushed hard through the work. Harder, in fact, than he pushed himself on the house. And he worked on the cracker cabin with more effort than he had ever worked on anything in his life.

Even so, it was another three weeks before he could see the situation with any sense of clarity.

His sister the reverend came around now and then. Eilene never pressed and seldom stayed more than a few minutes. Just long enough to let him know she was close at hand and thinking about him.

Eilene usually left around the time he was about to ask for the name of the lady driving the red rocket. Clearly the female intuition was working overtime.

The two guys, Foster and Jerry, had basically attached themselves to him. Jerry cut himself a key to the maintenance shed, borrowed what Wayne required without asking, and helped with the renovations. Even Foster helped out now and then. Puffing and groaning and not accomplishing a whole lot. Foster spent most of his time reading the Wall Street Journal. When Jerry got tired he sat on the front porch with Foster and argued over things that didn’t matter to anybody except a pair of old men.

One morning they arrived pushing wheelbarrows with two window AC units that now cooled Wayne’s nights. Another day, they dragged over the community’s lone maintenance man, a taciturn prune who scowled his way through the place, then returned with nine cans of paint for Wayne’s walls. Wayne saw Jerry slip the guy a couple of bills but said nothing. Somewhere along the way, friendship of any kind had become alien territory.

Wayne was far more comfortable with how the others treated him. Which was, with watchful fear.

There were a hundred and seven houses in the community. All of them were of a similar age and saggy state. Foster supplied some terse details from behind the shelter of his newspaper. In the early fifties, an old farmer and his wife met a missionary couple returning home to a penniless retirement. The childless farming couple had built them a small home on the lagoon. One poor missionary family led to a second, and they to another dozen. By that point a number of the region’s churches were involved. Two years later, soon after the farmer buried his wife of sixty-three years, he was approached by the foreign mission board. The Hattie Blount Retirement Community was born on a day perfumed by orange blossoms and a life well lived.

Most of the homes were still occupied by either missionaries or retired church workers. Then there were people like Jerry and Foster, tossed a raw deal by life’s careless hand. The community also had a number of small separate facilities—Alzheimer’s unit, a nursing home, assisted living unit, hospice. The community center served as a focal point for volunteer work. Almost everyone volunteered somewhere for something. Which was how the community continued to survive at all. North of the community center stood the activities house, the shuffleboard courts, pool, tennis court, and library. None of it was fancy, but all of it was well used. To the south of the center and connected by a covered walk was an interdenominational church. The community had so many retired pastors, the volunteers only preached once each year.

Eilene’s Orlando church paid her to help one day each week. Her title was outreach coordinator. Basically she acted as a young pair of hands.

The community’s president, Holly Reeves, did her best to stay out of Wayne’s hair. She stopped in often enough to know he was working as hard as two men, far harder than the community deserved for the salary they paid. Wayne’s front room held a makeshift desk in the form of a solid-wood door laid on two trestles and a growing number of fruit boxes—the community’s filing system for the past year. As though they had given up and were waiting for the ship to sink. Holly took to arriving near sunset and studying him for as long as she could stand without shrieking her questions and her demands. When she left, they all breathed easier.

That entire three-week period, Wayne saw nothing more of Victoria. The old lady’s cottage—a tiny place with an oversized screened-in front porch—was visible from his front doorway. Victoria’s house was almost lost behind climbing bougainvillea and was framed by birds-of-paradise. Victoria’s front door remained shut most of the time, the porch empty. Which was odd, since most of the folks there practically lived on their little screened-in havens. Several times Wayne started to ask Jerry and Foster about her. But something kept him back—fear over the answer, maybe. Something.

Friday afternoon of his fourth week in the community, Holly Reeves stopped by as usual. Only this time she planted herself front and center before his desk, crossed her arms, and declared, “Time’s up, Mr. Grusza.”

Wayne set down the ledger he was preparing, turned off the computer she’d given him, and waited.

“I’ve given you all the time I possibly can. Our tax statement is overdue.”

“I’ve already filed for an extension.”

“You…” Her mouth was already forming the next part of what she’d probably spent hours preparing before her brain caught up. “By whose authority?”

“I am your accountant. It’s within my mandate.”

“You should at least have notified the board.”

Wayne said nothing because he figured there was nothing to be gained by arguing. Besides which, she was probably right.

“Really. I must insist upon your giving me a full report. Otherwise I will be forced to take action.”

Jerry’s bulk cut the light streaming through the front screen door. Holly raised her arm in the jerky stiffness of one working from a full head of steam. “Don’t you even start.”

Jerry remained where he was. Holly went on, “You must by now have some idea of the situation.”

“Yes.”

“Then you can understand how urgent our situation is.”

Jerry said, “The man does nothing but work and work. Either the books or the house.”

“Jerry, please.”

“What you’re paying, I figure he’s making about sixty-five cents an hour. He wanted to make noise, we’d have a labor beef on our hands.”

“Mr. Grusza, I really must insist.”

“Tomorrow.”

“If you don’t …Excuse me?”

“I can give you my report tomorrow.”

[image: image]

Wayne liked the fact that he never locked his door. A community so tight the prospect of theft was impossible. At least, that was the idea.

That next morning, he felt the eyes the whole way down the narrow oyster-shell lane leading between the houses. That was another thing, how nobody felt a need to drill open his skull and pour in a ton of rules. They basically governed by example. The cottages were all about the same double-wide trailer size, with screened porches either fore or aft. Cars crawled down the lanes, dropped off groceries and the ones too weak or old to make it from the front parking lot, then scrunched apologetically back. The community center ran a cafeteria for those who didn’t want to cook. The prices were low, the food fresh, the choices basic. Wayne took his breakfast there, a yellow mountain of eggs and toast and sausage and three gallons of coffee. That morning, the maintenance guy was the only one who met his eye directly. The janitor leaned against the wall behind the cashier, giving Wayne a careful inspection. Any doubt Wayne had that the residents knew what was going down vanished then and there. If even the janitor knew, it was all over town.

No surprise, given what Wayne’s inspection had uncovered.

The community center was essentially six big rooms with an equal number of offices. The cafeteria had three sliding glass doors that opened into an outdoor eating area. The grassy area’s other side was rimmed by two massive oaks, several blooming fruit trees, and a dovecote. The lagoon was just visible between the trees. A marsh island decorated with swamp grape and wild azalea rose about seventy yards off shore. Beyond that sparkled the Intracoastal Waterway, known in these parts as the Indian River. The northernmost causeway leading to the Vero Beach barrier island rose like a concrete hill to Wayne’s left. He ate his pile of eggs and watched the rising sun sparkle off the waters and the cars crossing the bridge.

He stayed where he was until the cleaning lady lowered the slat blinds against the rising sun. He took that as his cue and headed next door.

They were there waiting for him.

All the folks who had been avoiding him and then some were gathered in the room. The rear wall was a battery of walkers and electric wheelchairs. The chatter was mostly soft, except for those trying to communicate with the ones whose hearing was about gone. Even they shut up when Wayne walked up the central aisle.

The same three people were seated at the same conference table. The same chair waited for him. He had a little table of his own this time, as well as a glass and a water carafe. Otherwise the only difference was that his sister was seated in the front row, rather than standing against the wall. And the mystery lady. The one with the fire-engine-red Ferrari. She was seated beside Wayne’s sister. Everybody was silent now and giving him the eye. Even his two pals, Foster and Jerry. Cautious and tight.

The hostile scrutiny reminded him of Kabul. Soft-spoken people whose natural hospitality had been cauterized. Wayne seated himself and waited. There might not be bullet holes in the walls. But the feeling was the same. Equal mix of helpless anger and outright fear.

Wayne decided there was nothing to be gained by waiting. So he settled his hands upon the table and declared, “You were robbed.”

There was a quiet intake of breath. A hospital kind of sound. Folks fearing the worst and getting what they’d expected.

An old man said, “What?”

“Robbed, Harry.”

“He said that?”

“Yes, Harry. Now turn up your earpiece. I’m not shouting at you for the rest of this meeting.”

Holly Reeves said, “The police sent in a detective. He claimed differently.”

“I can’t answer for them. But your books tell a pretty clear story, far as I’m concerned.”

Jerry said, “Explain it to us in words we can understand.”

Holly glanced Jerry’s way, but did not speak.

Wayne said, “The process was too systematic to be anything else. Sixteen months ago, you hired Zachary Dorsett as your accountant.”

A woman seated behind him made a spitting noise. “Evil. The moment I set eyes on him, I knew.”

A dozen people shushed her. Wayne continued, “He files your tax claims. Does the state and federal tax-exempt papers. Everything in order with both. Establishes his creds. Then he goes to work.”

The woman behind Wayne said, “Just open the door and let evil sweep in. What do you expect, mutton? A nice cup of borscht maybe?”

The old man with the hearing problem called out, “Who is that muttering?”

“Hilda.”

“Who?”

“Hilda!”

“Well, tell her to shut up! I’m trying to listen.”

Wayne went on, “Up to that point, your assets were spread pretty thin. It made sense to reduce the number of commissions you were paying, which I suppose was how he convinced you to let him accumulate everything into one pile.”

Jerry actually laughed out loud.

That gave Wayne reason enough to suppose, “Then he probably made a presentation to the whole group. Gave you a major song and dance about this great investment opportunity. I imagine he even had slides. Maybe a PowerPoint with music. Brought in a guy with fine teeth. The two of them ganged up on you and talked about some fabulous rate of return. Sign on the dotted line, wait six months, and everybody would be set up with new dentures and the latest Chevrolet.”

Holly asked weakly, “How did you know?”

“I didn’t,” Wayne replied. “Until now.”

“He actually promised us each a new Buick,” Foster corrected. “But otherwise you’ve got everything else down pretty solid.”

Holly waited until the chamber settled, then asked, “How much?”

“I won’t know for certain unless I get access to the individual accounts.”

“The community,” Holly said. “How much did we lose?”

“I don’t need a CPA degree to answer that one.” Foster snorted. “Everything down to the nails and the plywood, is how much. We’re stripped to the bone.”

Wayne decided there was no need to answer with anything more than a look. Holly’s somewhat green complexion said she already knew.

“Ask the man the question we brought him here for,” Foster said. “How long do we have?”

It was bad to be the hangman. Even when the noose was tightened by somebody else’s hand. Still it hurt to pull the handle. Wayne had never realized that more clearly than just then.

He said, “When I file this year’s accounts, your community will officially be in receivership. I’ve applied for an extension, so you have another three and a half weeks to come up with another source of funds. Otherwise …”

The words punctured the room’s air like a blade through a balloon. The old man’s querulous voice rose above the hushed muttering. “What’d he say?”

“We’re broke, Harry.”

“I knew that already. That skunk in a suit stole every penny. Where are we supposed to live, that’s what I want to know.”

Hilda’s voice broke slightly at that point. “He doesn’t know the answer to that any more than we do, Harry.”

“Then what good is he?”

The room filled with a wash of fractured talk. Holly and Foster’s heads came together at the conference table. From the row behind him came the sound of weeping. His sister swiftly went around to offer her well-trained comfort. Wayne rose from his chair and headed for the rear door. It wouldn’t be polite for an outsider to witness this private tragedy.

Two sets of eyes watched his progress. His sister’s friend was actually wearing blue that day, but looked too hot for the color.

The other was Victoria. Seated there at the table like she hadn’t played a vanishing act for the past three weeks. The only person in the room who was smiling.

Wayne pretended he didn’t notice either one. Held to his tight closed expression until he made the rear doors. Then he glanced back. Didn’t want to, but he couldn’t help himself. Almost like his head was drawn around of its own accord.

All but two heads in the room stayed together, talking and worried. For once, he did not mind the intensity of his sister’s friend. And Victoria still watched him. Still smiling.
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