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      Ruby Moskowitz’s heels clacked on the concrete surrounding the condo pool, jarring everyone from their siesta in the sun. Several people raised their heads from their chaise lounges to see who was making all the noise. Ruby was ninety plus years old, decked out in her aqua bathing suit with matching heels. A floppy sunhat with an aqua ribbon belted around the crown bounced over her bright red hair.

      “You’re getting burned, sonny,” Ruby said to a man lying face down on a chaise. “Your back’s as red as the strawberry jam I used to make.”

      The man rolled his head to the side and saw who was talking. “Oh, my gosh,” he mumbled, with his mouth tight, “how old is this broad?”

      Ruby struck a pose and smiled with lips smeared heavily in crimson lipstick. Every pointed joint popped sharply toward the young man as she spun around to gain his approval. No one wanted to see what she was displaying. He turned his head in the opposite direction to avoid conversation.

      Undeterred, Ruby clacked off, swaying her skinny self for all to view. Her overly tanned skin draped like crepe paper over her bones, wiggling like a puppy under a blanket as she sashayed around to find her own chaise lounge.

      “Hi, Ruby, come sit by me.” Rachel Barnes rose from her chaise to straighten the cushion in the vacant one beside her.

      “Thank you, sweetheart.” Ruby sat down, then swung her scrawny legs onto the chaise and leaned back to enjoy the Florida sun. “We’re in heaven, you know.”

      “Yes, Ruby, we certainly are.”

      Rachel was used to Ruby’s overly inflated impression of herself. She was one of the first people Rachel had connected with, idiosyncrasies and all, when she and her husband Joe had moved to the Breezeway Condominiums six months earlier.

      Breezeway was a high-rise condominium designed for people over fifty, stationed on the beautiful shores of Daytona Beach. Each morning Rachel woke up to the sound of ocean waves crashing onto the sand. With a coffee cup in one hand and a newspaper in the other, she sat on her balcony daily and sighed with pleasure. Yes, this truly was heaven.

      The couple had decided to retire to the beach instead of remaining in their four-bedroom house since their only child was busy with her own life and living elsewhere. They had decided that two people in their fifties didn’t need a big house, so a condo had been the perfect option.

      “You taking time off from the job?” Ruby asked.

      She was referring to the management position of the condo that Rachel had been offered shortly after moving into the spacious apartment she and Joe occupied. Her husband had been a building contractor and plumber, so the condo owners had hired him as a maintenance man. He liked to keep busy, so it seemed like a good idea at the time. However, he rarely had a full day off with all the maintenance issues that routinely popped up.

      “It’s my day off, Ruby.”

      “Your hubby off, too?”

      “Nope, he’s working on Loretta’s toilet at the moment.”

      Ruby gave Rachel an incredulous look. “You let him work in Loretta’s apartment? I wouldn’t. No husband of mine, and I’ve had quite a few, would be allowed to step one foot into her place.”

      “Loretta was a high-profile detective, Ruby, not a criminal, back in the day,” Rachel said. “Joe’s perfectly safe around her.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure. She may have acquired a few wrinkles and let her hair go gray, but she’s still Loretta Keyes, the famous detective from Nevada.”

      “Those days are long gone, Ruby. She lives a very quiet life now, very low key.” Rachel grinned to herself. She wondered if Ruby was jealous or just being ornery.

      “Well, you just keep an eye on your husband, make sure he isn’t hanging out up there.”

      Joe spending time with Loretta? Rachel hardly anticipated that ever being an issue. Joe wasn't exactly a hot dude. He wore a little roundness in the waistline and was practically bald, although he labeled himself as having thinning hair. In reality, it was a little more than that. You could almost read the newspaper from the shine atop his head. His face was ordinary and kind. He was quiet, gentle and ambled around as he kept himself busy. This man was not a womanizer. Besides, Rachel would know immediately if he stepped out of line, and he knew that.

      Rachel had a way of knowing when Joe was going to sneeze before his nose even tickled. Some years back, she had known when he hurt himself with a sander, taking off a layer of skin on his thigh. She was in Orlando at the time, when suddenly a knowingness came upon her. Immediately, she dropped what she was doing and drove home. She found a note on the dining room table stating that Joe had driven himself to the emergency room. No, it was impossible for Joe to think he could step out of line and get away with it. Besides, he was also a God-fearing man.

      “As far as I know, Loretta isn’t interested in men anymore. The woman must be well into her seventies.”

      “More like eighty-six.”

      Rachel looked curiously over at Ruby. “She’s never told me her age.”

      “She won’t, but I know. Don’t be fooled by the facelifts, that old broad is an antique!”

      “And you know all of this because…”

      “I know, that’s all. And by the way,” Ruby said, changing the subject, “You need to go to Macy’s and get yourself a bikini.” Ruby closed her eyes after that remark.

      Rachel choked on her last swallow of Coke, then set the can back on the cement. “Why do I need a bikini?”

      “You’ve got a dynamite body, girl, show it off.”

      “No, Ruby, I don’t want to compete with you.”

      “Pooh and pooh,” she sputtered. “You’re a young thing, show what ya got.”

      “I wouldn’t call fifty-two exactly young.” Rachel didn’t look her age. Her dark hair, although enhanced with color to hide the grays, fell straight to her chin, and the wispy bangs across her forehead accentuated her blue eyes, giving her a youthful appearance.

      “It’s young compared to my ninety-three.”

      “Okay, you got me there.”

      Ruby was quite the character, as were many of the residents here, Rachel had discovered. No one knew a lot about Ruby, except she’d been married and divorced a bunch of times, according to her. Rumors circulated she had been a fashion model. Considering how thin the old woman was and the way she carried herself, Rachel believed it.

      Rachel could tell Ruby had purposely changed the subject, so she backtracked. “Why don’t you like Loretta?”

      “She was a detective. Makes me nervous.” Ruby pulled her hat farther over her face.

      Rachel wasn’t letting go. “That's a convenient answer. There has to be more than just that.”

      “Nope.”

      “Loretta retired from that line of work a long time ago. She goes to church regularly. Why should it bother you that she was a detective?” Rachel rolled to her side and stared at Ruby. "Were you ever arrested by her?"

      “How dare you!” Ruby erupted, sitting up and glaring at Rachel. “Why am I talking to you? Go somewhere else and sun yourself!”

      “Ruby, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you,” Rachel said, pushing herself into a sitting position. “I was actually kidding. I’m sure you were never arrested.”

      “Well, okay.” It was obvious Ruby did not want to confess anything. She lay back again, soaking up rays, saying nothing.

      Rachel rolled onto her back. Touchy old broad.
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      “So, are we set for seven thirty?” Eneida Sanchez asked as she stood by the office door.

      “Yes, I will be at the clubhouse on time,” Rachel said as she marked her desk calendar. “And so will Tia and Olivia. I already confirmed with them.”

      “Great! Then I’m off to work. See you then.” Eneida Sanchez walked her round hips out the door of the condo’s office. Blessed with generous physical attributes, her very curly black hair bounced around her pretty face as she moved.

      Rachel and Eneida had hit it off immediately upon meeting at the pool, even though there was nothing obvious they shared in common. Eneida owned a no-kill animal shelter and was an active advocate for animal rights. Due to her devotion to needy animals and her children, there hadn’t been much time for her husband. Consequently, they divorced quite a few years prior to her moving to the condo.

      Although still involved with the shelter, Eneida was finally in a position to hire a man to do the day-to-day management of the facility after she was bequeathed a large sum. He lived on the premises where she once had resided. But now she was enjoying life on the beach and the smell of the salty air after so many years of kennel odors. She acquired friends at the Breezeway, one of whom was Rachel, and enjoyed her time off after so many years of relentless physical labor. Life was good.

      “Good gracious! It’s hot out there,” Loretta grumbled as she slipped past Eneida and continued into Rachel’s air-conditioned office with a check in her hand. “I don’t remember Nevada ever feeling like this. It’s just too humid.”

      Loretta patted at her coifed gray hair, which was done up into a massive bouffant with a twist in the back. A sparkly comb anchored the mass, and the aroma of hairspray wafted through the office. As thin as a dime and always appearing sophisticated, the elder lady was decked out in a peach colored pantsuit. Rachel couldn't help but think Loretta should dress lighter if she was going to complain about the humidity.

      “I have the condo fee here,” Loretta said, placing the check on the desk. “Your husband did a fine job with my toilet. It doesn’t run all night and keep me awake anymore. I have such a hard time sleeping as it is, I don’t need an aquatic serenade."

      “I’m glad your sleep is no longer being disrupted, Loretta.” Rachel made out a receipt for the woman. “If you have any more problems, please let me know. I’ll send Joe back up.”

      “Thank you, dear. You’re a darling.” Loretta made her way back to the lobby and then into the heat of the day outside.

      The phone rang. Rachel picked it up, half expecting to hear from Joe.

      “I’ve had enough of those feuding fools next door! I’m going to call the cops if you can’t hush them up.” Penelope Hardwood didn’t even state her name, deciding to just blast her discontent into Rachel’s ear.

      “What’s happening now?” Rachel asked, knowing who she was talking to.

      “Marc is yelling at the top of his lungs at Lola and she’s screaming like a cat with its tail caught in a buzz saw. They’ve been going at it off and on all night and here it is, ten o’clock in the morning.”

      “Have you tried banging on the wall? Sometimes people get embarrassed thinking neighbors are hearing them fighting and then they shut up,” Rachel said, offering her best suggestion.

      “I’ve banged until my hand is bruised. That awful man is going to kill her. That’s the only way there’ll be any peace for me,” Penelope said, followed by a deep sigh.

      Penelope was a long-time resident in the condo. As Rachel’s self-appointed confidential informant, the old lady kept Rachel up to date on all the happenings in the condo, reporting regularly on any inappropriate behavior of her neighbors. Her age now showed in her stooped posture. Wrapped in a sweater even when it was ninety-five degrees outside, Penelope seemed to always be at the right place when something was happening. Everyone knew she blabbed everything she saw and heard to Rachel.

      “I’ll come up there and speak to them. You stay inside your apartment, Penelope, okay?”

      “Okay, I’ll stay right here,” she promised. “But you have to do something.”

      “I’m on my way,” Rachel said, hanging up the phone and locking her office as she left.

      Rachel took the elevator to the eighth floor. When she exited, she could hear the ruckus. Banging noises spilled onto the outside walkway, making Rachel think Marc was bouncing his wife off the walls. Lola’s shrill screams split the air outside, followed by crashing noises, as if to suggest she was throwing breakables at her husband. Rachel wondered why no one had called the police. Apparently only Penelope cared what was happening in that apartment.

      Rachel loudly banged on the front door with her fist. “Open up! It’s Rachel.”

      Silence followed the demand, then the door slowly opened. Lola stood beside the door, her brown hair ruffled up and falling half into her face. A black eye had formed and the other lid was winking closed. The woman’s nose was red from dried blood and her lips were swollen. Lola was a sight to behold.

      “Hi, Rachel,” Lola said casually, as if her appearance was perfectly normal.

      “Lola, you have to know that you two are making a huge racket up here. I’m surprised no one has called the cops on you.” Rachel stood back with her hands on her hips, looking sternly at the middle-aged woman.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize we were being that noisy,” she said, at first looking embarrassed, then her face split into a sheepish grin. “You know how it is, couples have little spats.”

      “This sounded like World War Three, not a little spat. Really, how can you stand there and tell me that? Don’t you think your neighbors have ears? Most all of them wear hearing aids.”

      “Well, I don’t know, I guess things got out of hand.”

      “Where is Marc? I want to see Marc right now,” Rachel demanded. There were times she felt like she was running a kindergarten for elderly delinquents.

      Lola’s eyes grew wide with fright. Her swollen lips began to move but nothing audible came out.

      “Marc!” Rachel called as she pushed past Lola, stepping into the entryway. “Come out here and talk with me.”

      The apartment was rank. Pasta sauce? Sausage?

      A tall rangy man slinked from the guest bedroom and stood with a helpless look on his face.

      “The neighbors are complaining about all the fighting you two do up here. This time it’s really out of hand.”

      Rachel noted he was a bit disheveled. His normally slicked-back hair hung around the sides of his slim face, and his shirt was open, revealing skin. Bare feet peeked out under his jeans.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize we were so noisy that others could hear us discussing things,” Marc said.

      Rachel didn't allow him an inch of excuse. “Discussing? I could hear you clear down at the elevator yelling at Lola. And she was screeching. There was no discussing going on.”

      At that point, Rachel let her eyes fall around the living and dining room area that flowed into each other. Broken glassware and food were littered all over the carpeting and dark smudges were on the walls where the two must have been doing some scuffling. Gouges in the wall were evidence objects had been thrown. On another wall she saw red marks that Rachel assumed were blood, or maybe pasta sauce. One chair was tilted on its side and a couple tables looked skewed.

      Looking more closely at Marc, Rachel could see he had a cut by his right eye, a bloody, swollen lip and his left eye was starting to swell. He reeked of sweat and motor oil. Must have been some discussion.

      “I’m appalled. Look at the two of you!” Rachel shouted. “Lola, you’re a sight!”

      The woman trembled as she braced herself against the wall. Her shirt was half ripped open and barely hung from her shoulders. One flip flop clung to a foot and her shorts were torn partially away from her body. A large bruise was forming on one hip and a jagged cut was visible on her forearm.

      “You can’t tell me this wasn’t a bad fight; I can look at the two of you and see what happened here. And the neighbors have all complained.” Rachel glared at the two as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other, trying to decide what to do next. “Look what you’ve done to this apartment! It’s a mess!”

      “We’re sorry,” Marc said, nervously rubbing one arm with his hand. The heart tattoo on his upper arm looked like it had an additional arrow crossing through. No doubt, Lola contributed to that cut.

      “Yes, sorry,” Lola mumbled.

      “The Morgans own this apartment. They’d be furious to see it in this condition.” Rachel was growing angrier as she spoke. “Is this how you two get your jollies? Is this some sort of a pleasure trip for you? I’m serious, is it?”

      Silence followed, and then Marc answered.

      “Well, maybe. Sometimes.” He shuffled his feet around as he looked down. “But this time it, well, uh…”

      “He got jealous,” Lola interjected. “I think he got loopy from watching too many movies and then exploded because the grocery boy carried my bags to the car. He was in the car, waiting. He thought the boy had the hots for me.”

      Marc Rogers owned a motor cycle shop in town that sold all the accessories one could need. Rachel turned her gaze on the business owner who one would presume had some common sense. Maybe even an inkling of decency.

      “Really? You got jealous of a boy? A grocery boy?” Rachel still had her hands resting on her hips.

      “Sort of.”

      Rachel let out a big sigh of frustration, releasing her resting hands. “You two need counseling. Big time. I strongly suggest you get some professional help or I’ll have to take this up with the owners of this apartment and the condo board. And maybe the police.”

      “We can do that,” Lola eagerly said.

      “Do it,” Rachel commanded. “Immediately. I want to see proof that you’re attending counseling sessions, or so help me God, I’ll turn you in. This is your last warning.”

      Both of them nodded their heads enthusiastically, just like two bobble heads.

      Rachel marched from the apartment and into the elevator. She was really looking forward to being with her friends. This had been a tough day.
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      “Again? I don’t understand why she doesn’t throw that jerk out,” Tia said. “I wouldn’t put up with that behavior for one minute.”

      “Maybe she’s partly to blame,” Olivia suggested. “After all, it takes two to tango, as they say.”

      “Tango with me once like that and I’d dance him into jail,” Eneida said.

      “Another round,” Rachel called out to the barmaid, waving her glass in the air.

      The girls were drinking iced tea, their beverage of choice. The clubhouse in the condo was a great place for the girls to hang out, get caught up on the latest in their lives, and then not have to worry about driving home. Rachel didn’t drink, except for maybe one glass of wine at a party, but that was a rare occasion. Even though the bar was conveniently located mere feet away, her friends didn’t drink either because they had to work the next day.

      Rachel added three packets of sugar to her tea and picked up a complimentary cookie offered by the bar from a plate, then took another one. “If he lays a hand on her again, I’m calling the police, although, it looked like she’d thrown her fair share of punches. Maybe they both need to go to jail.”

      Tia picked up her glass. “They both probably should have gone to see a doctor.”

      “Spoken like a doctor,” Olivia said.

      Tia Patel was a gynecologist. She had a sizable practice, but that achievement hadn’t come without sacrifice. Born to wealthy parents in Haridwar, India, she attended college in the States, eventually seeking citizenship. Despite her independent nature, the Indian culture was important to her, so Tia honored her parents’ wishes and agreed to an arranged marriage. But her dedication to her profession and the women she cared for over the years grew to become an unacceptable burden to her traditional Indian-American husband. They divorced after twenty years with no children.

      “Here you are, ladies, round three. Hope it doesn’t keep you up all night,” the server joked as she walked away.

      “I have papers to grade,” Olivia said.

      Sitting smartly dressed in a blue suit, Olivia Johnson’s jacket fell open to reveal a nice set of pearls around her neck that contrasted beautifully with her flawless cocoa skin. Warm and loving by nature, the epitome of motherhood, Olivia had been widowed at a young age, yet managed to put herself through college with four kids in tow. She grew to become a good provider as a college professor at Bethune Cookman University and a role model for her children. Now that her kids were grown and gone, living in a condo seemed to be the perfect decision.

      “Okay, what do you all think about me joining an online dating service?” Olivia asked, looking from one shocked face to the other.

      “A dating service? You mean where you look at a bunch of men’s pictures, read a bio and go,” Eneida asked.

      “Exactly.”

      “Not for me,” Eneida said, pushing up the wrist length sleeves on her blue shirt.

      “I don’t think so, either. Who knows what nutcase you could encounter?” Tia said.

      “Every man on those dating sites isn’t a nutcase,” Olivia said. “And I haven’t had a date in twenty-two months, one week and four days.”

      “But who’s counting?” Rachel cracked. She added another three packets of sugar into her new drink and picked up another cookie. “Seriously, that long?”

      “Yes, that long. I would like to have a man in my life.” Olivia cocked her head to the side. “And why not use a dating service? It’s done all the time. Becky in registration at the university met a great guy that way.”

      “Well, if you want to try it out, go for it,” Eneida said. “But if it blows up in your face, don’t cry to me.”

      All three ladies repeated various versions of the same sentiment, wagging their heads to the side.

      Olivia looked indignant. “What a bunch of party poopers! I was looking to you for support.”

      “We’re just concerned about you, is all,” Rachel said, placing her hand on Olivia’s arm. “You are so sweet, you’re liable to get your heart broken.”

      “But if I don’t try, I won’t know, will I? I might meet someone really special; we could fall in love and who knows where that…” and her voice trailed off as she wistfully fiddled with her pearls.

      “Oh, there she goes, she’s in love already and she hasn’t even been on a first date,” Eneida said.

      “Eneida and Rachel are right; you’re setting yourself up to be hurt,” Tia said. “None of us want to see that happen.” Sporting a spiffy pair of basic black slacks and a tailored white shirt, her clothes reflected her conservative, cautious nature.

      “I’ll be careful. I get to screen the men before I contact anyone, so that should weed out the phonies and bad ones.”

      “You hope,” Rachel said.

      “Let’s try to initiate a positive attitude here, okay? I’m not joining the military and being deployed to a hostile country. I just want to go on a few dates.” Olivia flashed a hopeful smile at her friends. “Lighten up.”

      The ladies looked around at each other and shrugged jointly.

      “Go for it,” Eneida said.

      “Who’s buying the next round?” Rachel asked.

      “How many have you had?” Eneida asked.

      Rachel grinned. “I lost count. Hey, I’m thirsty.”

      “You’re acting giddy,” Tia said, giving her a fishy look. “Okay, I’ll get a round, then I’m leaving. I’m on call this weekend.”

      “Tia, why don’t you date? You’re attractive. You’ve got lovely skin, gorgeous black hair, you’re a nice weight, men should be falling all over you,” Olivia said.

      “I work long hours. I don’t have much time left after work. Most times sleep is more appealing than spending time with a man,” Tia said, resting her elbows on the table.

      “What’s your excuse, Eneida?” Rachel asked.

      “I’ve been thinking about it. I have more time now that I have a man living at the shelter. Jorge has taken a lot off my shoulders,” Eneida said. “So, maybe.”

      “Join a dating service,” Olivia suggested.

      Eneida slid her eyes over to Olivia. “I think I’ll try other methods first.”

      

      Rachel jiggled the key into the lock on her front door. She was trying to be quiet for Joe’s sake. She really didn’t want to wake him because he always rose early in the morning. And it was midnight. Joe would have trouble returning to sleep if he woke up now.

      Feeling around on the wall for the switch, Rachel managed to light her path, but not before her heel snagged the throw rug by the door. It was intended to catch outside dirt, but it caught her shoe instead. She went down on her butt and fell back, her head striking the door with a bang. Rachel let fly a few choice words. She struggled to her knees and then stood up. That’s when she saw Joe staring at her.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Of course, I’m okay.”

      “I wondered because it sounded like you were out here wrestling Rulon Gardner,” Joe said with a deadpan expression.

      “What? I was careful to be quiet.”

      “If that was quiet, I’d hate to hear the racket you’d make when trying to be noisy.” Joe shuffled off to the bedroom. “See if you can keep it down so I can get back to sleep.”

      So much for sneaking in.
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      “What? You said cats?” Rachel asked of the caller on the phone. “How can cats be noisy?”

      Rachel listened to the explanation of how leaping cats can cause noise. Sometimes loud noises, it turned out, as if something had fallen. This wasn’t the first time she had received complaints about the pets Eneida had in her apartment. As an animal activist and shelter owner, Eneida had a tendency to bring home animals. Sometimes that exceeded the acceptable number in the condo rules. And sometimes the cats didn’t play nicely, or quietly.

      “I’ll contact her today,” Rachel said. “I’m sure the situation will improve, Mrs. Donnelly.” This was not the morning she would have chosen to deal with this issue, because she felt hot and a touch dizzy when she stood. She knew that Eneida was never receptive when it came to criticism regarding her animals. But Rachel had to inform her of yet another complaint. She caught Eneida by cell phone on her lunch break, purchasing pet food on sale.

      “That old bat has nothing better to do than complain,” Eneida said. “What she ought to do is get herself a cat. That would keep her busy and out of my hair.”

      “How many cats do you have up there right now?” Rachel asked.

      “Umm, four…”

      Rachel knew that meant she probably had eight.

      “Get the number back down to four, Eneida. Do it today,” Rachel said. “And how many dogs do you have?”

      “Only one.”

      That probably was the truth. Dogs were harder to conceal than cats. Rachel knew of the Retriever-Poodle mix. He was a big boy, complete with yellow fur that shed in big clumps everywhere. The dog was older, didn’t bark and loved everyone. The kind of dog that a burglar would be greeted by with slobbery kisses. He wasn’t the problem.

      “Okay, so please take care of your cat situation, Eneida.”

      “Okay.”

      Rachel hung up the office phone and rolled her eyes. She hadn’t anticipated so much drama when she agreed to manage the condo. Everyone seems to be a character, with few exceptions, Rachel thought.

      Then Ruby walked into the office.

      The old lady placed her fists on either side of the red shorts she wore. With obvious annoyance, she pulled a non-revealing white top downward over her bony hips. Rachel was surprised to see Ruby dressed in ordinary clothes instead of her usual bathing suit.

      “What’s wrong?” Rachel asked.

      “It’s Penelope Hardwood again!”

      “Now what’s she done?” Rachel didn’t believe Penelope had actually done anything wrong. Even before the woman opened her mouth, Rachel was convinced it was all Ruby, not Penelope, who was the problem.

      “She’s out there telling everyone that I’m an embarrassment! Me?”

      “Now, Ruby, I’m sure…”

      “That old bat dresses like Nanook of the North in ninety degree temperatures, and I’m the embarrassment? Really!” After speaking, she assumed an indignant pose, her eyes flashing.

      “What is it with you two? Why can’t you just try to get along with each other?” Rachel said. “Penelope is a very nice lady, sweet, retiring. She wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

      Ruby’s eyebrows rose.“You’re going to take her side again, aren’t you?”

      “It’s not a matter of sides, it’s…”

      “You always take her side, never mine.” Ruby turned to leave. “She’s a busybody and gossip. I guess you like those types.”

      Ruby stomped from the office, slamming the door behind her.

      Rachel rolled her eyes for the second time.

      The next person to enter the office was predictable.

      “Hi, Penelope,” Rachel said, pronouncing every syllable slowly.

      Ruby had been right in her description of the old woman. There she stood, a gray haired, slightly plump woman of advanced years, dressed in a plain housedress and one of her many heavy sweaters.

      “Good afternoon, dear. I wanted to tell you about Alfred, you know Alfred…”

      “Yes, of course, Alfred lives on the eighth floor.”

      “Well, he’s not feeling too good,” Penelope said. “I saw him weaving in the walkway and asked if he was okay. He said he was and went on his way, but I don’t believe he was telling the truth.”

      Alfred Thorn was a very quiet man with barely any hair on his head. He usually wore a light- weight jacket, which gave him a formal appearance, at least for Florida. Given his proper appearance and manner, Rachel suspected Penelope was smitten with him.

      “Oh, yes, Alfred…” Rachel started to say, but was interrupted. It seemed to be her day for interruptions.

      “Of course, if Ruby hadn’t been flaunting herself at him in the first place, the whole situation may never have happened. I suppose it’s equally her fault,” Penelope said.

      “Flaunting? Oh dear.” Rachel held her head between her hands as her elbows rested on the desk in front of her. “Ruby walks around like a mature former model. She wasn’t flaunting herself at Alfred. Have you ever been to a fashion show, Penelope?”

      “No.”

      “You might want to take one in sometime so you can observe how a professional model walks. It’s the same way Ruby moves her body from one end of a room to another,” Rachel said, looking up at the old lady. “She’s not flaunting, she’s gliding.”

      “I call that slinking. And it’s unseemly behavior,” Penelope insisted.

      “In your eyes,” Rachel said, trying to be patient with the woman. “Only yours. Everyone else thinks it’s kind of cute for an old lady. But now Ruby thinks you’re gossiping about her.”

      “I do not gossip. Never!” the woman said, raising her chin and crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Then go apologize to her. Tell her you weren’t gossiping behind her back.”

      Silence followed.

      “Well?”

      She released her arms. “Okay, to please you, I’ll do it.”

      “Don’t please me, please Ruby.”

      Penelope let out a deep sigh. “Okay.” She turned toward the door. “But if she’d just not sway so much, maybe Alfred wouldn’t…”

      “Penelope!” Rachel was convinced the old lady was jealous of Ruby. And she needed to get over it.

      “Okay, all right. I’ll apologize. Good day.” She left the office, gently closing the door.

      I’m supervising kindergarteners. Old kindergarteners!

      “And how was your day?” Rachel asked as she ladled cauliflower cheddar soup into two bowls.

      “Nothing special. Do you want me to get the bread out?” Joe asked, walking behind her into the narrow kitchen.

      “If you want some, I don’t.”

      Joe gathered the bread and margarine from the fridge and took both to the table in the dining room. Rachel carefully brought the two bowls of soup to the table, then returned to the kitchen for her iced tea.

      “Did you finish with that sink issue?” she asked as she sat down with her drink, taking a sip, then adding copious amounts of sugar to the tea.

      “Yeah. Alfred seems happy now.” Joe smelled his soup before he took a noisy slurp, then made a face when he found it was too hot. “He’s a character.”

      “Only him? The whole place is full of characters.”

      “Alfred’s a nice man.”

      “Yes. I think Penelope is smitten with him.”

      “Really? Senior romance.”

      “Penelope told me today she thought he was ill. How did he seem to you?” Rachel stirred the soup around to cool it before tasting it.

      “Okay, I guess. He barely got out of his chair,” Joe said. “The only thing wrong with him is he needs some exercise.”

      Rachel grinned. “Eneida has too many cats again. I had another complaint today about the noise her menagerie was making.” She blew on a spoonful of soup.

      “I’ll bet it stinks up there.” Joe shook out a slice of bread from the wrapper and pulled off the lid to the margarine.

      “I shudder to think. I haven’t been in her place in a long time. We always meet at the clubhouse. Or here.” Rachel looked at her husband with a question in her eyes.

      “What?” Joe stopped the movement of his spoon half way up to his mouth, returning her look.

      “I don’t know. I just had a funny feeling.”

      “She hasn’t had any maintenance problems, so I can’t go prowling around to see the condition of the unit.”

      “I know. Don’t worry about it. Hopefully she’ll return a few cats to the shelter and peace will reign,” she said, spooning soup into her mouth.

      Joe slurped his soup again and Rachel shook her head in response. That was such an annoying habit of his.

      “How did Loretta’s place look when you were up there?”

      “Oh, very clean, neat. It was perfect.”

      “She has help come in to clean. Speaking of which, I wonder how the cleanup is going with the feuding Rogers?” Rachel put her spoon down at that thought and picked up the fan that was conveniently lying on the table. She began to vigorously move air toward her face. “You wouldn’t have believed the mess up there! Broken glass everywhere and gouges in the walls. Blood stains, too. And it stunk.”

      “I don’t like Marc. I don’t trust him.” Joe folded his bread in half before taking a bite.

      “Me either. He’s mean. And I don’t know what to say about Lola.” Rachel continued to fan herself.

      “How about that she’s stupid?”

      “You got that right. I suspect she’s an equal party to the fighting. Marc looked beat up, too. She might egg him on for an excuse to land a few punches to his face. Who knows?”

      Joe shot his wife an annoyed look. "Why are you fanning yourself at the dinner table?"

      "I'm hot. I shouldn't be eating soup. And it seems I have an issue with being overly warm lately." Rachel left it at that. Let him put two and two together. She was fifty-two.

      "Hot flashes?"

      "Yes," she reluctantly admitted. “It’s okay, I’ll just drink more tea.”

      “Humph. I’ll try to be around the Rogers apartment tomorrow to see if I can catch any signs of cleanup,” Joe said, changing to a more comfortable subject.

      “Good idea. The Morgans would be horrified if they saw their apartment in that condition.” Rachel put down the fan and picked up her spoon again. "I might have to inform them of the mess if that crazy couple doesn't straighten out."

      A burst of thunder suddenly rocked the table.

      “Here we go again,” Joe said. “Right on time.”

      “I’ll shut the computer down,” Rachel said, rising from her chair. She walked down the hallway to the second bedroom where her makeshift office was located. Most every evening a storm rolled through during hurricane season, right at this time. It never ceased to amaze Rachel how punctual the weather could be.
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