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TIT FOR TAT

“I’d really like to hear the reason you look so . . . flustered.”

“I don’t think,” Annie said, “that you could handle it.”

“I’m a big boy. Try me.”

“I was wondering what it would be like to go to bed with you.” She turned and sashayed past him and out the door. “Coming?” she called over her shoulder. This is somebody else in my body. This isn’t me saying these wild things. I never said anything remotely like that to a man before . . .

She turned to look. He had followed her.

“Sit!” he commanded. “I’ll be right back.”

Annie sat. She waited and waited. I scared him off. She stood up.

“I thought,” he said, returning, “I told you to sit.”

“I was sitting. Now I’m standing. What difference does it make? You tell dogs to sit, not people.” Annie sat.

“Now close your eyes.”

Annie closed her eyes.

It was the sweetest, the most demanding, the most wonderful kiss she’d ever received in her life . . .
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For my friend Helen Kraushaar.




CHAPTER ONE

Annie Clark opened the door to the old-fashioned drugstore. She loved the sound of the tinkling bell hanging from an ancient nail at the corner of the door. For one brief second she wondered if she could steal the little cluster of bells. No, better to tuck the sound into her memory bank.

How she loved this little store. She sniffed as she always did when she entered. The smell was always the same—Max Factor powder, Chantilly perfume, and the mouthwatering aroma of freshly brewed coffee from the counter tucked in between the displays of Dr. Scholl’s foot products and the Nature’s brand vitamins.

She’d worked here five days a week for the past six years. She knew every item on every shelf as well as the price. Thanks to Elmo Richardson’s mother’s recipe, she knew how to make and serve the best tuna salad in the world to the students of Boston University. On the days she served cinnamon coffee and the tuna on a croissant, the lines outside the store went around the block. Yes, she was going to miss this place.

As Annie made her way down the aisle, she cast a critical eye over the shelves. Who was going to take her place? Would they love Elmo and the store the way she had? She reached out to straighten a row of Colgate toothpaste boxes.

“Annie! What brings you here today?” the wizened pharmacist asked.

Annie smiled. “I guess I need my drugstore fix for the week. Did you find someone to take my place?”

“I found someone, but he can never take your place, Annie.” The pharmacist twinkled. He looked down at the bottle of aspirin in her hand and clucked his tongue. “You won’t be taking those tablets after tomorrow, will you?”

“I’ll probably be taking more. Just because I’m getting my master’s doesn’t mean my troubles will be over. I have to find a job and get on with the business of earning a living. One of these days, though, I’m going to start up my own business. You just wait and see. I’m going to miss you, Elmo. You’ve been more than kind to me all these years.”

“I don’t understand why you have to leave immediately. Don’t you think you’ve earned the right to sleep in for at least a week? What’s the harm in delaying your trip for a few days?”

“The rent is up next week. When I get to Charleston and find a place to live, I’ll sleep in for a few days. It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it, Elmo?”

“One of the prettiest I’ve seen in a long time. Good weather predicted for tomorrow, too. I’m closing the store to attend your graduation,” Elmo said gruffly.

“Really! You’re closing the store!”

“Yes, and the dean gave me a ticket for a seat in the first row.”

Annie walked behind the counter to hug the old man. “I don’t know what to say. My brother wrote to say he couldn’t make it. Mom doesn’t . . . what I mean is . . . oh, Elmo, thank you. I’ll be sure to look for you.”

“I’m taking you and Jane to dinner afterward. Won’t take no for an answer. I might even have a little gift for the two of you.” He twinkled again.

Annie laughed. “Don’t forget, you promised to write to me. Oh, oh, what’s that?” Annie asked, whirling around.

“Backfire. Dang bunch of kids racing their motors is what it is,” Elmo grumbled.

Annie pocketed her change. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Elmo.”

“You bet your boots you’ll be seeing me. Go on now. I know this is your sentimental walk before it all comes to an end. Walk slow and savor it all.”

Tears welled in Annie’s eyes. “I will, Elmo.”

“Git now, before you have me blubbering all over this white coat of mine.”

“Did I ever tell you that you’ve been like a father to me, Elmo?”

“A million times. Did I ever tell you you were like a daughter to me, Annie?”

“At least a million times,” Annie said in a choked voice.

“Then git!”

Annie fled the store, tears rolling down her cheeks.

She rounded the corner, walked two blocks, sniffling as she went along, before she cut across the campus parking lot. She was aware suddenly of running students, shrill whistles, and wailing police cars. She moved to the side to get out of the way of a careening police car, whose siren was so shrill she had to cover her ears. “What’s going on?” she gasped to a young girl standing next to her.

“The cops just shot someone. I think he’s dead.”

“Was it a student?” Annie crossed her fingers that it wasn’t someone she knew.

“I don’t know,” the girl said in a jittery-sounding voice.

Annie advanced a few steps to stand next to a police officer. “What happened, Officer?”

“Two guys robbed the Boston National Bank. One of them got away, and the other one was shot.”

“Oh.”

“Move along, miss, and be careful. Until we catch the other guy, don’t go anywhere alone and keep your doors locked.”

“Yes, yes, I will.”

Annie weaved her way among the rows of cars, passing her own Chevy Impala, the bucket of bolts that would hopefully get her to Charleston, South Carolina, the day after tomorrow. Parked right next to her car was Jane’s ancient Mustang. She took a moment to realize the windows were open in both cars. Neither she nor Jane ever locked their cars, hoping someone would steal them so they could collect on the insurance. It never happened. She shrugged as she eyed the array of cars. Beemers, shiny Mercedes convertibles, Corvettes, and sleek Buicks. All out of her league. Any car thief worth his salt would go for the Mercedes or the Beemers. She shrugged again as she made her way to the small apartment she’d shared with Jane for the past six years.

Annie opened the door to the apartment and immediately locked it.

“Oh, Annie, you’re home. Thank God, I was worried. I just heard on the radio that the bank was robbed. I have three hundred ninety-five dollars in that bank. What’s it mean? Is that what all the ruckus is about out there?”

“Yes. I was talking to one of the cops, and he said not to go anywhere alone and to keep our doors locked. One of the gunmen got away. My two hundred eighty dollars is in that bank, too. They’re covered by insurance, but I’m taking mine out first thing in the morning. How about you?”

“I think we should go now and do it.”

“We can’t. The bank is a crime scene now. Tomorrow it will be business as usual. I don’t think we have anything to worry about.”

Jane Abbott crunched her long, narrow face into a mask of worry as all the freckles on her face meshed together. Her curly red hair stood out like a flame bush as her paint-stained fingers frantically tried to control it. Annie handed her a rubber band. “I’d kill for curly hair,” Annie muttered.

“Not this hair you wouldn’t. I’ve been cursed. As soon as we get to Charleston, I’m getting it cut. We’re doing the right thing, aren’t we, Annie?”

“I think so. We promised ourselves a year to work part-time and to do whatever we wanted before we headed for the business world. It won’t be like we aren’t working. We proved we can live on practically nothing for the past six years. We can do it for one more year. You’re going to paint, and I’m going to serve coffee and tuna sandwiches in a hole in the wall. It is entirely possible we’ll become entrepreneurs. We agreed to do this, and we’re not switching up now.”

Always a worrier, Jane said, “What if our cars conk out?”

“That’s why we decided to take both of them and follow each other, remember? If that happens, we ditch one car and transfer our stuff to the other. It’s not like we have a lot of stuff, Jane. Clothes and books, that’s it. We can do this, I know we can. Guess what, Elmo is coming to our graduation and taking us to dinner. I didn’t tell him about the part-time thing or our hope to go into business. He’d just worry about us. He said he might even have a present for us. We’ll be just like everyone else who has someone to kiss and hug them when it’s all over. We’ll be friends forever, won’t we, Jane?”

“We lasted six years, so there’s no reason we can’t last sixty more. That will make us eighty-six, and at that point we probably won’t care if we’re friends or not.”

Annie laughed. “What’s for dinner, or are we going to grab a burger and fries?”

“I’m throwing everything in the fridge in one pot. Whatever it turns out to be is what we’re having for dinner. Everything’s ready for the new tenant. Sunday morning we’ll get up, strip the beds, and roll out of here as soon as it gets light. Do you want to pack up our cars tonight or wait till tomorrow night? Bear in mind that we’ll probably be drinking wine with Elmo tomorrow night. We’ll have hangovers Sunday morning. It’s your call, Annie.”

“We can do it after dinner. Instead of taking all our books, why don’t we sell them to the exchange? We can pick up a few dollars, and it will be less of a load on our springs and shocks. It will give us more room for your paintings. There’s no way you’re leaving those behind. Someday you are going to be famous and these first paintings of yours are going to be worth a fortune.”

“I love you, Anna Daisy Clark. You always make me feel good. We’re both going to be famous someday,” Jane said, hugging her friend. “I just hope it’s sooner than later.”

“We’ve worked like Trojans for six years. We held down jobs, and we’re graduating in the top ten percent of our class. I think that says something for both of us.”

“Don’t forget you helped your brother with your mother’s nursing-home bills. I’m sorry she can’t be here, Annie.”

A lump formed in Annie’s throat. “She’ll be here in spirit. I hope I make enough money someday so I can transfer her to one of those places that has rolling green lawns and lots and lots of flower beds. She still loves flowers and gardening. She has little pots of flowers on the windowsill of her room. Sometimes she forgets to take care of them. I’ll be able to visit her more often so that’s a plus.”

“We’ll both visit her. If I make more money than you, and that’s probably the joke of the year, I’ll help you with her care. I never knew my parents, so that will make me happy. Is it a deal, Annie?”

“It’s a deal,” Annie said solemnly. “You know what, Jane? I know there’s a pot of gold at the end of our rainbow. I just know it.”

“The eternal optimist!” Jane laughed. “Tell me, are there any red-blooded men at the end of that rainbow?”

“Of course. They’re going to sweep us off our feet and make us live happily ever after. Of course I don’t know exactly when that’s going to happen, but it will happen.” Annie caught the dish towel Jane threw at her as she made her way to the end of the hall and her bedroom.

In her room with the door closed, Annie allowed her eyes to fill with tears. Tomorrow would be the end of the long road she’d traveled these last six years. The optimism Jane saw was just a facade for her friend’s benefit. So many times she’d wanted to give up, to just get a job that paid decent money, to live in a place that didn’t crawl with bugs. She was tired of counting pennies, of eating mayonnaise sandwiches, macaroni and cheese, greasy hamburgers and drinking Kool-Aid because it was cheap. At times she resented the mind-boggling monthly sums of money she had to send for her mother’s care. Tom had a good job, but he also had three small kids and a demanding wife. He paid what he could. Tom didn’t have student loans the way she did. Tom ate steak and roast beef. She hadn’t had a steak in two years. How, she wondered, had she managed to survive all these years sleeping just a few hours each night, studying and working? If you persevere, you will prevail, she told herself. She’d done just that. One more day, and it would be the first day of the rest of her life. An adventure. And she was ready for it.

God, I’m tired.

 


 



Annie woke two hours later when Jane banged on her door, shouting, “Annie Daisy Clark, dinner is now being served!”

“Be right there.”

“This looks, uh ... interesting,” Annie said when she took her place at the table.

“Not only is it interesting, it’s delicious. If you don’t like the way it tastes, spread the rest of the grape jam over it. At least it will be sweet, and there isn’t any dessert. Let’s go get an ice-cream cone later. My treat.”

“I’d love an ice-cream cone. Shhh, the news is on. Maybe they caught the other guy. I don’t know why but that whole thing made me really nervous.” Annie’s eyes were glued to the small nine-inch television set perched on the kitchen counter.

“Wow! They caught him! Like he really doesn’t know where the money is. Do you believe that, Annie?”

“I don’t know. There were cops everywhere. They didn’t say who was carrying the money, the one they caught or the one that got shot. The campus security team is helping the police so they have a lot of manpower. They’ll find it. By tomorrow the money will be safely back in the bank vault. We’ll go to the drive-through and close our accounts at eight o’clock when the bank opens. You did good, Jane, this was a decent dinner. I never want to eat macaroni and cheese again as long as I live. You cooked, I’ll clean up.”

“Do you want to pack up the cars before we go for ice cream or after?”

“Let’s do it first. We’ll get it out of the way, and we can take a last walk around the campus. It’s a beautiful spring night.”

“Then that’s exactly what we’ll do. What did we decide about the books?”

“I called the Book Exchange and someone is coming over to pick them up at nine-thirty. We’ll get two hundred and ten dollars. We can stay in a cheap motel one night and not have to worry about making the trip all in one day. How does that sound?”

“Perfect.”

“Okay, while you’re doing the dishes, I’ll go get my car. I can drive yours over, too, if you want me to?”

“That’s okay. There are only a few dishes. It’s going to take you longer to load your car since you have all those paintings. We’ll both finish up at the same time.”

 


 



An hour later, Annie carried her last suitcase down to the car. Her small carryall with her cosmetics, along with her laundry bag with the bed linens, would be the last thing to go in the car Sunday morning.

“I have some extra room in the backseat if you need it, Jane.”

“Do you think you can fit my small easel in there? If you can take it, I’ll be able to see out of the rearview mirror.”

“Hand it over,” Annie said.

“Okay, I’ll meet you in the parking lot.”

Annie opened the door to shove the easel between the front-passenger seat and the backseat. When the leg of the easel refused to budge, she shoved it with her shoulder. She looked down to see if her old running shoes were in the way. They were, but it was the canvas bag with the black lettering that made her light-headed. Boston National Bank. She swayed dizzily as she lifted the leg of the easel to move it behind the driver’s seat. The moment her vision cleared, she rolled up the windows and slammed the car door shut. Another wave of dizziness overcame her as she held on to the door handle for support. When the second wave of dizziness passed, Annie raced into the apartment, where she ran for the bathroom and lost her dinner. She stayed there so long she knew Jane would come looking for her.

Five hundred thousand dollars, the news anchor had said. Two hundred thousand of the five in bearer bonds. Untraceable bearer bonds. In her car. Call the police. Turn it in, her brain shrieked over and over. The pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. If she didn’t turn it in she could move her mother to a nursing home with rolling green hills and flower beds. She could help her brother Tom. She could set Jane up in a little studio. Call the police. Turn in the money.

Annie walked out of the apartment in slow motion, her brain whirling in circles as she contemplated the contents of her car. The bank robber must have thrown it through her open car window when he was running from the police. Surely they searched the area. Would they come back and do a more thorough search? Should she cover it up? Should she pretend she hadn’t seen it? What should she do? The pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. Her pot of gold. The news anchor had said the money was in small bills. It wouldn’t be traceable. Her battered gym bag found its way to her hands from the trunk of the car. She tossed it on top of the money bag. No, no, that won’t work. If the police do a second search, they might see it in my car and realize that I covered up the money bag. Better to move the gym bag and running shoes to the other side and just toss the easel on top of the money bag. It’s dusk. I’ll say I didn’t look inside. I’ll say I just put the easel in and didn’t look. How many people look at the floor of the car? I never do. Most people don’t. The pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. No one will ever know, not even Jane. I won’t tell a soul. Call the police. Turn in the money. I can make Mom’s days happier. Tom will be able to spend more time with his wife and kids. Jane needs a chance. Do it. Make a decision. Keep the money or give it back. Keep it or give it back. Yes. No. Call the police. Turn in the money. Decide now before it’s too late. Decidedecidedecide. I’m keeping it. No, I’m not. I’m giving it back.

“Annie. What’s wrong? I waited and waited. Then I got scared and decided to come back,” Jane said breathlessly. “You look funny. Is something wrong?”

“Kind of. I lost my dinner. I feel kind of wobbly.” It was the truth.

“It could be the excitement. I didn’t get sick, so it wasn’t the food. Stress will do it every time. Do you want to forgo the ice cream and the walk around the campus?”

“No, let’s do it. Maybe the ice cream will help. You’re probably right, it’s stress. I thought it was going to be so easy to walk away from here. We will miss this place.” Good God, was this trembly voice hers?

“Any trouble with the easel?”

“No. Actually, there’s room to spare. All I have left to put in the backseat is the bedding and my carryall. How about you?”

“I’m crammed to the ceiling but that’s okay. Boy, the cops are everywhere. They’re checking all the cars on campus. They even went through mine.”

“No kidding.” Annie thought her heart was going to leap right out of her chest.

“If you don’t want them going through all your stuff, leave your car parked here on the street. Just lock it.”

“Okay, that sounds good. I probably wouldn’t be able to wedge everything in again the way I did the first time.”

“Tell me about it. That’s what took me so long getting back here. The cop was really nice, though. He said they think there was a third guy, and the one who got shot passed the money to him. Guess it makes sense.”

“They didn’t say anything about a third man on television.”

“It’s a theory. If the guy just tossed it, don’t you think the cops would have found it by now?”

“Maybe someone found it and kept it,” Annie said.

“Are you kidding, Annie? That’s a federal rap. No one in their right mind would do something like that. You always get caught in the end.”

“Not always. If there was a third person he could be out of the state by now. If he took a plane, he could be in California. All he has to do is walk across the border. Think about it, Jane.”

“Better him than me. I wouldn’t want to live the rest of my life looking over my shoulder.”

“I agree with you. Are they going to search through the night?”

“I got the impression they’re just searching the routes the two guys took. They’re probably done by now. I saw a bunch of cop cars leaving as I was coming back to get you. Are you feeling any better?”

“A little. I hope I’m not coming down with something.”

“If you are, Elmo can give you something. We could stop by after we do our walk.”

“I’ll be fine. Tomorrow is our big day. I guess I just never thought it would get here,” Annie said, her voice cracking with the strain.

“Okay, what flavor do you want?”

“Rocky Road. I’m going to sit out here on the bench, okay?”

“Sure. Listen, we can sit here and eat the cones. We don’t have to do the walk if you aren’t up to it.”

“I feel better. It’s okay, Jane. Stop fussing.”

“If you say so.”

Annie almost jumped out of her skin when one of the campus police force sat down next to her. “Evening, Annie.”

“How are you, Kevin?” Annie asked quietly.

“Tired and hungry. I have to pull a second shift. You want my opinion, that money is long gone. The only thing that makes sense is the guy passed it to a third party. When you don’t catch the perp in three hours, it’s a lost cause. That’s just my opinion, mind you. What do you think?”

“I think I agree with you. Don’t they have any clues?”

“I shouldn’t be telling you this but no, not a one. They got the one guy in jail and he says he was just an innocent bystander that got sucked into this, and he doesn’t know anything about the first guy or the third guy. He’s sticking to his story, too. They don’t share much with us lowly campus police. There’s going to be hell to pay because the kid that was shot didn’t have any kind of weapon. His father is some Wall Street broker in New York. The other one’s father is old money in Boston. Money or not, they’ll make an example of the kid. Mark my word. They were best buddies from what I hear, so how could he not know what was going down? Why do rich kids rob banks? Guess I won’t be seeing you or Jane after tomorrow, eh?”

“That’s right. Sunday morning we’re leaving bright and early. It was nice knowing you, Kevin. You take care now. Wait, here comes Jane. I’m sure she’ll want to say good-bye.”

Annie listened as Jane made small talk with the campus officer. She licked at the dripping ice-cream cone, Kevin’s words ringing in her ears.

“Jane, what do you think about leaving right after graduation tomorrow instead of waiting until Sunday morning?” Annie asked.

“What about Elmo?”

“Elmo will understand. We could leave around one and drive for six or seven hours and stop somewhere for the night. We’ll treat ourselves to a nice steak house and finish up the trip Sunday. Monday morning we’ll start fresh on our new lives.”

“That’s fine with me. Are you sure you’re up to it?”

“I’m sure. Graduation will be over by twelve-thirty. Maybe we could do lunch with Elmo and still be on the road by two o’clock.”

“Whatever you want to do, Annie, is fine with me. We need to get back. The guy from the bookstore is supposed to come by at nine-thirty. We can walk some more after he leaves if you want.”

“Let’s see how we feel,” Annie said.

It was close to midnight when Annie closed her bedroom door. She thought about locking it, then wondered where that thought had come from. The word witness ricocheted around inside her head. There was always, somewhere, somehow, a witness to everything in life. How could this time be any different? Didn’t the police take photographs of the crime scenes? Of course they did. But, was the campus parking lot part of a crime scene? Would her car show up in some photograph with the license plate showing clear as day? Of course it would. Sooner or later they would track down her car through DMV. It wouldn’t matter what state she was in. If she could make it to South Carolina, as planned, trade in the car or junk it, hide the money, she would be okay. She was in the drugstore with Elmo when the robbery occurred. She was safe in that regard. She’d walked home. Kevin or one of his colleagues would be able to testify that her car was in the lot. Kevin checked the lot hourly to be sure every car parked had a university sticker on it. He constantly teased her about her bucket of bolts and all the rust on the chrome. Kevin would remember. Kevin knew she and Jane were leaving right after graduation. They’d even talked about it earlier in the week. Yes, lunch with Elmo was necessary. A quick lunch. She really wasn’t deviating from her plan.

I guess that means you’re planning on keeping the money, her conscience needled.

“I haven’t decided,” Annie muttered.

Sure you have. You already have it planned out. You need to think about what you’ll do if you get caught. Jail time isn’t pretty. You’d hate it. You can still call the police. You can turn the money in. Or, you could package it up and send it to them tomorrow morning. The post office is open half a day on Saturdays.

It’s my answer to a long list of prayers. Do you have any idea how much easier my life will be? I can pay it back at some point in time. It’s for now. Just temporary to get me over this awful hurdle in my life. I swear to God I’ll pay it back. With interest. I’m a business major. I know how that works. I can compute interest right down to the last penny. I’ve never lied, cheated, or stolen a thing in my life. I’ve worked harder than some men. I’ve always done what’s right. I never begrudged Tom his free education while I had to work for mine. I pray every night that Mom will get better. She won’t, but I pray anyway. I can make her life more bright, more cheerful. I can do so much with the money. I’m keeping it!

Someday you’re going to regret it.

Someday isn’t here. This is today and today I won’t regret it. I won’t regret it tomorrow or the day after tomorrow, so be quiet and leave me alone. I need to think.

What’s Jane going to say when she finds out?

Jane isn’t going to find out. Tom isn’t going to find out and neither is my mother. Elmo will never know. Those four people are the only people in this whole world that are important to me. The only way they could ever find out is if I tell them. I didn’t even. open the damn bag. For all I know it could be stuffed with paper. The police and the media could be mistaken about the amount of money.

What about the boy’s parents? They have money. They’ll hire detectives and detectives sniff around and detectives are like dogs with bones. Their bonuses depend on results. They’ll love someone like you. Give it back!

No!

Yes!

Annie bounded off the bed to drag the small slipper chair to the window. She withdrew her diary, one of many she had accumulated over the years. She never went to sleep without writing at least one line about what happened during the day. Someday, when she was old and gray and sitting in a rocker, she would show them to her children and grandchildren. For the zillionth time she wished her own mother had done the same thing.

Annie wrote carefully, composing the words in her mind first so she could fit them into the three lines afforded this date. I saw my own personal rainbow today. It’s so strange that I was the recipient of this rainbow and no one else. I view it as a personal message that life will be whatever Jane and I choose to make it as we prepare to start our new lives with all our schooling behind us.

“If anyone reads this, they won’t know what I’m talking about,” Annie muttered.

She didn’t bother to get ready for bed. She knew there would be no sleep for her this night and probably for many nights to come. Instead, she sat on the small tufted chair and watched her car all through the night.

 


 



“It was a wonderful lunch, Elmo. Thank you so much. I’m really going to miss you.”

“Me too,” Jane said in a choked voice. “Promise you’ll come to visit.”

The old man nodded solemnly. “Maybe in August when I close the store. Things are slow right before the new crop of students arrive. You can call me from time to time, and letters will be welcome. I do love to get letters.”

“At least one a week,” Annie promised.

“I have a little going-away present for both of you,” Elmo said, withdrawing two white envelopes from his inside breast pocket. “Open them.”

Both women opened the small envelopes and gasped. “Elmo, this is outrageous. I can’t accept this. A thousand dollars is a fortune. No, no, you have to take this back.”

“Annie’s right, Elmo. This is beyond generous,” Jane said.

“Can’t. Won’t. It’s a gift. From my heart. It’s going to be hard for the two of you at first. You need rent money, gas money, jobs. Utilities don’t come free, you know. How long do you think those ancient vehicles are going to last you? All I want in return is for you to call and write. I don’t want to worry about you. Not another word. I have to be getting back to the store now. Call me collect when you arrive. I want your promise.”

Both women wrapped their arms around the pharmacist, hugging him until he cried for mercy. “You take care of your-. self, Elmo. Remember now, if we ever get married, you promised to give us away.”

“Won’t forget. Consider it an honor,” the old man snapped, his voice gruff and choked. “You git going now before traffic starts building up on the highway.”

“My God, Annie, do you believe this?” Jane asked, waving the check in her hand under her friend’s nose.

“I love that old man, Jane,” Annie said tearfully. “Let’s make the trip all in one day. I’m so wired I won’t be able to sleep. We can drive through the night and arrive by morning. What do you say? Are you game?”

“Right now, Anna Daisy Clark, I feel like I could fly to South Carolina. Let’s hit the road. We will stop for coffee along the way, won’t we?”

“Yes. I guess we should just get in our cars and go,” Annie said.

“That’s a good plan, Annie. Let’s do it.”

Annie licked at her dry lips. “Yes, let’s do it.”




CHAPTER TWO

“Tell me again why you wanted to come to this wonderful, warm, sunny place,” Jane said as she leaned back in the booth, at the same time pushing her luncheon plate to the middle of the table. “God, I’m tired. You look exhausted, Annie. Both of us need to sleep around the clock.”

Annie sighed, a sound that could be heard clear across the room. She lit a stale cigarette, something she rarely did because she couldn’t afford to smoke. “My parents used to bring Tom and me here every summer. I remember how happy I was when I got here. My steps were lighter, my face hurt from smiling so much. I clearly remember the early-evening smell of confederate jasmine and sweet olive. I swear, Jane, the scent used to stop me dead in my tracks. My mother always said she wanted to bottle the smell so she would have it nearby once we got back to Tennessee. They call this the low country, and I swear it has a way of creeping into your sleep until even your waking dreams are filled with its spirit and you find yourself in a longing state. I always said I was going to come here and live someday. Now, I’m here. I hope you’re going to love it here as much as I do.”

“I love it already. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a glorious array of flowers. What did you say that purple hanging stuff is?”

“Wisteria. The big bushes are azaleas and the flowering trees are dogwood. The sweet olive trees are the ones with the little yellow buds. That was a good lunch, Jane.”

“We need to move, Annie, or I’m going to fall asleep. First stop, the bank, so we can open an account. It’s going to take at least five days for Elmo’s check to clear.”

“You’re right. Thank God we have our apartment. I can’t wait to see it. The landlady said she would have it all ready. All we have to do is put the sheets on the beds and buy some groceries. We have a roof over our heads for a month.”

Her eyelids drooping, Jane said, “Is our game plan the same? We get part-time jobs as waitresses while we look for a vacant shop to open our own business. In the meantime we send out resumes by the dozen in the hopes someone will snap us up to add to their payroll or are we going to forget about that for the time being?”

Annie crawled out of the booth. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this tired. Let’s use the Broad Street Bank for now. Later on we can change if we want to. For now it will fit our needs. All the other stuff we’ll just play by ear. I’m too tired to think.”

It was two-thirty when Annie parked the Impala next to Jane’s Mustang. “Here we are, one-thirty Logan Street. Apartment Seven. The key is under the flowerpot. I’m just carrying in my bedding. We can unpack the car later.”

“I’m with you,” Jane said, hauling the canvas laundry bag from the backseat of her car. “Be sure to lock the doors,” she called over her shoulder.

Annie drew in her breath when she opened the back door of the Impala. For one heart-stopping moment she wished the money bag would be gone. She felt faint when she saw it nestled next to one of her running shoes. Surely it was okay to cover it up now. No one had followed them, no one had seemed the least bit suspicious. Maybe she should just throw the bank bag into her laundry bag.

The moment you do that, you become a thief. A criminal. It’s premeditated something or other, she told herself.

I have to move it sometime. The sooner the better. I’m keeping it.

“What are you doing, Annie? I want us both to see our new home at the same moment. Did you lose something?”

“I’m looking for my other running shoe. I found it!” she called as she stuffed the bank bag down deep into her laundry bag. She swore it weighed a thousand pounds as she made her way up the walkway that led to Apartment 7. Guilt was always heavy.

“Okay, open the door, Jane.”

“It’s not bad,” Jane said, looking around. “Actually, it reminds me of the apartment in Boston. It’s clean, too. Kitchen is small. Bedrooms are a good size. We can live here comfortably, Annie. I can spruce it up once we get settled.”

“The rent is good, it’s a quiet little street. I like it that we’re close to King Street. That’s where all the shops are. We might even be able to get around on foot if our cars give out. Which bedroom do you want?”

“I’ll take the one without the wallpaper. Cabbage roses make me dizzy. I’m going to say good night, Annie.”

“There’s a grocery store on Rutledge. First one up buys the groceries. I expect we’ll sleep until tomorrow. Night, Jane.”

Annie closed the door. She felt a surge of panic when she saw there was no lock on it. Maybe that was good. The bank bag went under the bed in the blink of an eye. Sooner or later she was going to have to open it. “Later rather than sooner,” she mumbled as she whipped out sheets and a light summer blanket. Ten minutes later she was sound asleep.

Annie woke thirteen hours later to the smell of coffee and frying bacon. She realized she was ravenous. “Guess you got up first, huh?” she said, shuffling into the kitchen.

“Sure did. The shower leaves a lot to be desired, but the water was hot. I got everything at this neat little store. We need to find a real grocery store. That one was expensive.”

“What time is it?”

“It’s eleven o’clock. If you don’t dilly-dally, we can be out of here by one. By the way, the phone is hooked up. Do we have anyone to call?”

“Not a soul. This is so good, Jane. Why is it I eat three eggs every morning and you only eat one?”

“Because I am a one-egg person. Maybe someday I will eat three. There’s a first time for everything.”

Annie felt her heart thump in her chest. It was true, there was a first time for everything. Every criminal did something wrong for the first time. The word criminal drained the color from her face.

“You look kind of peaked, Annie. Are you sure you’re feeling okay?”

“I’m fine. Maybe I got too much sleep. You know, everything is so new and yet not new if you know what I mean. It was a great breakfast. Do you mind cleaning up?”

“No. Take as long as you need.”

Annie bolted for her room. On her hands and knees, she dragged the money bag out to the middle of the floor. Her hands trembling, she undid the metal clasp and dumped the contents on the floor. Loose bills of every denomination, slender packets of bills, and the crinkly bearer bonds littered the floor. She scooped it all into a pillowcase and stuffed it back into the laundry bag. At some point she was going to have to burn the bag and toss the clasp into the ocean just on the off chance that the clasps on the money bags were identical to the bank’s logo or crest. At the last second, she pulled out two hundred dollars in twenty-dollar bills. She would need deposit monies at some point. Better not to keep going into the bag.

Anna Daisy Clark, you are now a bona fide criminal. A thief of the first order. If you get caught, you will go to jail. I’m not going to get caught. This is for now. I’m going to pay it back as soon as possible. I’m not just saying that. I will pay it back. I promise.

That’s what every thief in the world says when they find themselves behind bars, her conscience needled.

Annie ignored the voice inside her head as she stepped into the shower. Glorious, hot, steaming water pelted her naked body. She washed her hair twice and lathered her body three times before she was ready to leave the little cubicle.

She towel-dried her hair, having no idea where her blow-dryer was. She thanked God again as she always did for her wash-and-wear hair. Dressed in wrinkled chinos, worn sandals, and a tank top, she stood back to survey herself in the blurry mirror. For today it would do.

The diary was in her hands almost before she knew it. She wrote quickly, wanting her small confession condensed in as few words as possible. We arrived in Charleston yesterday and slept for thirteen hours. All is secure.

Annie closed the diary with a loud snap. The two hundred dollars went into the pocket of her chinos.

“Where to?” Jane asked.

Annie rummaged in her purse for the small notebook she was never without. “I thought we would apply for jobs at Hyman’s first. Then we can check out this list of available storefronts the Chamber of Commerce sent me. I don’t have a clear memory of the places on the list. We stopped coming here when I was around fourteen or so, and I’m sure things have changed. There’s a map, though, so we’ll be able to get around easily.”

At three-thirty, both women had the promise of temporary part-time waitressing jobs. “Eight hours a week if the tips are good is okay,” Annie assured Jane. “It will get us over the hurdle if we can’t find a location to open a business. This one on George Street looks pretty good. It’s smack-dab in the middle of the Charleston campus and will draw students. Bishop England High School is close, so that’s a plus. Let’s go there first and see what we can work up if anything. According to this map the building is between King and Phillips. Do you think we should call the broker first?”

Jane snorted. “Do you know who the broker is?”

“No. Okay, let’s go. It can’t be far. If it looks promising, we can call the broker from a phone booth.”

It was almost five-thirty when Annie pressed her nose up against the grimy storefront window. “It’s a dump, that’s for sure. Do you think it’s doable, Jane?”

“Doable as in Annie and Jane doing all the work. I don’t know, Annie. I need to see the inside. It’s big. For some reason I thought it would be, you know, little, kind of like a big walk-in closet. I saw a phone booth down the street. I’ll call. In the meantime, go into that store next to it and ask some questions. It looks like it’s been empty for a long time.”

Annie’s brain whirled as she moved along the wide front windows to rub at the grime. All things considered, it would be perfect for what she and Jane had in mind. There was even a counter.

“He’s coming right over,” Jane said. “What did you find out?”

“Nothing. The man was locking up. I didn’t want to bother him. If the rent is right, this might work, Jane. Look, there’s a counter. My end would be here, yours to the right. Once these windows are cleaned you’d have really good light. Coffee by Annie and paintings by Jane. I’m liking this more and more. Cross your fingers that the rent is something we can handle. Do you think that’s a cash register?”

“It looks like one to me. I guess this is Mr. Peabody coming toward us. He said his office was just a block away. He doesn’t look like a shark, does he?”

“All real-estate people are sharks. Stay alert. Go across the street and ask the music people how long this place has been empty.”

“Anna Clark, and you must be Mr. Peabody,” Annie said, holding out her hand. The Realtor’s hand was moist and clammy. Annie fought the urge to wipe her own hand on her chinos. Instead she jammed both her hands into her pockets.

Peabody was round like a melon. Even his face was round, with a goatee. He looked to Annie like a benevolent barracuda listing to the left. He removed his Panama hat with a flourish, revealing a shiny bald head that was wet with sweat. A massive ring of keys appeared in his hands. She watched as he fit key after key into the lock until finally he found the right one.

“Wonderful location. Right in the heart of things. You couldn’t want anything better. A little paint will work wonders. The other shopkeepers are just wonderful people. Neighborly, if you know what I mean. They help one another. You ladies aren’t from around here, are you?”

“You mean are we Yankees? Actually, Mr. Peabody, I am Anna Clark, and my friend is Jane. That’s who we are.”

“Lord love a duck. You young women today say the goldangest things.”

Jane returned to the shop holding up two fingers and then whacked the first finger at the second knuckle, meaning the store had been empty for two and a half years. Annie’s brain buzzed.

“How much is the rent, Mr. Peabody?” she asked.

“Seven hundred and fifty dollars.”

Annie laughed. Jane joined in. Annie’s brain continued to buzz as she tried to calculate rent for two and a half years. Somewhere in the neighborhood of $23,000.

Peabody’s voice was unctuous sounding. “Does the amount offend you ladies?”

Annie squared her shoulders. She was a business major. She should be able to handle this in a mature, professional manner. “Let’s cut the bullshit, Mr. Peabody. This store has been empty for two and a half years. At the price you quoted, you lost approximately twenty-three thousand dollars. My friend and I are willing to pay three hundred a month providing you do certain things. Mainly clean up this dump and take out all this trash. A paint job goes with the deal. We’re willing to sign a three-year lease and a renewal at the end of three years with a fifty-dollar increase. It won’t do to haggle. It’s all we can afford, so it’s a take-it-or-leave-it offer.”

Peabody mopped at his glistening bald head. “I need to think about this.”

“So think,” Annie said smartly. “When we walk out of here the deal is off the table. Don’t think about asking us for a security deposit because we can’t afford it. However, we can possibly work out something where we could pay something every month toward a month’s rent as security. Tell me, does the plumbing work in the bathroom and the sink behind the counter. If it doesn’t, it will have to be fixed. What was in this store before?”

“Homemade candies, crafts, gifts, that sort of thing. The Hobart ladies were here for eighteen years before they closed up.”

“Do you really expect me to believe the Hobart ladies paid you seven hundred and fifty dollars a month selling homemade candies, Mr. Peabody?” Annie asked, her voice ringing with disdain.

“My memory could be off a little. I’m not as young as I used to be,” Peabody said. His handkerchief was soaking wet.

“Does that mean we have a deal?”

Peabody hedged. “When would you want to take possession?”

“The minute this dump passes inspection. Electric, plumbing, paint job, trash removal. The cash register stays, as does the counter and those two round tables and chairs.”

“Now, I don’t know about that, Miss Clark.”

Annie was in the man’s face a moment later. “What don’t you know, Mr. Peabody? That has to be part of the deal. It’s after six, Mr. Peabody, and we’ve had a very long day. I’d like a handshake agreement until we can have a lawyer draw up a lease we’re all happy with. What’s it going to be?”

“Well, all right. I know I’m going to regret this at some point, but it’s a deal. There’s a young lawyer in town, Robert Rose, who can handle the lease. I’ve never used his services so we’ll be neutral in that respect. If we’re both agreeable, I don’t see the need to engage two attorneys.”

“That’s fine with us. I’ll call for an appointment. We’ll split the fee and tell him we don’t consider it a conflict of interest for him to represent both of us. If we can, we can set it up for tomorrow or the day after. In the meantime, I’d like to leave a deposit of two hundred dollars. In cash. It shows our good faith.”

“Certainly, certainly. What are you ladies going to be doing here? I guess I should have asked earlier.”

“Coffee,” Annie said, counting out the two hundred dollars from her pocket. She pretended not to see the surprise on Jane’s face. She shot her a warning look that said I’ll explain later.

“When do you think the repairs will be done, Mr. Peabody?”

“By the end of the week. You’ll have the weekend to set things up the way you want them. I don’t like that part about the extended lease after three years,” Peabody fretted.

Annie snatched the money back from his hand. Peabody grabbed for it saying, “I just said I didn’t like it. I didn’t say I wouldn’t go along with it.”

“You need to write that down on the back of the receipt,” Annie said coldly. “I don’t want this coming back to slap me in the face later on.”

“You certainly do drive a hard bargain. You’ve got to be a Yankee.”

“Mr. Peabody, I am Anna Clark. Let’s put that to rest right now.”

Peabody sucked in his fat cheeks. “It’s resting.”

Annie held out her hand. Peabody hesitated a moment before reaching for it. Annie squeezed hard. Jane did the same thing, smiling all the while.

“The key, Mr. Peabody. Jane and I want to walk around, take measurements, that kind of thing. I think two hundred dollars is sufficient for the key. We’ll lock up when we leave. I’m sure you have an extra, don’t you?”

“Yes, yes, of course. It’s someplace back in the office. I’ll say good night then, ladies.”

Annie and Jane whooped their joy the moment the door closed and Peabody was across the street.

“Lord, girl, I didn’t know you had it in you!” Jane said. “This dump is worth at least four hundred dollars.”

“Time will tell. It’s ours, and that’s all that matters. I know you’re dying to know where I got that two hundred dollars. You aren’t going to believe this. It was in my gym bag. Remember when we were saving for that television we were going to put in the living room? We finally gave up on the idea. I guess both of us just forgot about it. Good thing I found it, huh?”

Not only are you a crook, a thief and a criminal but you’re a liar as well. You just lied to your best friend. See how easy it is to go off the straight and narrow?

Annie gave herself a mental shrug, her breath exploding in a hissing sound. Yes, damn it, I am all those things but I’m not going to think about it now. I am going to pay it back, every single cent plus interest. Absolutely I am going to do that. Her shoulders felt incredibly heavy as she followed Jane around the spacious shop. The word felon found its way into her head just as Jane said, “Take a good look at this counter. It’s solid oak. Oak is such a beautiful wood. Why would someone paint it? Let’s strip and refinish it, Jane.”

“Sure, but we can’t do that until all the dust settles. The floor has to be sanded. Damn, we didn’t put that on the list for Peabody. Maybe for the time being we can just wash it real good and put some kind of wax on it. Or hire someone to clean it, buff it, and polish it with that shiny stuff they use today. It’s heart of pine and durable as hell. The boards are even, no sagging anywhere. Let’s not spend any money we don’t have to spend. Do you think it’s possible to rent a sewing machine around here, Annie?”

“That’s why they have Yellow Pages. I would think so. Why?”

“Take a look at those windows. They’re just crying for something cheerful. I could make them. If we can fit some material into our budget, I can buy some great fabric and some sailcloth to make an awning for over the front door. There’s something quaint and homey about an awning. Don’t ask me what it is, it just is. I could paint daisies and sunflowers all over it. White muslin for the curtains with the same hand-painted flowers. For some reason people just seem to home in on things like that. I can redo those two tables and cover the seats with the same muslin. I bet we could find a bench to put outside the door, too. Little things like that for eye appeal. We have to get them in the door.”

“We’re going to need a catchy name for this place,” Annie said, her shoulders lightening imperceptibly. “Something we can both relate to. Something that takes in my coffee and your painting. You can make the sign, can’t you?”

“Sure, and the chains are still hanging outside. I could make it in the form of a daisy or a sunflower, or how about a rainbow?”

Annie choked on her own saliva. Jane thumped her on the back. “You okay?”

“I just swallowed wrong. None of them sound professional. We need something with some zip to it. We’ll think of something tonight.”

“I’m really psyched about this, Annie. I’m disappointed, though. I thought you’d be just as excited. It’s not as though we haven’t talked about this for years.”

“I guess it’s the financial end of things that’s spooking me.”

“You!” Jane scoffed. “You’re the girl who makes things happen, the girl who knows how to squeeze a nickel eight different ways, the girl who can make a six-course dinner out of nothing and have it taste good. You!”

Annie laughed. “We’re going in three different directions. We agreed to waitress part-time. We’re sending out resumes for full-time jobs. Now this. I know it was part of our grand plan, but how are we going to do it all now? What if we don’t make a profit? Think about the bills.”

Jane planted her hands on her bony hips. “You’re starting to scare me, Annie. Look, we don’t have to waitress. We don’t have to send out resumes. We can tackle this and hope for the best. I’m for whatever will take that awful look off your face. This is supposed to be a happy time for us.”

“You know what, Jane, you are absolutely right. Let’s go home, unpack the cars, go out to dinner to that big steak we promised ourselves, and really talk this through. Look, if things start to get sticky, I can always ask Elmo for a loan. I’m sure he’d give it to us. I think it’s not having a cushion to fall back on in case things are lean for a while,” Annie said.

“We aren’t going to think about that. I like it when you’re being the eternal optimist and I’m the pessimist.”

Annie shivered. “Then that’s the way it’s going to be,” she said, linking her arm through Jane’s. “Come on, let’s lock up our shop and head home. We have a home now, you know.”

“Good idea,” Jane said.

 


 



On Monday, June 6, 1980, the Daisy Shop opened for business. There was no advance notice, no fanfare, and no publicity because the owners couldn’t afford it. No one was more surprised than the owners at the steady stream of customers. Jane said it was because of the daisy-patterned awning. Annie said it was Elmo’s mother’s tuna fish sandwiches that were served from twelve to one.

By four o’clock, they had gone through ten pounds of coffee and 150 tuna sandwiches. By four-thirty they had to tell disappointed customers they had to close to restock. The groans and moans were music to their ears.

In the small storage room at the back of the shop, the two women danced and twirled in glee. “Do you think it will be like this every day, Jane?”

“God, I hope so. I sold, are you ready for this, eighty-five hand-painted postcards of this shop at three bucks a pop. Annie, that is two hundred forty-nine dollars. I know that isn’t going to happen every day, but tourists will still come in. If I sell twenty or twenty-five a day it will keep me in paints and cards. I sold two eight-by-tens for forty dollars each. We covered half the rent with just that alone. God, you were so right. This is going to work. The students loved it. How many requests did you have for espresso and latte?”

“I lost track. I never thought the tuna would go over like it did. We have to call Elmo tonight and tell him. He’ll be so tickled. It’s all so wonderful, Jane. Everything is so fresh, so clean and pretty. You want to bet tomorrow jams.”

“Does that mean we’re going to be making tuna all night?”

“It means we have to go to Harris Teeter for coffee—vanilla, hazelnut, and cinnamon. Twenty pounds, Jane! Say it out loud!”

“Twenty pounds!” Jane giggled. “I can’t wait to count the money.”

“We’re going to need a supplier. We can’t keep running to the supermarket and paying full price. That eats into our profits. Elmo can tell us how to go about all that. We need to buy wholesale. You should think about that for your supplies, too, Jane.”

“Oh, I will. I think God smiled on us today, Annie.”

Annie’s exuberance died at Jane’s words. She turned away so Jane wouldn’t see her miserable face.

“Phone’s ringing, Annie. You’re the closest.”

Annie picked up the phone. “Tom! Oh, Tom, wait till I tell you! We sold out. We actually had to close up shop. You did call to congratulate me, didn’t you? What’s wrong?” Annie listened, her eyes filling with tears. “That can’t be, Tom. The place was clean. We both checked it out. There was ample help. Mom wouldn’t ... there are no animals there. Is the doctor sure? Oh, God! Tom, I’m living in a tiny two-bedroom apartment. I can’t take care of her. I would if I could. Couldn’t you convert your garage until I have this place up and running? You could make two nice rooms for Mom and Social Services would send someone to watch her. I can’t do it all, Tom. I just can’t. Look, I worked three part-time jobs, put myself through school, while all that was handed to you. Maybe you need to think about that. I, personally, don’t give a good rat’s ass what Mona wants, Tom. It’s just for a little while until I can get things together. I’ll take care of Mom then. Can’t you at least meet me halfway?” Annie blinked when she heard the sound of the dial tone. She felt sick to her stomach at what she was about to do. With her finger on the bar so Jane couldn’t hear the dial tone she said, “How much money and how soon can you send it? That much? Fine, Tom. Okay, I’ll call the nursing home and the doctor. I’ll find a nice place for Mom here. Of course I’ll pay my share. So I’ll have to moonlight if I need to. I’ve done it before. Fine, fine, I’ll let you know.”

“What is it, Annie? What happened?” Jane asked, putting her arms around her friend. Just then, the shop bell rang, but neither woman noticed.

“Tom said ... what he said was . . . what the doctor told him was Mom got bitten. On both her legs. The doctor said it was from a ... raccoon. She wasn’t the only one either. Mom said it was a kitten. She would think that in her condition. They’re going to keep her in the hospital for a few days, then send her back to the nursing home. I just don’t understand. It was clean, well maintained, a good staff. The food looked appetizing. Mom seemed to like it. It wasn’t the prettiest place in the world, but it was the best we could do at the time. Tom wants me to bring Mom here. He even gave me the name of a place that sounds wonderful. He’s going to send some money. He didn’t say how much, though.” Annie burst into tears.

“Now what am I supposed to do?” Annie wailed.

“I’ll tell you what you’re going to do, young lady. You’re going to pull up your socks and do what you’re supposed to do. Go get your mother and bring her here.”

“Elmo! What are you doing here?” Annie and Jane squealed in unison.

“Came for the grand opening! Damn plane got stuck in Roanoke and had to wait for six hours. Could have walked here in that time. Blow your nose. I hate a sniffling woman.”

“Did you close the store?”

“Hell no, I didn’t close the store. I sold the damn thing.”

“You sold the drugstore?” Jane and Annie said in amazement. “You love that store. You said you would never sell it.”

“I did say that. I happen to love you girls more. I missed you. Got twice as much as the store was worth, too. I’m moving here to keep my eye on you two. Seems like I arrived at just the right moment.”

“We were going to call you tonight, Elmo. Everyone liked your mother’s sandwiches. We sold out.”

“Knew you would. Let’s sit down here and palaver. My daddy used to say that. Never had the occasion to use that word until now. The way I see it is we’re faced with a crisis. I’m good in a crisis. Real good. I worked behind the counter at the store for years. Filled prescriptions, sold toothpaste, cleaned the place at the end of the day. I think I can serve coffee and sandwiches while you go for your mama. You look into that place your brother mentioned. If she don’t care for it, she can move in with me when I get my place. I’m just itching to spend that money I got from the sale of the store. Is this all getting through to you, Annie?”

“Yes. Elmo, Mom doesn’t know any of us. She lives in her own little world. She wanders off and can’t remember her name or where she belongs. She needs constant care. This is all so wonderful of you, but I can’t let you do it.”

“Don’t have much else to do now, do I?”

“Well . . . are you sure, Elmo?”

“Child, I am sure. I wouldn’t be here otherwise. I missed you two girls so much I couldn’t wait to make my plane reservation. I’m here. That says it all. I’m sleeping on your couch tonight until I can find my own place.”

Annie blew her nose again. “You’re right, Elmo, that says it all.”

“This is a classy little store. Not the best neighborhood, but maybe the rest of the shopkeepers will update a little. Good crowd today, eh?”

“Jane sold eighty-five hand-painted postcards and two eight-by-tens. She sat right there and painted them for the customers. They loved it. How are things back in Boston? Did they ever find the money those guys took off with?”

“No. They must have been in my store six or seven times. Insurance people, cops, detectives, lawyers, and even a private detective. Did they ever call you? When I told them you were talking to me and buying aspirin they asked for your address and phone number. Jane’s, too. Don’t know why. Told them all we heard was a backfire that turned out to be a gunshot. The trail is stone cold. They’re never going to find that money. The third guy is probably sunning himself on some South Sea island. Newspapers are saying the boy in jail is going to get twenty years. Pity.”

“Yes it is. You were right, Elmo, when you said open near a campus, and you won’t go wrong.”

“Maybe we need to think about expanding. This is a big state.”

“Elmo, I just opened. Today could be a fluke. Business will taper off in the summer when the students leave.”

“Summer school, tourists, regulars. Might see a slight dip, but it’s only two and a half months out of the year. My store was always down in summer but it evened out in the fall. You take the good with the bad and work with it. You don’t stock heavy during that time. We’ll work it out. You girls did real well. What’d it cost you?”

“Rent’s three hundred. It cost us seventy-five to get the floor in shape. It’s heart of pine. If we keep up with it, we should be able to save it, heavy traffic and all. Jane rented a sewing machine and made the awning and the curtains. She did the murals and painted the tables and chairs. That all came to a hundred. Ten bucks to rent the sewing machine. We stripped and varnished the counter ourselves. That was another twenty dollars. We’re leasing a refrigerator. We can’t cook here, so we’re just going to serve sandwiches and maybe brownies one day a week. It’s all we can handle. We do need to buy wholesale, though.”

“You certainly do. Do you think we could go out to dinner, ladies? I haven’t eaten all day, and my mouth is watering for some of those fat Southern shrimp I hear so much about. It will be my treat. We can talk about your mother and business over a nice glass of wine.”

“We accept, don’t we, Jane?”

“I love you, Elmo Richardson,” Jane said, wrapping her arms around the old man.

“Me too,” Annie said.

Everything was going to be just fine now. Or was it just wishful thinking on her part? A chill ran up Annie’s spine when she recalled Elmo’s words about all the people who had questioned him. Would those same people think it suspicious that he sold out right after the robbery and moved here to be with Jane and her? Probably. Elmo would put them in their place lickety-split. Thank you, God, for sending Elmo. I wish I knew why You’re being so good to me after what I did.

“Lock the door, Annie.”

“Okay. It does look pretty, doesn’t it?”

“Just like my postcards,” Jane laughed.

“And I have the two prettiest girls in town going out to dinner with me. Who could want more?” Elmo said.

Who indeed? Annie thought.
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