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            LESS THAN 48 HOURS

          

        

      

    

    
      That's how long Florence W. Aldridge has to live. 

      

      Every event in a person's life is connected. The state of our lives, at any given time, is the sum of everything we have done and everywhere we have been. Our next decision determines, not merely where our lives end, but who we become along the way. How far can one lost woman go to redeem herself by the time the clock stops ticking? 

      

      These are the final moments of Florence W. Aldridge...
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        [Speak No Evil is] dangerously addicting.

        SHERRILYN KENYON #1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Crosby serves up suspense, secrets and Southern scandal like no one else!

        HARLAN COBEN #1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Well written, almost Southern Gothic type, romantic suspense with nonstop thrills, chills, and mystery.

        READER

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Crosby easily paints an eerie setting that on the outside seems beautiful, but lurking beneath the shadows is something sinister. Reminiscent of an old Hitchcock film, Crosby is able to give the reader the shadowy figure in the background, always close, but unseen by the hero and heroine.
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      Dear reader,

      

      This is not a short story. It is a vignette, a snippet of time, meant to be used as a companion to Speak No Evil and Tell No Lies. Although it is not meant to stand alone, this short piece does not contain spoilers, so it can be read in advance of the books.

      However, chances are, if you’re reading this, you’ve  already read Speak No Evil and Tell No Lies. If so, you’ve no doubt also read the first-person narratives at the beginning of each story, both told from the perspective of Florence Willodean Aldridge. I’ve been asked about these brief narratives many times, since they are told in an entirely different voice from the rest of the Oyster Point/Aldridge Sister books. Most of all, curious readers want to know more about the final moments leading up to Flo Aldridge’s death.

      Who was she? What were her motives for doing what she did? We know she was murdered, but what exactly happened to her that night?

      Read on to experience the final moments and last words of Florence W. Aldridge…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the Universe.”

        JOHN MUIR
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      4:35 p.m. Thursday, May 1, Magnolia Cemetery, Charleston, S.C

      The flowers are new.

      Babies’ breath and sun-bleached peach roses. Standing at attention in the lopsided urn, they’d not yet begun to wilt, despite the oppressive heat of the day. Florence W. Aldridge had not placed them there, but the sight of them tightened her throat as she bent to straighten the urn on her son’s tombstone.

      Halfway between Robert’s and Sam’s graves grew an old yucca plant. Its leaves shivered in the warm summer breeze. That, too, had been Sadie’s doing. According to an old Geechee tradition, yucca plants kept the spirits of the dead in their places, and knowing her dear friend, Sadie would have planted them here to keep Robert where he belonged—in the grave. While they’d rarely discussed it, she knew good and well that Sadie came here often—something Flo might have felt guilty over, except that by the time she’d come to terms with Sammy’s death, too many years had passed. Now, twenty-five years of grass and weeds had tangled over his grave. And Flo was numb and no longer knew how to return to the land of the living herself. Nevertheless, hoping for tears, she stared, unblinking, at her son’s grave.

      None came.

      She was dry as a bone.

      She inhaled the perfume of roses and exhaled. For all the feeling she had left, she might as well be buried there herself, and, if anyone were to ask, though she wouldn’t admit it, she was very nearly done here. Every day that passed, her daughters slipped further and further out of her reach…

      At least it was lovely here.

      The magnolia trees. The oaks. The smell of plough mud tinging the air…

      If you stood at the edge of the cemetery, overlooking the marsh, you could spy the new Cooper River Bridge in the distance, standing sentinel over the River. Truth to tell, despite the crumbling tombs and lichen-stained headstones that were all inevitable reminders of death, there was no more sublime a place on Earth to be, surrounded by swaying, swooning oaks, all draped with Spanish moss.

      The entire cemetery was surrounded by marshland, teeming with spartina grass—a good thing, Sadie would say, because the salt marsh kept the dead corralled, like sad souls mingling together at a macabre ball.

      In Geechee tradition, water was a boundary between the worlds of the living and the dead.

      The placement of Sam’s grave had been no mistake. Resting between his dead father and the plot reserved for Flo, his empty grave would mercifully separate her from Robert’s bones for the rest of eternity. In life, she couldn’t bear for him to touch her. In death, she could bear it little more.

      But Sam’s body wasn’t buried here. In reality, nothing bound her to this plot. There was no need to share this patch of earth in the shade of the humpbacked oak. Nothing at all dictated that she should be laid to rest with the remainder of her family. Her parents could keep Robert, for all she cared. After all, it was for her mother she’d married him anyway—to give The Tribune a champion, or so they had believed.

      The joke was on them; the sorry bastard never gave anyone anything but grief.

      Coming to the cemetery today was a bit of a trial, but here she was.

      According to her therapist, her refusal to visit Sam’s grave was a matter of denial, and she had insisted Flo’s “denial” of Sam’s death was somehow a gatekeeper to all her pent-up emotions. According to Dr. Braxton, it was the reason Flo couldn’t feel. It was also the reason her daughters remained estranged. Ultimately, it was also the reason she couldn’t seem to make the decision to stop ….

      Braxton was right.

      It was time to stop.

      The Tribune was bound to perish. Without a miracle, it would go under within the year. But how can I give life to the paper, when I have none of my own?

      A brisk wind nudged the hat she wore, as though to say, “move along now.”

      Nobody wore hats anymore—nobody but royals. But Flo recalled a time when it was impossible to walk through Charleston’s streets and not see men in suits, complete with suspenders, wearing those wide-brimmed straw hats. Alas, gone with all those gentleman’s hats were any semblance of manners.

      Like her car, Flo was a dinosaur living in the wrong age.

      But this was more than enough torture for one day. She was sweating like a whore in church, and she thought wryly that maybe she couldn’t cry because there was no moisture left in her body.

      Feeling crotchety, she made her way back to the car, trudging past all-too familiar graves.

      Some of the carvings in the softer headstones were barely legible anymore. On her way out, Flo passed the old receiving tomb—a Nineteenth Century holding for the dead. The words “Receiving Tomb” were prominently etched over the arched entrance, the curved letters eroded by time. After more than one hundred and fifty years, the building itself was crumbling and in disrepair. The sight of it gave Flo a shiver, and she imagined herself laid out on the altar inside, as men with baggy pants halfway down to their knees waited outside with shovels in their hands.

      Would her daughters stand there at her grave dabbing at wet eyes? Or would they, like their mother, stare ahead with half-glazed eyes?

      Disturbed by her thoughts, Flo’s heels sank into the soft muck as she cut across a patch of unoccupied earth. There was so little left these days. Most of the remaining plots belonged to families who could trace their lineage to a time when news of Sherman’s March sent women to bed with the vapors. The cemetery now held some thirty-five thousand bodies, including two thousand Confederate soldiers, five governors and four U.S. senators—one being Senator Robert Samuel Aldridge II, her lying, cheating, selfish husband.

      Nearing the car, Flo spied a dark sedan with tinted windows parked behind her on the access road. The car hadn’t been there when she arrived, and she didn’t recognize it, but why would she? It was a public cemetery, after all. As one of the oldest and most prestigious cemeteries in the city, it was heavily visited by tourists. And still, she peered around, looking to see where the occupant could have gone. It was after five and the office was closed.

      All throughout the cemetery, there wasn’t a soul to be found, and it gave her a moment’s pause. As lovely as Magnolia might be, it was a parcel of bones. As the sun continued to fall, dappled light through the canopy of oaks twisted shadows into ghosts. They were all around her now, dancing to Debussy while forgotten children with shadowed eyes and gaunt, little mummified faces stumbled underfoot.

      She didn’t know how Sadie could stand to visit here all by herself. She came often and never told a soul.

      Then again, Flo had told no one she was coming here this morning—largely, because she didn’t want anyone to know.

      Up in the trees, Spanish moss fluttered with the breeze. The spikes of Flo’s heels teetered between the cracks in the cobbled stone. Eerily quiet, but for the thick sounds of the marsh and the clicking of Flo’s heels, she spun about to see if someone was there … way back … hidden… amidst meandering paths that led through the ancient stones. But there was no one.

      And yet someone must be here.

      Somewhere.

      The car didn’t arrive here on its own.

      The wind hummed through the outstretched branches of gnarled, bent oaks, like wrinkled old grandmothers welcoming grandchildren into trembling arms. A tingle of unease raced down her spine as she quickly fished her keys out of her purse, placing the door key between her thumb and forefinger, prepared to slide it into the door, and wishing, not for the first time that she didn’t have such an aversion to selling her lovely, old dinosaur. Right about now, she would give anything for electric locks. And an air conditioner.

      Certainly Flo could afford a new car, but she stubbornly drove the lemon-yellow Town Car. Why? Because she could. And, also because it was one of the last of the full-sized editions before Lincoln shrank them back in ’80. The pristine, elongated torso had earned the lust of nearly every local auto collector, and Flo received bloated offers for the car at least twice every year. But it had no working air conditioner, and, for some reason, Flo hadn’t bothered to fix it. How much sense did that make, coming from a woman who loathed to sweat?
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