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“It’s worse when they come at night.”


It sounds like a line from a horror movie, but the woman who says those words to me wasn’t trying to be ominous or cryptic. If anything, she was very matter-of-fact, talking about the destructive forces that have, over the past few decades, maimed and murdered, stolen and smashed, the same way someone might tell a visitor not to try to turn left at that one light, or that the Walmart one town over is actually better.


Many of the people who make their living in St. Medard’s Bay are like this, so I shouldn’t have been surprised that Mrs. Beth-Anne Bailey, owner of the town’s largest souvenir shop, was so casual when asked about the four fatal hurricanes that have swept through this little jewel on Alabama’s Gulf Coast, starting with Hurricane Delphine on the Fourth of July, 1965, and ending—for now—with Hurricane Marie in 1984. The first storm killed Mrs. Bailey’s first husband, Dr. Linus Bailey. Marie killed her second, Charles, too, she tells me, before clarifying that he survived the winds and water but had a heart attack three days later while clearing fallen trees.


Natural disasters are like that, claiming lives in the aftermath, one final jump scare.


A monster that never really dies.


Inside Mrs. Bailey’s shop, the air-conditioning is blasting, and Jimmy Buffett plays over the speakers. The smell of cheap plastic from the stack of inflated floats and inner tubes that sit in the front window is almost overwhelming, and I watch a family of four flip through a rack of T-shirts, the sunburned dad guffawing as he holds up one that reads ST. MEDARD’S BAY BLEW ME AWAY! and features a cartoon of a big-busted blond trying to hold on to her bikini top, her eyes wide, her hair horizontal in imagined winds.


Hurricanes have claimed the lives of nearly a hundred people in this town, so the joke seems pitch-black to me, and that must show on my face because Mrs. Bailey shrugs and says, “Is what it is.”


The tourists don’t buy the shirt in the end, leaving the store with some colorful towels, a few beach toys, and a bright green bottle of aloe vera gel, and once they’re gone, I ask Mrs. Bailey again about the storms, the ones that come at night.


“Is it worse because it’s dark?” I ask. “You can’t see what’s going on?”


That makes her laugh. “Baby, trust me, noon, midnight, don’t matter. I’ve been in both. When one of those things hits, you can’t see shit no matter the time of day. No, it’s worse because of the waiting. All day, you’re boarding up windows, and you’re filling bathtubs with water, and you’re checking to make sure you have enough gas for the generator, and it’s almost like . . . it’s like you’re getting ready for company, you know? Like when your family is coming down for Thanksgiving or Christmas and you gotta get things shipshape.”


She pauses, her green eyes far away for a second, and I know she must be thinking of all the times she’s made those preparations. “And it’s worse because you start hoping, you know? ‘Maybe it’ll turn, maybe I can just go to bed, and when I wake up, I’ll see the whole dang thing decided it wanted to check out Mississippi instead. Or went right back out into the ocean where it belongs.’”


Mrs. Bailey shakes her head, sighing as she adjusts a perfectly straight display of postcards showing off St. Medard’s Bay’s sugar-white sands and clear green water. Looking at the picture, I find it hard to believe water that beautiful, that calm, can wreak so much horror.


“Tornadoes are nasty,” she says. “And I ain’t never been in one, but I reckon earthquakes are just as bad. But those just happen. Oh, I know they got warnings and scientists for those things, but hurricanes? They’re different. They make you wait. They make you . . .”


“Dread?” I supply, and she nods.


“That’s it. They play with you. And they take this thing you love—the water you swim in, take your babies to play in, drink beer looking out at. The wind that you smell and go, ‘Shoot, how’d I get so lucky to live at the beach?’ Wind that feels so good in your hair when you’re driving with the windows down. Hurricanes turn all that into the thing that blows off your roof, sucks away your photo albums and your wedding dress and your grandmamma’s china and sometimes your grandmamma herself. Killing you with the things you love? The things that made you feel so blessed to live here in the first place? Tell me that don’t feel evil.”


The obvious question arises, so I ask it.


“Why not leave, then?”


Beth-Anne Bailey does not suffer fools, and the look she gives me now tells me she definitely thinks I am one.


“Because this is home, honey. St. Medard’s Bay is home.”


—“Sun, Fun, and a Thirty Percent Chance of Death: A Small Town on Alabama’s Gulf Coast and Its Uneasy Truce with Mother Nature” (GQ magazine, April 1996)









Bailey Trial Ends in Hung Jury


DA Thad Morrison claims case will be retried, but legal experts skeptical


The signs were there by Wednesday afternoon: deliberating since Thursday of last week, the jury in the Gloria “Lo” Bailey trial asked yet again for photos from Landon Fitzroy’s autopsy report as well as transcripts specifically from Lo Bailey’s testimony of the events that occurred the night of August 4, 1984. While the prosecution remained confident to the media, privately, a source within the office let it be known that “everyone expected them to come back with a guilty verdict by Monday, so there are definitely some nerves.”


Another colleague in the DA’s office put it more bluntly: “If they’re questioning not ‘Did she do it?’ but ‘Did a crime even happen here?’ We’re [expletive].”


Those words became prophetic yesterday when, a day after informing Judge Simms that they were having trouble reaching a consensus, the jury announced it was “hopelessly deadlocked,” leaving the judge no choice but to declare a mistrial.


In his statement outside the Mobile County Courthouse (the trial was moved from neighboring Baldwin County due to its local notoriety), District Attorney Thad Morrison announced, “While a jury of Miss Bailey’s peers was not able to come to a clear judgment on this case, rest assured that the state of Alabama has no intention of letting the death of a bright light like Landon Fitzroy go unpunished. We plan to retry this case as quickly as possible.”


But Professor Linda Nowak of the University of Alabama School of Law has her doubts. “It’s not a surprise to me that this case captured the public imagination the way it did. You’ve got a dead politician, a gorgeous teenage mistress, a natural disaster that was biblical in scope . . . I mean, of course that sells papers and magazines. But when you get right down to it, you can’t even prove that a crime was committed. Yes, Landon Fitzroy was found with a significant, non-survivable head injury, and it’s clear that happened before the waters rose because he doesn’t have any water in his lungs. On top of that, you have a mistress who by all accounts—except hers—was on the verge of getting tossed aside, and she was not taking that well. I can understand why that might scream ‘murder’ to some people, but as the defense easily proved, the kind of injuries Landon Fitzroy sustained are not unusual in storm deaths. If you ask me, this was about Governor Fitzroy wanting someone to blame for the loss of his son. And I think the jury sensed that—which is why Miss Bailey is currently a free woman, and why, frankly, I suspect she’ll remain one.”


The governor’s office has issued no comment about the mistrial, nor has any member of the sprawling Fitzroy clan, which includes Landon Fitzroy’s widow, former Miss Alabama Alison Carleton-Fitzroy. While Mrs. Fitzroy attended the trial every day, she was not in court when the verdict came in, and sources close to her say, “Her only focus is putting this sordid mess behind her.”


Miss Bailey, however, does not appear to feel the same.


“If it takes the rest of her life, Lo is going to clear her name,” a family member said, wishing to remain anonymous. “And trust me, when that girl puts her mind to something, she’s going to do it. God help anyone who gets in her way.”


Press-Register, December 2, 1986











TO: JSHarrison@HarrisonLiterary.org


FROM: HowLo@aol.com


SUBJECT: [no subject]


SENT: 11:39PM, April 19, 2025


Jack—


Do people make money from podcasts?


Thanks!!


Lo











TO: HowLo@aol.com


FROM: AFletcher695@gmail.com


SUBJECT: Jack Harrison/Podcast query


SENT: 2:02PM, April 20, 2025


Ms. Bailey,


I hope you don’t mind me reaching out unsolicited like this. My name is August Fletcher, and I’m a writer, mostly of long-form nonfiction for magazines (Esquire, GQ, etc.). I came across your story a couple of years ago while doing research for an assignment about hurricanes in the Gulf, and a little digging revealed that you had a literary agent, Jack Harrison. I reached out to Mr. Harrison, who told me he’d initially made contact with you about a memoir sometime in the early aughts, but the project never materialized.


If you don’t mind me saying so, that’s a shame because I think you have a fascinating story to tell. So much so, actually, that I asked Jack to put us in touch. At the time, Jack did not have your current contact information, and Google was no help, so I told him that should you ever resurface, to please let me know so that I could talk to you about maybe reviving this memoir idea.


I understand why you might be interested in a podcast, especially given the current true crime craze, but honestly, those are a dime a dozen these days, and I’d hate to see a narrative with this much potential get lost in the shuffle. I’m happy to send you some samples of my work, or we can hop on the phone to discuss in further detail.


Warmly,


August Fletcher











TO: AFletcher695@gmail.com


FROM: HowLo@aol.com


SUBJECT: RE: Jack Harrison/Podcast query


SENT: 11:43PM, April 20, 2025


August! That’s not a name, that’s a MONTH! And maybe it’s . . . whatever that big word is that means “fate” that that’s your name, as August is, obviously, when the Whole Big Fucking Thing happened. August 4, 1984. Hurricane Marie. Landon Fitzroy. All of it.


Anyway, yes, I first met Jack in 1999, back when I was doing QVC for a little bit (selling bathing suits, in case your research didn’t tell you that). He reached out because he said he thought I had a “helluva voice,” and at first, I thought that meant how I talked, but later he said that no, it wasn’t the way I sounded, it was how I said it. I’m gonna be honest, I still don’t know what that really means, but anyway, Jack thought I should try my hand at a memoir, and I said that sounded great, but I didn’t realize he meant that I should write the damn thing, lol. This girl was lucky to get out of her 12th grade English class alive, so a book was a little beyond me!


But I’ll level with you, August. I did okay after the trial with the talk show circuit and QVC, brief as THAT was, and even this weird 900 number thing I did for a little bit around 1988 where people could call me and ask anything they wanted (it was mostly perverts, but perverts have credit cards, too!). And when that cash ran out, I got a bunch of normal jobs—I waitressed for a little bit, worked in this nice boutique in San Diego, I even substitute taught a theater class in La Jolla before some tight-ass put two and two together and realized that Gloria Bailey was the same Lo Bailey accused of murder way back before any of those kids were even fucking born.


Anyway, I’m a little down on my luck right now, so I took this job cleaning at a nursing home (BLEAK!!), and one of my coworkers, Cynthia, turned me on to podcasts. It’s the only way she gets through the job, she said. Maybe listening to other people go through horrible shit makes scrubbing toilets seem less tragic, I don’t know. But I started listening, too, and then it occurred to me that my own story might end up on one sooner rather than later, and if annnnyooooonnnne is gonna get paid off MY LIFE, it oughta be me, right?


So that’s why I was asking Jack about them since I still had his email—and book or no book, it’s not like he ever “fired” me from being a client.


But I like this idea of doing a memoir WITH someone. I tell you what happened, you write it down, and we split the money, right?


Xoxoxo!!


Lo











TO: HowLo@aol.com


FROM: AFletcher695@gmail.com


SUBJECT: RE: RE: Jack Harrison/podcast query


SENT: 5:02AM, April 21, 2025


Well, I certainly see what Jack meant about you having “voice”! I absolutely agree that you should tell your own story in your own voice, your own words. And yes, that would be exactly how it worked—all you’d really have to do is submit to a few interviews, maybe some recordings, and of course the words would all be yours, but I would help you organize your thoughts and structure them into a narrative.


And what a narrative it is. There you were, a small-town girl accused of murder, and not just any murder, but the murder of your governor’s son. A man who was being groomed not just for local politics, but for national. I mean, if things had turned out differently, who’s to say you wouldn’t have been our First Lady at some point? Instead, you were vilified and slandered, a 20th-century Hester Prynne in a Duran Duran T-shirt.


Like I said, podcasts come and go, and it’s a fire hose of content right now. But how many accused murderesses tell their own story in their own words? There’s value in that.


There’s value in you.


Sincerely,


August











TO: AFletcher695@gmail.com


FROM: HowLo@aol.com


SUBJECT: RE: RE: RE: Jack Harrison/podcast query


SENT: 1:09AM, April 22, 2025


August-


When do we start?


Xoxoxo!!


Lo










CHAPTER ONE



June 21, 2025


43 Days Left


A/C is out in 217. Again.


It’s not the best text to get before six o’clock in the morning, but I’ve woken up to worse.


So I just realized that the smoked tuna dip we had last night had expired. SORRY!!! [image: Sad Face Emoji]




Hi, it’s Nicole from the salon. Doooooon’t think you meant to send this text to me, lol.


Gen, I’m fucking tired of talking about this. It’s done. Don’t contact me again.


I haven’t deleted that one yet, and out of habit, I pull it up again, the words incongruous with my ex-boyfriend’s smiling face under his contact info. Chris sent that text more than eight months ago, and I’ve honored his wishes, but for whatever reason, as I sit on the edge of my bed this morning, the sunrise tinting my curtains pink, the waves softly shushing just outside, I find my thumbs moving across the screen.


About to go to battle with the A/C again. 217 remains cursed.


My thumb hovers over the send arrow even though I have no clue what this text might accomplish or even what I want it to accomplish.


Okay.


That’s not true.


I can already feel the summer bearing down on me, the weight getting heavier and heavier along with the heat and the humidity, and I want Chris to feel it, too.


We were supposed to do this together. This was our dream.


The phone buzzes in my hand, and for one heart-jolting second, I think he’s somehow sensed me on the other end, that he’s in his bed on the opposite side of the country, missing me, missing the Rosalie Inn, remembering the first night it had been officially ours. How we’d drunk champagne from plastic cups sitting on the front steps, our toes buried in the warm sugar-white sand.


But no, it’s just a follow-up text from Edie, my best friend and right-hand woman at the Rosalie.


Geneva, I have very sweaty guests in front of me, and it’s not even 7AM. Whatshisface at the HVAC place isn’t picking up, and I can only bullshit these people for so long. Come save me or I quit!


Another buzz.


And not “quiet” quit or whatever that bullcrap is, I will FOR REAL QUIT. Loudly and dramatically.


I smile at that, some of the heaviness lifting as I take one last sip of coffee. The sun may just be rising, but I’ve been awake for a while, my brain doing its usual spin cycle: How do we get more guests, does our Instagram suck, should I hire a social media person, and if I do, how exactly am I supposed to pay them, and why is more money going out than coming in, and would it be so bad to just put a huge fucking For Sale sign on this thing and walk away, and if I do that, what exactly am I supposed to do next given that I’ve maxed out every credit card I own trying to keep this thing afloat, and why why why why WHY did I let Chris talk me into selling everything I owned and taking on the inn after everything with Mom, even with the massive mortgage on it, and God, how nice it must be to be Chris, washing his hands of the whole thing and walking away because for him, this was just a bad investment, not an entire fucking family legacy to uphold.


Sighing, I open my front door and step out, humid, salty air settling over me like a physical weight. Every other owner of the Rosalie had called the inn home, including my parents and grandparents, but when Chris and I had taken over, he’d been creeped out by the idea of actually living in a hotel.


I’ve seen The Shining, I’m good had been his line, and it had always irritated me because it wasn’t even a good joke. A rambling beach motel was hardly a terrifying fortress high up in the snow-covered Rockies. We weren’t going to get trapped in it. Besides, I’d grown up there, and I’d survived.


Still, we’d ended up buying an Airstream and set it up just a little ways down the beach, a handful of short, scraggly pines between us and the inn.


Well, now just me and the inn.


The distance is more mental than physical, to be honest. The inn is big and painted pink, for fuck’s sake, so it would take more than a few sad little pines to block the view. But it makes me feel better, this little “walk to work” I do every morning, the Gulf on my right, sand dunes gently undulating on my left. The water is calm today, smooth and glassy as a lake, and I watch a pelican dive, the splash overly loud in the quiet near-dawn.


This stretch of beach outside the Rosalie is public—my mom and her dad before her never wanted to fight that, knowing the last thing you should do in a tourist town is piss off the locals—but this time of day, it’s almost always empty.


Today, there’s one lone figure on the beach, an old guy in salt-stained khaki shorts, his skinny chest bare and slightly concave, his skin so tanned he looks like he’s been carved out of wood. He’s got a fishing pole in his bony hands, the surf splashing against his calves, and when he catches sight of me, he lifts a few fingers in a barely-there wave.


“Hey, Cap!”


He has an actual name, I’m sure, but he’s been “Cap” as long as I can remember, even if no one in town knows if he actually was a captain at some point in his life.


“Or maybe he just wore a funny cap one time back in 1973, and that’s why it stuck,” Edie had once suggested over a couple of beers in the inn’s courtyard. “This is the South, after all. I once knew a sixty-four-year-old man who went by ‘Scoop,’ because he was on a newspaper staff. In middle school.”


In any case, Cap is a frequent visitor to this beach even though I’ve never actually seen him catch anything. He’s a reminder of what I love about this place and that, like it or not, it’s always been home.


You didn’t just do this for Chris, remember? You grew up on this beach, you’ve got roots here, you know the people, the places, the weird little bits of lore that make up every small town. This was your dream, too.


And when I turn and step onto the low wooden boardwalk that leads to the inn, my sandals gritting over the sand that always dusts the boards, I think the Rosalie Inn does look like a dream.


If I were anybody else, I could stop and admire it, the charm of its color—somewhere between coral and Pepto-Bismol—and how the white gingerbread trim glows against it. I could smile at the rocking chairs on the front porch, the big baskets of begonias waving gently in the sea air, the morning sun sparkling on all the wide windows facing the Gulf. I could think what a miracle it is that this building has stood here for almost a hundred years despite storms that flattened other, newer dwellings.


But I’m not anybody. I’m her current steward and the woman who signs all the checks, which means that, rather than stand here on this gorgeous June morning, drinking in the sight of my family’s legacy, I’m noticing that the third step leading up to the porch is loose, and that the paint is already flaking off the shutters nearest the door even though we just painted those last winter. I’m thinking that we should probably replace said door after this summer, and wondering if there’s room in the budget for another housekeeper.


“Girl, if that frown gets much frownier, there will not be enough Botox in all of Alabama to help you.”


I’d been so focused on the never-ending tally of things that make up running a place like this that I hadn’t even noticed Edie on the front porch, one hip cocked against the railing, a thermal mug in hand.


I hurry up the steps, and she hands me a second mug of coffee that was sitting on the railing before saying, “No need to rush. Whatshisface finally picked up his phone and should be over here in ten minutes or so, and I had a few of those certificates for a free dinner at Shrimp ’N’ Shells still hidden in the front desk, so our overheated guests have chilled out in spirit if not in body.”


“They’re still going to want a refund, watch,” I say with a sigh as the shell wind chimes just overhead smack together, their delicate strings tangling.


“If they do, send them my way,” she tells me, lifting a pierced eyebrow.


Edie is what people down here would call “a character.” She turned up in St. Medard’s Bay about three years ago, originally from Natchez, Mississippi, one of those women who could’ve been thirty-five or sixty-five, it was nearly impossible to tell. And even in a town as quirky as St. Medard’s Bay, she stood out with her brightly colored hair—purple at the moment, after a turquoise phase back in the winter—that eyebrow ring, and her tendency to wear flannel shirts and jeans even when it’s hotter than hell outside.


I’d met Edie when she was working at Grindz, the subpar coffee shop on St. Medard’s main drag, and liked her immediately. So much so that I’d found myself hanging out an extra ten, fifteen minutes every time I got coffee there, and when she’d told me she was hoping to find something a little more challenging than making eight thousand iced lattes for people in Salt Life T-shirts, I’d offered her a job at the inn.


Her official title is “assistant manager,” but like everyone who worked here, she did a little bit of everything. She’d work the front desk, handle bookings, pick up the coffee and pastries we put out every morning for the guests. She’s even scrubbed a toilet or twelve, and honestly, I don’t know what I’d do without her.


“Any other fires need putting out?” I ask her. “Was Carla able to get that red wine stain out in Room 121? Oh, and did the Bakers ever email back? I know we always hold 211 for them for the Fourth of July, but I’d really love to go ahead and get that on the books officially.”


“They did,” Edie tells me, and something in her voice makes the sip of coffee I just took—delicious and rich mere seconds ago—go bitter in my mouth.


“And?”


“And they regret to tell us their daughter booked the whole family an Airbnb in Orange Beach for the Fourth this year, but they’re going to try and swing by to say hello.”


My stomach drops, my skin turning cold despite the balmy morning. The Bakers always booked the whole week of the Fourth. Even with the loyalty discount I gave them, that was nearly two thousand dollars that I’d been counting on this summer. Two thousand dollars I’ve already spent, if I’m being honest.


“Fuck,” I mutter, and Edie leans over, clinking her mug against mine.


“Before you get too down about that, another email came in last night, too. Check it out.”


She reaches for the iPad that’s sitting in a nearby rocking chair, its cheap plastic case cracking, the PROPERTY OF THE ROSALIE INN label peeling off the back.


I open the email app, my eyes briefly snagging on the Bakers’ reply—Hi, Geneva! So sorry not to have replied earlier—before seeing another message with the subject Long-term stay, July–?


I scan the email quickly, almost afraid to hope.


August Fletcher, a writer from California; interested in an open-ended stay starting the first of July; not sure how long, definitely a month, but possibly until September.


September.


Even with a long-term stay discount—my dad had been big on discounts, I’m sadly learning—that would be a significant bit of money. Enough to pay down at least one of the credit cards, secure a couple more months for Mom at Hope House, get a little breathing room.


My mind is still running numbers as I half read the rest of the message.


This guy, August, is working on a book; would love to learn more about local history while here; wants to talk about the inn, and the hurricanes—specifically, Hurricane Marie in 1984.


That part pulls me out of my “once again having a credit score over 500” fantasies.


Lots of hurricanes have hit St. Medard’s Bay over the years. It’s practically what we’re famous for, and the Rosalie Inn is a big part of that: the only beachfront building to survive the wind and waves for decades, the freak structure that’s somehow always standing when the water recedes. Maybe it’s missing a chunk of roof or a bunch of windows, but it’s whole and upright when other, seemingly sturdier buildings are piles of flattened lumber.


We even have pictures in the lobby, framed shots of the hotel in the aftermath of the storms, little placards on the bottom reading Hurricane Delphine—1965, Hurricane Audrey—1977, that kind of thing.


Hurricane Marie, though . . . 


That’s the one that nearly got us. I don’t remember it, of course—I was born in March of ’85, months after it hit—but Dad talked about it a lot. How a small sailboat ended up in the courtyard, its mast jutting through an upstairs window. How the whole front porch was ripped cleanly off, like some giant fish had swallowed it and taken it back out to sea.


How they’d been struggling to put the inn and their lives back together while reporters invaded the town because one of the victims was a politician’s son, and it turned out he’d been in St. Medard’s Bay visiting his teenage mistress, a local girl. They’d been without power for nearly a month, Mom had said, no running water for nearly as long, but all anyone had been able to talk about was Mrs. Bailey’s gorgeous daughter, Gloria, and the governor’s son—and how that governor was saying he wasn’t so sure his son had actually died in the hurricane at all.


I didn’t know any of that until I was thirteen. There hadn’t been another big storm to hit St. Medard’s Bay since Marie, so I’d never had any real reason to think about the various hurricanes that had roared in before. Hell, I’d walked past the squat stone monument in the middle of the grassy square we call a “park” downtown thousands of times and had no idea it was a memorial for all the people we’d lost to rising waters and falling houses over the years.


But for whatever reason, one April day in 1998, as I cut through the park on my way to the used bookstore, I stopped at the monument to tie my shoe, and the words in tarnished bronze caught my eye.


“Thou dost rule the raging of the sea; when its waves rise, thou stillest them.”—Psalm 89:9.


Under that, there were years at first—1927, 1934, 1946—and lists of the deceased, and then, in 1965, the first named hurricane, Hurricane Delphine. Later, I learned that’s because they didn’t start giving hurricanes names until the ’50s, but at the time, I was mostly fascinated by how every storm listed was a woman’s name.


Delphine.


Audrey.


Velma.


Marie.


I was a dramatic kid, the first in my class to discover Ann Rule paperbacks and Dean Koontz hardcovers, and there had been something eerie about those storms, those long lists of names under each one.


I’d gone home from the bookstore still thinking about it, walking along the beach and looking out at the ocean, so glassy and calm you’d never believe it could “rage” like that Bible verse had said.


But rage it had—and rage it did again just a few months later in September of 1998. Hurricane Peggy didn’t kill anyone in St. Medard’s Bay, but it did destroy that used bookstore I loved so much and blew out the front windows at the Rosalie, soaking all the lobby furniture in a noxious mix of salt water and God knows what else.


Suddenly, those pictures on the lobby wall that I’d walked past every day of my life had new meaning for me, and I studied them intently, matching them up with the names of the storms from the monument.


They’d all been there.


My grandparents holding massive garbage bags but still smiling for the camera once Delphine was done in 1965.


My mom, a gangly tween shading her eyes from the sun on the front porch, the Rosalie basically pristine except for a few missing shingles, courtesy of Audrey in 1977.


Every window broken out in the wake of Velma.


And then nothing. No more pictures.


That’s when I’d asked Dad about Hurricane Marie and gotten the story of the sailboat and the porch, of Gloria Bailey and the governor’s son.


“We were living in a disaster movie, but everyone acted like we were in an episode of Dynasty,” Dad had joked at dinner that night, but Mom had only shaken her head, her lips pressed tightly together before she said, “I still have nightmares about that storm. I didn’t need any reminders on the wall.”


I’d assumed Hurricane Marie had been so rough on Mom because she’d been pregnant with me, and that had to have been fucking terrifying. She and Dad were barely more than teenagers, newly engaged, learning to take over the business from her family because her parents planned to retire to Vermont—some kind of reverse snowbird situation—and then the whole place nearly came down around their ears. I didn’t blame her for not wanting to be confronted daily with memories of it.


Which was why the cache of newspapers and magazines I found in the back of her closet when we moved her to Hope House had been such a surprise. Articles from the Press-Register and USA Today, spreads from People and the National Enquirer. All ostensibly about the destruction Marie had wrought, but most were much more intent on Landon Fitzroy’s death—and on the local girl whom Landon’s father was blaming for it. Her photo was always featured alongside those articles: Gloria “Lo” Bailey, glossy and beautiful in the way women were in the ’80s, almost painfully blond. The captions always made a point of highlighting her age, too—just nineteen years old—her big, innocent smile giving no hint that she was in the center of a different kind of storm, but one that was no less deadly.


Mom’s collection filled up a whole box, and I would have given anything to ask why she’d kept such a detailed account of an event that she never spoke about. But of course, by then, there was no asking Mom anything at all. So it had gone up in the attic with all the other things that had made up Mom’s life, things that had belonged to Ellen Chambers Corliss, a person who might still be here in body but is no longer here in mind or spirit. I’d filed the contents of that box away as just one more item on the list of things I didn’t understand about my mother.


That list is long.


I’m about to hit reply, not even bothering to finish the rest of the email because this August Fletcher could say he was coming to St. Medard’s Bay to write a book on how best to sacrifice virgins under the blood moon and I would’ve happily taken his money, but then I see a couple of lines near the bottom.


Due to the short notice, I’m willing to pay twice your regular rates, which, if I’m honest, seem too low for such a gorgeous place in such a picturesque location!


Our rates are low, much lower than what other places nearby charge—lower than what we charged even a few years ago—but it was the only thing I could think of to keep the inn at least half full during the summer. We’re at $200 a night when other places start around $500 during the high season. Four hundred a night for an open-ended stay?


My heart starts beating a little faster as I take in the final line of the email.


Full disclosure: I’m also willing to pay a little more because there’s a chance my presence there might spook the locals; I’ll be looking into the death of Landon Fitzroy, so there’s a true crime element to this book (in case you find such things distasteful!).


I almost laugh. My phone is currently loaded up with podcasts with titles like And Then They Were Gone or Two Girls, One Murder. Dateline is in heavy rotation on the tiny TV in my Airstream. Immediately, I can see that the death of this Landon Fitzroy would make for a good story. The storm, the mystery surrounding his injuries, the scandal with the teenage mistress . . . 


Hell, that might be more than a book. That might be a Netflix series that launches a thousand Reddit theories. And where there are true crime nerds, there might just be money.


So no, I don’t find true crime distasteful, but I do wonder: Do I want my family business to become famous for its connection to a notorious death?


I nearly snort at myself. Worrying about the morality of the whole thing is for people who don’t have three maxed-out credit cards and a repayment plan with the IRS.


And even if the book comes to fuck all, the money he’s offering for his stay might just help keep us afloat through the offseason.


So yeah. After months—years, really—of bad news, even this little glimmer is shiny enough for me, and as I reply to August Fletcher’s email, I realize I’m smiling.


EXCLUSIVE!!!


HOW “LO” CAN YOU GO?


Dixieland Delight Lo Bailey’s OWN WORDS on the night she met Governor’s Son (and MARRIED MAN) Landon Fitzroy in a Gulf Coast DIVE BAR.


The blond beauty was BARELY LEGAL when she took up with beloved heir to Alabama political dynasty.


Fitzroy was nearly TWICE HER AGE and married to former MISS ALABAMA, Alison Carleton-Fitzroy.


Acquitted of his murder, LO-LITA is still St. Medard’s Bay’s SCARLET WOMAN.


Mrs. Carleton-Fitzroy “devastated, HUMILIATED, and in seclusion at this time,” say friends.


Read Lo Bailey’s SHAMELESS ACCOUNT of how the torrid affair began from her OWN DIARIES.


National Enquirer, January 13, 1985


I can’t tell you about meeting Landon Fitzroy until I tell you what it was like to grow up as the prettiest girl in a very small town.


You’re rolling your eyes, aren’t you?


That’s fine, I get it. No one wants to hear a rich person bitch about a goddamn thing, and no one wants a pretty girl whining about how hard it is to have heads turn when she walks by. It’s that whole “Oh no, my diamond shoes are too dang tight!” thing, right? So I’m not complaining—this face is the reason I’m here, doing this book. But you need to understand that when I was growing up, it was . . . well, lonely, I guess.


Actually, you know what? Let me tell you a little story.


I went to my school’s homecoming dance in the ninth grade—this would’ve been around ’79—and I didn’t even go with a date. Just a couple of girlfriends because the thing about being the Prettiest Girl in Your Small Town is that boys your age are scared plum to death of you, and you’re scared plum to death of the men—and they were always men, baby, believe that—who are interested in you. So I didn’t actually get asked on dates, at least not ones I’d want to go on.


But I was happy going to the dance with Ellen and Frieda since they were two of the only girls in town who genuinely seemed to like me. Ellen’s family ran the Sand Dollar Inn, St. Medard’s Bay’s only hotel, and while I now know that the place was almost always in the red, back then it seemed so respectable to me. My own mom ran a fucking souvenir shop selling the tackiest plastic shit you’ve ever seen, and Frieda’s family lived in a trailer off a sandy bit of road just outside town, so trust me, Ellen Chambers was high-class as far as we were concerned.


Anyway, we’ll talk more about them later. Right now I want to tell you about how at that dance, Tim Murphy, this jackass senior, tried to pull me into the boys’ bathroom. I can still hear the song that was playing faintly from the gym—“Love Will Keep Us Together.”


I still hate that fucking song.


Anyway, I was just getting water from the fountain outside the gym when he was there all of a sudden, his hands surprisingly strong, chin bristled, mouth tasting like fucking corn chips as he tried to kiss me, his voice in my ear saying, It’s just a kiss, come on . . . 


The whole thing lasted maybe thirty seconds. I got a knee up fast, plus a couple of kids came spilling out of the gym, shouting along with the music, and that distracted him enough to let me pull away.


And right now you’re probably thinking, Some pimply-faced teenager tried to kiss you, and I’m supposed to feel sorry for you?


Maybe you do, maybe you don’t—I don’t really care either way. But I need you to understand that it wasn’t fucking Tim Murphy and his marauding tongue that made me understand that looking the way I did might not always be a good thing.


It was after, when I went to tell a teacher.


That’s what you’re supposed to do when shit happens, right? Tell an adult. So, I went to the chemistry teacher, Mr. Oudine. He’d been chaperoning that dance, and man, I made a beeline for him, telling him what had happened. His smile made my stomach turn as he said, That’s just boys, sweetheart. Especially boys all riled up at their first school dance. You look fine to me, so why don’t you just go dance with your friends for a little bit, okay?


Shitty enough, but what was worse was how his eyes had dropped to my chest as he said it.


I’d picked out the dress with my mom in Mobile. It was one of the rare times she’d torn herself away from the store long enough to leave town, and we’d had a good time, driving over the causeway, the radio loud in our crappy Ford Pinto. We’d even gotten lunch somewhere downtown, the two of us giggling over crab cakes, Mama with her glass of Chablis, me with a Shirley Temple.


The dress I’d chosen was the same pink as that drink, I remember that. Dotted Swiss, very big back then, and a scalloped neckline. Frothy ruffles hitting me right at the knee. It was a little girl’s idea of what a Fancy Dress might look like, but when Mr. Oudine had looked at me, it had suddenly felt too low-cut, too short, too much.


I hadn’t asked for a face that looked older than it was.


I hadn’t asked to need a bra by the time I was eleven.


I definitely hadn’t asked to be a 32C by seventh grade.


It was all just some fluke of nature, right? Neither of my parents had been super attractive people, but through some weird twist of genetics, I was beautiful. Worse than that, I was sexy, never mind that I hadn’t even kissed a boy before Tim Murphy attempted to shove his tongue down my throat.


But I saw what was in Mr. Oudine’s eyes as they swept over me that night—What does she expect, walking around like that?


He died in a car accident five years later, by the way. Mr. Oudine. On the same causeway that Mama and I drove over so happily that day we bought my dress.


Is it gonna make you hate me if I say not only was I not sad about that, baby, I was downright gleeful? Well, even if it does, I can’t really give a shit. I learned a long time ago that you have to value honesty over everything else. Can’t worry if people are going to hate you, can’t give a fuck what people might say, because trust me, they’re gonna hate you if they wanna, and they’re gonna say what they wanna, and once people have an idea of you, of the person you are, they won’t let it go. I guess that’s why it was so easy for people to believe I was a murderer on top of being a slut. If you’ve broken one of the Ten Commandments, why not another?


Thing is, though, I’m neither. Not a murderer, not a slut.


In fact, when Landon Fitzroy showed up at The Line that windy September night in 1983, I’d only recently shed my virginity, giving it up to this sweet guy I was dating at the time. He was a busboy at The Line, and I wish I could remember his name, but it’s one of those things that just got blotted out in the supernova that was Landon.


I still feel bad about it, actually. Forgetting that boy’s name. We dated for almost six months, and he had the kindest smile and the reddest hair, and when I finally decided that we could indeed go All the Way, he was sweet as sweet can be about the whole thing. Asking if I was sure I wanted to do it (I was), asking if I enjoyed it (I didn’t, but I still appreciated him trying). I guess I broke his heart, and he deserved better than that. So if you’re out there, Red-Headed Boy, let me apologize about forty fucking years too late. You were a good guy, and you might have made me happy, but then fate blew Landon through my door, and that was that.


Now, I know if you ask certain people in St. Medard’s Bay, they’d tell you I’d had my eye on Landon Fitzroy for years. The Fitzroys were Alabama royalty, after all. Landon’s daddy, Beau Fitzroy, was the governor, and his daddy, L. B. Fitzroy, had been a senator. L. B.’s daddy had been the richest man in Mobile once upon a time, and there were people in the state who followed the entire family’s lives like they were characters in a soap opera.


But I wasn’t one of them, scout’s honor (yes, I was a Girl Scout, and fuck you if that makes you smirk—I have the sash to prove it!). I knew of Landon, of course. The governor had a big mansion over in Gulf Shores, and the family kept their boat docked in St. Medard’s, so I was aware of him, but probably in the same way people who lived in Hollywood were “aware” of Marilyn Monroe back in the day. We might have occasionally shared the same air, but we were basically on different planets.


My best friend, Ellen Chambers, was the one who always knew when Landon was in town, who’d breathlessly report that she’d seen him driving around in that Chrysler LeBaron, the one he’d had custom-painted Crimson Tide maroon in honor of his alma mater, the interior a buttery soft cream leather that I can still feel under my fingertips if I think about it.


Ellen’s parents ran what was then known as the Ship Wreck Inn because there was a shipwreck just about a half a mile offshore, almost directly in front of the inn. The boat that had sunk there in the ’20s had been called the Rosalie, and according to Landon, it had belonged to a relative of his, a bootlegger who was the black sheep of the Fitzroy family. He loved that story for some reason, and whenever he was in town, he’d stop by the inn to have a beer with Ellen’s dad and talk local history.


I can still see Ellen, her dark ponytail hanging down to the seafoam-green carpet of my bedroom as she draped herself across my bed, her hands resting on her chest, her neck and cheeks flushed.


“He’s just so interesting, Lo,” she said with a sigh one afternoon, about a week or so before Landon came into The Line to change—and ruin—my life. “He’s been everywhere, he knows everyone . . . I don’t know why he’d want to keep coming back to St. Medard’s Bay, but I’m glad that he does.”


Ellen had a boyfriend by then, Tim Corliss. He was cute and, more important, he was tall, but Ellen certainly never described him as “interesting.” Tim was “sweet” and “funny,” and “super good at basketball,” but that was about as effusive as her compliments got.


That was Ellen, though. I was the Wild One, Frieda was the Smart One, and Ellen was the Nice One.


But even Ellen’s sighs and pink cheeks didn’t make me all that curious about Landon Fitzroy because, in my mind, he was old.


And to be fair, to a nineteen-year-old, thirty does seem pretty ancient. Or at least too old to think about as a boyfriend. Plus, he was married, and married to a former beauty queen at that. Alison Carleton-Fitzroy, Miss Alabama 1974. Mama and I had watched her compete in Miss America that year, and I had never coveted anything as much as I’d coveted her sparkly green evening gown as she’d pounded out Rachmaninoff on the piano, her bright red hair practically glowing under the stage lights.


Well, that’s not true. After Alison’s performance, Mama had sighed and said, “What a lady,” and I’d envied that.


To be thought of as a lady.


(The irony of all this is not lost on me, just so you know.)


Anyway, I’m not trying to make excuses here. I’m not trying to make you like me, or see me as some innocent swept up in circumstances beyond my control. But I do want you to know that there was no planning on my part, no scheme to pry a rich man away from his beautiful and accomplished wife. Other than a few glimpses here and there over the years—and almost always from a distance, when he was either in his car or at the harbor—I hadn’t really seen Landon Fitzroy until the night of September 3, 1983.


It was Labor Day weekend, but St. Medard’s Bay hadn’t had too many visitors that year. We never got the big beach traffic the other towns around us did. We were too small, there wasn’t enough to do, and honestly, I think the history of the place creeped people out. Too many storms, too many dead. Hard to sing along without a care in the world to “Margaritaville” when there’s a big ol’ monument to dozens of drowned people in the middle of town.


But The Line has always existed in its own separate universe. Maybe because it’s literally between states, maybe because it’s the opposite of something like Cheers. Sometimes you wanna go where nobody knows your name, and The Line was good for that.


I think that’s what brought Landon there that night.


Later, he told me he’d heard people talking about how the prettiest girl in all of Alabama was waiting tables there, so he’d naturally had to come in and see for himself.


(And no, I didn’t remind him that he was married to a onetime Prettiest Girl in Alabama. I mean, men liked looking at me, but no one had ever commemorated that shit with a tiara, you know?)


Anyway, I think Landon was there because he wanted to shrug off being Landon Parkes Fitzroy for a night.


I didn’t know it at the time, but Landon’s father, Governor Fitzroy, had given him an ultimatum that year. I’m sure he said it all fancy and stern, doing that thing rich people do where they talk so calmly that you don’t realize you’re being threatened until it’s too late, but the gist of it was that Landon had fucked around enough, and it was time to Get Serious.


And to the Fitzroys, “Getting Serious” meant getting into politics.


Landon was a lawyer at his uncle’s firm in Mobile, and a successful one at that, but no son of Beau Fitzroy was going to be allowed to be “just” a lawyer.


“He won’t be happy until I’m the fucking president,” Landon told me in one of the last conversations we ever had. “The Alabama Kennedys, that’s what he wants.”


“Which makes me Marilyn,” I remember joking.


He didn’t laugh.


But that was all ahead of us. The fights, the lies, the accusations.


The storm.


Still, it’s important you know where Landon’s head was that night we met. He knew the walls were closing in, that the future that had been practically written into his DNA was barreling toward him. But it hadn’t arrived just yet.


Not fucking yet.


That warm and sticky September night, he was walking into a dive bar after a deep-sea fishing trip with some old fraternity brothers, looking for nothing more than a few beers and a band that didn’t play Lynyrd Skynyrd (he’d be disappointed there—I used to think the bands that played at The Line must’ve assumed they’d be shot on sight if they didn’t give the crowd “Sweet Home Alabama” once every couple of hours).


He wasn’t looking for me.


I wasn’t looking for him.


But we found each other all the same.


I think about that a lot. How random it all was in the end. Him showing up that night, me being there. I was about to quit working at The Line because the tips were shitty, and I was sick of having my ass groped every time I walked too close to the wrong table.


I was jealous of Frieda, who’d gotten a scholarship to go to college in Tennessee, and damn near pea-fuckin’-green with envy that Ellen’s parents had saved up enough to send her to Spring Hill in Mobile. I missed them both and was pissed off that they had somehow managed to escape when I hadn’t. My own fault, if I’m honest. I’d gotten it into my head that I was too special for anything as boring as college, and I had been sending off pictures of myself—not headshots, mind you, just goddamn Polaroids I made Mama take, I was that naïve—to the big modeling agencies that I read about in Cosmopolitan and Mademoiselle.


Shocking that Eileen Ford wasn’t beating down my door, right?


But I hadn’t quit The Line just yet, so I was there when Landon and his friends walked in. The bar they’d wanted to go to, the classier place just over the border in Florida, had closed early for some reason, so they’d wound up at The Line, probably more as a joke than anything else. Guys like them didn’t frequent places like that as a rule.
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