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      Angie Barnes looked out the airplane window while the flight landed at Daytona Beach International Airport. She hadn’t been in Florida for quite some time and felt more than a little apprehensive about returning home. Will her parents welcome her? Will they greet this visit with great joy or see it as another opportunity for her to mooch? She had a history of sponging off her parents. Oh, yes, she was really good at holding out her hand and asking for more.

      She pulled out her phone and dialed. Better warn them rather than just show up unannounced.

      

      “Joe!”

      “In the bedroom.”

      “I need you.”

      Joe Barnes walked into the living room where his wife Rachel was sitting on the couch, the phone in her lap.

      “That was Angie,” Rachel said without expression or emotion.

      Angela was her true name, but no one ever called her that. She was born near Christmas, and at that time Rachel was fascinated with the idea of Angie the Christmas tree angel. Consequently, her daughter was named Angela, but forever called Angie.

      “So? Not good news?” Joe asked as he sat across from her.

      “Depends on how you look at it,” Rachel said, fixing her eyes on her husband. “She wants to stay with us for a while. She’s not sure how long.”

      “Oh.” Joe knew what that meant.

      “I’m just not in the frame of mind to fund her living expenses while she searches for her life’s purpose or the meaning of life,” Rachel said, shaking her head.

      “Did you tell her that?”

      “Not exactly in those words, but I hinted around.”

      “If we aren’t firm, she will take advantage again,” Joe said.

      “I haven’t forgotten.”

      “When is she arriving?”

      “In a couple hours.”

      “What?” Joe shot to standing. “Well, we’d better get our stories aligned. We can’t let her walk all over us again.”

      “I totally agree,” Rachel said. “But you’re the one who caves in.” She gave her husband a knowing look.

      Joe acknowledged that was true with his grunt. Rachel was much tougher when it came to their only daughter, their only child. And sometimes that fact caused clashes between Angie and her.

      “I’ll do better,” he said, walking toward the hallway. “I’ll follow your lead.”

      “I was really enjoying this last year without the gimme, gimme hand held out,” Rachel said, rising.

      “Me, too.”

      They both walked down the hall to the extra bedroom. It would be perfect for Angie while she visited. A door at the entrance to the hall provided privacy from the rest of the unit. A vanity crossed the hall at the end with cabinets and a sink in the center, and a large mirror above. To the left was a door leading to the shower and toilet. To the right, a door to the bedroom.

      “I’ll have to remove the dog bed, and my clothes from the closet. There isn’t much else here,” Rachel said, glancing around.

      “And the cross on the wall.”

      “Let it stay. She can just deal with it,” Rachel said. “If she’s still a Buddhist or whatever she might have become recently, we are a Christian home. She can deal.”

      “Fine by me.”

      

      Angie walked into her parent’s condo unit with a backpack over her shoulders, two large suitcases rolling behind her, and a small carrier attached to one of the suitcases. She positioned everything upright after she crossed the threshold and removed the backpack. Angie was fairly tall for having two parents on the short side. Her long legs slinked from under her blue shorts. The matching shirt, tied in front, accentuated her tiny waist. Rachel noticed that her hair was bleached blonde and flowed past her shoulders. It was red the last time they saw her. She didn’t have on much makeup, not that she needed it. Angie was a very attractive young woman.

      “Hi, guys!” she said, expanding her arms for an embrace.

      Of course, Rufus the dog barged in before the parents could hug their daughter. He wiggled between Rachel and Joe and started to lunge at Angie, then stopped just short. Rufus whined and extended one paw toward the woman.

      “Aw, so sweet,” Angie said, petting the big boy’s head. The labradoodle loved the attention and frantically wagged his tail.

      “Humph, so well behaved. Is this our dog?” Rachel said. “He always attacks me when I enter.”

      Rufus and Rachel had history. Rufus always lunged at Rachel when she came in from one of her nights out with the girls. She could write a book about the many incidents she had with him knocking her over, straddling her, and then licking her face with vigor.

      “You just have to know how to handle them, Mom,” Angie said. “It’s all about energy. He recognizes my energy and respects it.” Angie continued to stroke Rufus’ head.

      Rachel was about to respond, but Joe placed his hand in the center of her back to distract her. Then both parents hugged and kissed their daughter, all the while wondering what was this visit going to bring and why was she here?

      “Gee, Dad, I see you haven’t grown any more hair,” Angie cracked with a big smile.

      Joe was in his late fifties. He figured his days for having a full head of hair had long passed. He had a clean-shaven face with ordinary features and few wrinkles for a man his age. He was neither fat nor skinny, and in decent physical shape.

      “How nice of you to notice,” he said.

      “Mom, you look great!”

      Rachel did look great. She was a cute brunette with a classic bob she had worn with and without bangs for most of her adult life. At fifty-three and holding her figure, Rachel was as pretty as her daughter.

      “Thank you. So do you.” Rachel maneuvered her daughter toward the living room. “Let’s get comfy.”

      “I’ve been sitting for hours, or else walking through airports,” Angie said. “I’m glad to be on solid ground.”

      “Where did you fly from?” Joe asked.

      “California.”

      “You’ve been in California all this time?” Rachel asked.

      “Oh, no, I’ve been in lots of places, but most recently in California,” Angie said, sitting back on the off-white couch.

      “So, where have you been staying? What does that mean?” Joe asked.

      “Well, Dad,” Angie said, “I’ve been in Massachusetts, the United Kingdom, then India, Massachusetts again, and then California. I stayed at ashrams everywhere I traveled.”

      “Ashrams,” Rachel said flatly without facial expression.

      “Yes, Mom, ashrams. Perfectly safe to be in. Holy places, you know?”

      “I know what an ashram is. I don’t know why you were living in them,” Rachel said. “And, of course, you haven’t communicated with us for at least nine months. Last we heard you were in the States. We didn’t know anything about the United Kingdom or India.”

      “Well, Mom, I didn’t think I had to check in with my parents every time I decided to travel,” Angie said, a look of exasperation coming over her face. “I am twenty-five.”

      “Your age has nothing to do with this,” Joe said. “When you are in a foreign country, we need to know, in case something happens or you disappear.”

      Angie flung her long hair over her shoulder with a scowl. “Look, nothing happened; nothing was going to happen. I was perfectly safe, end of story.”

      “Here we go,” Rachel said, remembering how obstinate and naïve her daughter could be.

      “Angie, you can’t live so irresponsibly that you endanger yourself,” Joe said.

      “I’m not being irresponsible. Gee, Dad!” Angie stood. “I was hoping you guys, after moving to this condo, would relax some. But you’re both still so uptight.”

      Rachel decided to sit back and let Joe handle things.

      “Angie, we are your parents. We care about you, always will. If that’s being uptight, well, I guess you’d better get used to it,” he said. “If you don’t like how your parents act, you can live elsewhere.”

      “No, I can’t. I don’t have anywhere else to go right now. You’re stuck with me for a while.” Angie threw a cutesy smile at her father. “Besides, I know you’ve missed me.”

      Rachel wasn’t so sure that last part was true. She didn’t miss the chaos Angie tended to create in their lives. She wanted a calm, peaceful life. All the unique people who lived in this fifty plus condominium that she managed were enough entertainment and chaos for her. At least they didn’t live under her roof.

      “Okay, what do you say we get your bags in your room?” Rachel said.

      “I’ll carry the bags,” Joe said, rising.

      “Dad, suitcases have wheels now,” Angie said. “They roll.”

      “Whatever,” Joe answered with a wave of his hand.

      As the three approached, a loud protest erupted from the area where the suitcases had been dropped.

      “What was that noise?” Rachel asked.

      “Oh, that’s just Precious,” Angie said.

      “Precious what?” Joe asked.

      “Precious, my cat,” Angie said.

      “You have a cat?” Rachel asked.

      “Yes. Is that unusual?” Angie said. “I’ve always had cats, ever since childhood. You know that. Cats are my passion.”

      “You never mentioned a cat,” Joe said. “We didn’t know about a cat.”

      “So, what’s the big deal? You have pets,” Angie said, stroking Rufus’ head as he stood beside her.

      “There is a limit on the number of animals we can have in one unit, Angie,” Rachel said. “I manage this condo. I can’t have any more animals than I currently have. One dog, one cat. Period.”

      “Well, I won’t be here long, maybe, so it shouldn’t be a problem,” Angie said. “I’ll be gone before it becomes an issue.”

      Rachel had doubts about that.

      “There is also a limit on how long you can visit, since you’re not fifty years old,” Joe said.

      “Gee, so many rules! How do you stand it?” Angie said.

      Joe looked at his wife and decided not to respond.

      “Okay, let’s get your luggage into your room,” Rachel said.

      All three paraded down the hallway toward the second bedroom. Joe pulled the suitcases behind him and then swung them onto the queen bed. Angie handled the backpack and carrier with Precious inside.

      “Oh, this is nice,” Angie said when she entered the bedroom. “I like the soft aqua walls.”

      “And your bathroom is over there, just past the counter and sink,” Rachel said, pointing across the hallway.

      “Nice. Private,” Angie said.

      “Yes, it is. And I expect you to keep everything nice while you’re here,” Rachel said.

      “Oh, Mom, I’m not five!”

      Rachel didn’t comment. Sometimes it seemed like her daughter acted like a five-year-old.

      “And the litter box is where?” Angie asked.

      “Very conveniently in your bathroom.” Rachel said. “Introduce your cat to it. I’ll have to place another one in the other bathroom for Benny now. I suggest closing the door at the end of the hallway until we can acquaint all the animals.”

      “Good idea, Mom. I’ll let Precious out after you leave.”

      “Okay, then. We’ll let you unpack and rest if you want,” Rachel said, turning to leave.

      “Thanks, guys,” Angie said. She sounded sincere.

      “Later,” Joe said.
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      After Angie had unpacked and rested briefly, the first attempt was made to introduce Precious to the rest of the animals living in the condo. They began by placing Precious, in her carrier, in the center of the living room. The cat began softly growling inside the carrier as Rufus approached. No one had seen Bennie since Angie arrived. So typical of a cat, Bennie was no doubt hiding.

      “Rufus, this is Precious,” Rachel said, holding onto Rufus’ collar as she placed him in front of the carrier.

      Precious let out a hideous wail and began spitting at Rufus from behind the bars of the carrier. Rufus backed away, as if he wasn’t sure what was inside. Perhaps he had never experienced such an out-roar from another animal? Rachel was alarmed over the cat’s reaction. Rufus, while very large in size, was a true wimp. He wouldn’t hurt anything walking or crawling.

      “Oh, my,” Rachel said.

      “Don’t worry. Precious is a doll,” Angie said.

      Rufus wasn’t so sure. Rachel wasn’t so sure, either. Joe just stood watching the scene play out. Then the dog cowered, looking at the carrier and the vixen within from a distance of four feet.

      “I should let her out to meet Rufus,” Angie said.

      “Are you sure?” Rachel asked. “She doesn’t appear to like the idea of meeting new friends.”

      “Oh, no problem,” Angie said, unlatching the carrier. Angie swung the cage door open and a fluffy white Persian cat pranced out, full of attitude.

      Precious surveyed her surroundings briefly, then promptly planted her abundant behind on the floor. She made a little purp sound that made Rachel feel that all was going well. Until it wasn’t.

      Rufus, who was still four feet away from the carrier, stood and let out one loud woof, to which Precious took exception, letting out her own vocal response to convey her displeasure. She hissed and spit in the direction of the big dog, who immediately cowered to the floor again. Precious began growling at Rufus, edging towards him in a slinky and menacing manner.

      “Whoa, wait!” Rachel cried, waving her hands.

      “Hey, leave Rufus alone, cat!” Joe said, moving towards the two animals. He positioned himself between the cat and dog, hoping to thwart any aggression.

      “You guys, gee, it’s okay,” Angie said. “She’s harmless.”

      Angie reached down, picked up Precious and turned away from Rufus with the cat in her arms.

      “I’ll take her into my bedroom until Rufus gets adjusted.”

      Angie carried Precious into her bedroom and closed the door behind her. Shortly thereafter, she returned to be with her parents.

      “It’s all good; no biggy,” Angie said.

      While Angie didn’t recognize any problem, her parents had another view. Joe and Rachel exchanged looks, not at all sure everything was okay.

      “So, when do we eat?” Angie asked.

      “Right now,” Rachel said, turning to other matters. “Get to the table, everything is ready.”

      Everyone sat down at the table, which had already been set for dinner, and Rachel brought out the meal. Joe led the grace.

      “What are your plans while you’re here,” Joe asked as he passed the large salad bowl over to Angie.

      “I’m not totally sure. I need time to think, to meditate on my future,” she answered, heaping salad into her bowl. “Being so near the beach, the peace it brings, I should receive my answers.” Angie passed the large bowl to her mother.

      Rachel stifled a comment, silently accepting the bowl. This was so typical of Angie. Nothing had changed. She was still in Lala Land, her head in the clouds, no sense of direction.

      “How long do you think it will take to receive those answers?” Rachel finally asked.

      “There’s no such thing as time in the universe. It takes as long as it takes,” Angie said.

      Rachel heard Joe give a short sigh from across the table.

      “Well, I’m predicting the universe will answer your needs quickly, realizing your parents aren’t going to bankroll your meditations for very long,” he said, stuffing his mouth with a forkful of salad.

      “Oh, Daddy, you’re so silly,” Angie said, giggling. She always used the endearing term of daddy when she wanted something or was trying to smooth over an issue. “I might even go back to school.”

      “And study what?” Rachel asked. “You’ve been a perpetual student for years. To my knowledge, you haven’t held a real job.”

      “Life isn’t all about making money, Mom.” Angie rolled her eyes, her mother’s habit.

      Joe shot his wife a quick look and she resisted the urge to speak, swallowing her words with lettuce.

      “What your mother means is, at some point in life everyone has to support themselves. We can’t support you,” Joe said. “We won’t pay for more school, rent on an apartment, your clothes, nothing more. You have to start paying your own expenses.”

      A slight frown formed between Angie’s eyes.

      “But, Daddy…”

      “No buts, Angie.” Rachel found her voice. “Get a job, save your money, and move out. It’s time for the birdie to fly.”

      Angie put her fork down, looking from one parent to the next to see which was weakest. Both held firm expressions as they chewed their salad. So, she focused on her father, the usual weak link.

      “Daddy, finding a job could take some time. As Mom said, I haven’t had a real job, so it could be difficult landing one,” Angie said, intently staring at her father.

      “True. But as long as you are relentlessly seeking a job, we will understand. Yes, it might take a little time to land a good one,” Joe agreed. “So, in the meantime, you get a job at McDonalds or Wal-Mart to sustain you.”

      Angie’s eyes flew open in surprise. Her father had never talked to her in such a manner.

      “But, Daddy! Flipping burgers? You can’t be serious.”

      Joe looked at his daughter evenly and spoke calmly. “There are people who would love to have a job flipping burgers. And you know why? Because they need the money to survive,” Joe said, looking back at his salad bowl. “Just like you.”

      The room grew very quiet. The only noise was the sound of crunching salad.
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      Rachel plopped down in the chair behind her desk, delighted to be in her office. It wasn’t a large office, but had enough size to accommodate several file cabinets, her desk and chair, and the guest chair positioned in front. Behind her was the mini fridge where she kept water bottles. All but one wall was glass, which gave her the advantage of seeing who was approaching, whether from the outside or within the building. She happily put on her condo manager cap and cast off her mother’s hat. Whatever the day brought; she was eager to greet every event.

      LuAnn Riley was the first one to come through the door. Her blonde hair fell past her shoulders, just like one would expect of a country singer. LuAnn could have passed for Dolly Parton’s sister, since she had a similar face with a figure to match. And long nails.

      “Hi, honey.”

      “Have a seat,” Rachel said, pointing at the chair across from the desk. “What’s up?”

      “I was just wanting to know if you and Joe would like to come hear me sing this weekend and meet Derks?” Her pretty face shone with joy.

      Derks Ford was LuAnn’s boyfriend. They were rather new as a couple, but the situation looked promising, according to LuAnn.

      “I think we can do that,” Rachel said. “Do you mind if we bring Angie?”

      “Who’s Angie?”

      “Our daughter. She’s visiting.”

      “Oh, honey, that would be wonderful,” she drawled. “Y’all come and bring Angie along. She’ll have a good time.”

      “Yes, I think she would enjoy herself.”

      “How long is she visiting for?”

      “That’s a very good question,” Rachel said with a sigh. “I have no idea.”

      “Oh, one of those situations.” LuAnn nodded her head like she understood. Although she had been married three times, LuAnn did not have any children.

      “Yes, but Joe is really on board this time. I don’t think he’ll cave to her whims.”

      “Nothing like a daughter batting her eyelashes at her daddy. Works every time,” LuAnn said. “Did for me.”

      “Are you meeting us later at the clubhouse?” Rachel asked.

      “I’ll be there at five. Have some errands to run and then get my nails done.” LuAnn held out one hand and wiggled her fingers.

      “See ya then.”

      No sooner had the door closed than Ruby Moskowitz walked into the office. Ruby was the building’s most flamboyant resident. Her preferred clothing was a bathing suit that revealed everything that no one wanted to see. At the age of ninety-something, the only things she had to expose were skinny limbs adorned by knobby joints with creped skin as a covering. With flaming red hair piled on top of her head and red lipstick, she was quite a sight to behold as she strutted around the pool, doing her best model walk.

      “Hi, Ruby,” Rachel said. She was quite fond of the old woman, despite the heavy gardenia scent that followed her everywhere. While most of the female residents thought she was brazen, mainly due to their jealousy, Rachel knew of her compassionate side.

      “Hi. I just wanted you to know that Loretta is under the weather.” The way Ruby made her statement, it sounded to Rachel like she was more than a little concerned.

      “What’s wrong with her?”

      “Well, I’m not sure,” she answered, sitting in the chair in front of the desk. “She’s coughing a lot. I told her to go to the doctor, but she doesn’t want to. She hates doctors; says she’ll take cough medicine instead.”

      “A woman her age shouldn’t mess around with a cough.”

      “I know. I told her that.”

      “Do you want me to talk to her?”

      “Not yet. If I can’t get through to her, I’ll let you know.”

      The door to the office opened and Joe stuck his head in. “Just so you know, the new tenant is moving in on the eighth floor.”

      “Okay, thanks, Joe,” replied Rachel, turning back to Ruby.

      “So, I’m going to pick up some chicken noodle soup for Loretta,” Ruby said, standing. “Can’t hurt, might help.”

      “Good idea, Ruby. Keep me informed, okay?”

      “I will.”

      After Ruby left, Rachel sat back in thought. Loretta was an elegant woman in her middle eighties. She was a good Christian woman with a past that no one would have ever guessed by current appearances. Loretta had been a high-profile detective in Nevada. Ruby was Loretta’s Confidential Informant, bringing important information about the influential elite that she associated with due to her prominence as a fashion model.

      The women had not seen each other in decades. Ruby deliberately moved away because she feared repercussions from some of the prison releases who might come looking for Loretta. Then when Loretta coincidentally moved into the same condo, Ruby again was afraid of being discovered and continued to avoid Loretta. It wasn’t until recently that they had become very close friends, even taking a Hawaiian cruise together. Rachel had great respect for Loretta’s wisdom and had asked her counsel in the past.

      “Enough,” she said aloud. She had work to do.

      Rachel rode the elevator to the eighth floor where the new tenant was moving into a condo unit. And it wasn’t just any condo unit. It was the one where her friend Eneida had lived, until she was murdered. In that unit. It took weeks before it was cleared by the police for entry. The condominium owners eventually foreclosed on it and had to pay for renovations. After repairs were done on the wall where a portion had been removed as evidence and then painted, the carpeting was removed, and tile was installed in its place. Rachel had wondered if it would ever be rented out or purchased?

      Rachel exited the elevator and turned onto the walkway that stretched outside across each of the twelve floors of the condominium. It was an open walkway with an iron fence to prevent anyone from falling below. Immediately, she saw the movement of people walking into the previously vacant unit. Several men were hoisting furniture and boxes. It appeared that a professional crew had been hired to accomplish this move for the new resident.

      Rachel came to the door where all the action was taking place. A young man poked his head out when Rachel approached. He was dark haired, clean shaven, and quite handsome. He wore a black tee-shirt, black jeans, and was slender in body.

      “Hi, I’m Rachel Barnes, the condo manger,” she said, extending her hand toward him.

      “Yeah, great, I’m Josh,” he said in response, extending his hand as well. “Josh Brigham. Just moving in now.” Josh smiled down at her. He was tall, much taller than Rachel.

      “Is everything going well?” Rachel asked.

      “Oh, yeah, what could be wrong?” Josh smiled broadly at Rachel.

      “I hope nothing,” she said. “If you do have any problems, let me know. My office is on the first floor.”

      “I don’t anticipate any problems,” he answered. “Thank you for caring.”

      “Not a problem, Josh,” she said, turning to leave.

      Rachel’s immediate impression was that of a very polite young man. Being young, though, she hoped his youthful behaviors wouldn’t become an issue. She couldn’t help wondering why he was moving into an over fifty condo. Perhaps he was the son of the new resident, maybe helping him to move in? She didn’t know, so she decided to speak with the president of the condo board and the applicant himself. When she returned to her office, she dug out the application for residency and called the applicant, John Brigham.

      “Yes,” a male voice said.

      “Hi, I am Rachel Barnes, the manager of the Breezeway Condominiums that you are moving into.”

      “Okay, yes.” He paused, waiting for her response.

      “Well, I met a young man today who I imagine is your son? His name was Josh.”

      Rachel didn’t hear any response to her question, so she continued. “Anyway, he was very polite and, I guess, supervising the move,” she said. “I haven’t met you, personally, Mr. Brigham, I only have paperwork here on my desk that shows you purchased a unit. I presume he is your son? I mean, people under fifty aren’t allowed to purchase a condo unit here.”

      There was a brief silence before the man spoke.

      “That is my condo. But there is no need to concern yourself, young lady.”

      “What?”

      “I will be in town in a few days. Josh is handling everything, so don’t worry,” the man answered.

      “I was merely asking…”

      “As I said, I will be in town soon. Josh will handle everything in my absence, so there is no reason for your concern,” he said. “I look forward to meeting you.”

      And with that, the man hung up the phone.

      Rachel sat back in her chair, not sure what to make of the conversation. She wished the condo president would be more forthcoming in these matters. How was she to know what was happening with the sales of the units if she wasn’t informed? This was a unique situation where the condo association had foreclosed on the unit and resold it. She had not been informed about the new owners, except to know the names and the approximate date of arrival.

      The next call Rachel made was to the condo board president, Charles Amos.

      “Hello, Rachel. What can I do for you today?” Charles sounded cheery.

      “My call is regarding the Brighams. The son is moving everything in today. His name is Josh,” she said. “I also spoke with the father, John Brigham, on the phone. I wasn’t clear about the arrangements, given we are an over fifty condominium. Josh is obviously much younger than fifty. His name isn’t on the forms as owner, either.”

      “Nothing to worry about, Rachel,” he said. “Everything has been worked out.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means, don’t worry about it,” Charles said.

      What was happening? Two men in a short period of time were telling her not to worry about the details of this unit. What was so special about the Brighams?

      “I don’t understand the secrecy surrounding this unit.”

      “There isn’t any secrecy, Rachel. Mr. Brigham will be in town soon. Josh is moving his father into the unit,” he said. “End of story.”

      “Well, okay,” she said. But she didn’t believe that was the end of the story. There was something fishy about this.

      Rachel thought it especially odd that someone would purchase a unit where a murder had been committed, especially when other units were available. By law, full disclosure was required to any potential buyer. Who wants a unit where a murder, a gruesome murder, no less, had taken place? Unless they were a mortician or Stephen King.
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      Penelope Hardwood walked into Rachel’s office. She turned to speak to someone still in the hallway. “Just wait for me,” she said, then turned toward Rachel.

      “Good morning, Penelope.”

      Penelope was a sweet woman and a long-time resident in the Breezeway Condominium. She was also Rachel’s spy. Whenever someone was misbehaving, Penelope had an uncanny way of being present and then reporting the incident to Rachel.

      “Yes, it is a good morning, isn’t it?” Penelope answered. “I have my condo fee here.”

      The old woman placed a check on Rachel’s desk, sliding it toward her with one bony finger.No one had ever seen her wearing anything but a loose housedress with a heavy cardigan hugged close to her body. Even in the common ninety-five-degree temperatures of Florida. Today was no exception.

      “Thank you,” Rachel said. “Who’s in the hallway?”

      “Oh, that’s just Alfred. He doesn’t have his check ready yet.”

      Alfred Thorn was an elderly man who frequently wore lightweight jackets, giving him a formal appearance for Florida. He had very white hair that he chose to wear grown near his collar, and very bushy white eyebrows that Rachel longed to trim. Alfred and Penelope had apparently become friends, much to Rachel’s surprise. Penelope was very proper, so Rachel surmised that Alfred’s formal appearance had been an appealing factor.

      “He can come in,” Rachel suggested.

      “No, he can just wait for me,” she said. “I’m done here anyway.”

      “Okay, well, have a nice day, Penelope.”

      “I will. You, too, dear,” she said, clasping her blue sweater close and walking into the hallway where Alfred was patiently waiting. Evidently, having an afterthought, Penelope returned.

      “You should probably know, that widow is making a spectacle of herself.”

      “What widow?” Rachel asked.

      “The one on the sixth floor, Ethel Borenstein. The one with the curly blue hair.”

      “Oh, that widow. What’s she doing?”

      “For starters, she’s hanging out with Ruby at the pool.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Well, she’s not properly dressed. She wears two-piece bathing suits, usually purple ones.”

      Ethel was not even five foot tall and was as round as she was tall. Her penchant for wearing revealing bathing suits began after her husband died and she started being friends with Ruby. Rachel understood Penelope’s opinion of the old lady’s attire. She looked like a mini Sumo wrestler with wiggly flesh hanging out everywhere.

      “Penelope, we don’t have any rules concerning residents’ attire. If Ethel wants to wear purple two-piece bathing suits, she can do that.” Maybe the color accentuated her blue hair?

      The old lady stretched her cardigan covered body in a superior manner, looking sideways at Rachel. “Well, I wouldn’t be caught dead in what she wears. It’s just unseemly.”

      Rachel silently agreed but did not share her opinion. She knew Penelope wouldn’t be caught dead wearing any sort of revealing clothing, let alone a two-piece bathing suit.

      “Maybe I can suggest to her wearing a coverup when out in public,” Rachel offered.

      “At the very least,” Penelope said, then turned to leave.

      Ethel had lived at the condo for many years with her husband. After he passed, she seemed to act like a woman set free. She appeared to be living as she pleased, going out with other women, making new friends, such as Ruby, and hanging out at the pool in scanty bathing suits. Rachel wasn’t about to tell her how to dress. That was the old woman’s prerogative. But maybe she could suggest a coverup.

      

      “Don’t you have any wine in the house?” Angie asked as she rummaged around in the refrigerator. “I don’t see any in here.”

      “No, we don’t keep alcohol in the house,” Rachel said, looking over her shoulder from the kitchen counter.

      “Wine isn’t alcohol. It’s not liquor, it’s wine. Just wine,” Angie said with authority.

      “Actually, Angie,” Rachel said, turning from the counter where she was preparing a salad for dinner, “wine and beer have alcohol content. Maybe not as high a percentage as in liquor, but it is present. You can get just as drunk on wine as vodka, for instance.”

      “Really? Hmm. Since when did you become such an expert on the matter?” Angie asked, sitting at the little table in the kitchen.

      “Since I discovered I am a diabetic. I had to learn all sorts of things about eating properly for my condition.” This was the first time she had mentioned her illness to Angie.

      Angie’s expression changed after hearing her mother is a diabetic.

      “You? A diabetic?” Angie said in amazement.

      “Yes. Unfortunately. I almost drowned in the bathtub due to diabetes. Your father found me just in time and I went to the emergency room. That’s when I was diagnosed, but I had my suspicions.” Rachel turned back to the task at the counter. “If you had called home once in a while, I would have told you.”

      “Sorry. Wow. A diabetic. So, you don’t keep alcohol of any kind in the house for that reason?” Angie asked.

      “Correct. Your father doesn’t drink, I don’t drink, so, why have any in the house?” Rachel said.

      “I understand that. Okay, no big deal. I rarely drink anyway,” Angie said, rising. “I’m going to feed Precious.”

      Angie opened the door to the hallway and found Precious standing right at the opening. Seeing this as her opportunity for escape, Precious leaped forward into freedom. She streaked through the dining area and then straight into Joe and Rachel’s bedroom where she disappeared under the bed. It didn’t take long for a commotion to erupt because also under the bed was Benny.

      Angie and Rachel ran toward the noise coming from under the bed where both cats were delivering hisses and growls. This was Benny’s first encounter with Precious. Under the bed was his territory, and he made clear his distaste over the invasion, his growls growing louder with accompanying snarls. All the commotion brought Rufus into the bedroom to investigate. He began barking toward the ruckus.

      “Precious, get out of there,” Angie said, lifting the bed skirt as she peaked underneath the bed. “Come here.”

      “Benny, be nice,” Rachel said in a stern voice. “Meet your new friend.”

      “New friend? Are you kidding? They’re going to tear each other apart!” Angie shrieked.

      “I’ll get a broom to chase them out,” Rachel said, leaving the room.

      The fight intensified by the time Rachel returned to the war zone. Given the thumping sound on the wooden floor, she figured they had made physical contact with each other and were rolling around underneath the bed. At least it sounded like that was happening. Meanwhile, Rufus continued his serenade. Rachel stuck the broom under the bed as Angie held the bed skirt up so her mother could see underneath. She made contact with the rolling balls of fur and pressed them out from under the bed. Both cats appeared, spitting and hissing, then ran from the room in different directions. Rufus gave chase, not knowing which cat to go after. He quickly gave up and laid by the sliders leading to the balcony.
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