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This book began with a dream. I still remember it vividly, but I owe thanks to many people who encouraged me along the way. Ray Bradbury believed in the book and in the muse who wrote most of it. He was an inspiration and cheerleader always.




PROLOGUE
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APALACHICOLA, FLORIDA
( May 1879)


Annelise woke with a start and remembered it was her wedding day. She bit her quivering lower lip and looked around at the familiar room, but when she saw the doorknob turn she feigned sleep. It didn’t work. Ruby walked noisily into the room and dropped an orange tabby cat onto Annelise’s chest.


“Ruby, how could you!”


“You know better than to try foolin’ Ruby. You wasn’t sleeping, Annelise Lovett, not today you wasn’t.”


“But it’s my last morning . . .”


“It is, and you better be ‘bout your business. Your poor mama been up since dawn. She got Asberry and Joe putting candles in all the sconces in the ballroom, and then they be putting up tables in the hall to hold the food. Hattie and Corrine been working on that food since before day.”


“Maybe I’ll tiptoe down the hall and have a peek in the door. Everybody’s being so secretive.”


“You’re not doing no peeking in that ballroom, not ’til Mr. Coulton brings you back here as his wife. Miss Agnes wants it to be a surprise.”


“Did Mrs. Bell make the wedding cake?”


“Didn’t I just tell you your mama wants you to be surprised? You know how busy Mrs. Bell is, running a bakery and a hotel to support her family. Poor soul.”


“But she made my friend Sora’s wedding cake and . . .”


“I don’t know nothing about Sora’s wedding. I will tell you Mrs. Bell will be bringing some food from her bakery. She makes all those beautiful things, and her poor blind husband can’t see a single bit of it.”


“He wasn’t always blind, was he?”


“No, not always. Happened in the war. Breaks your heart for him and her both. But come on now. We got rain water warming and your mama want you to get that mass of hair washed so you can dry it in the early sun. You know it take forever to dry.”


“I need my coffee. I’m no good without my coffee.”


“Miss Agnes says you gon’ have your coffee downstairs today.”


“Oh, Ruby, I wish you were coming with me to my new house.”


“You know Ruby can’t leave your mama. Miss Agnes ain’t never recovered from having a second baby when she was old as she was. What I’m wondering though is if you ain’t seen that house your papa had built for you, missy. You sure you ain’t sneaked out some dark night and taken a peek at it with that murdering scoundrel that built it?”


“Ruby! You just imagine things. And nobody’s proved Seth is a murderer.”


“Where there’s smoke, there’s fire, and if he’d murder, he’d show you that house.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Humph! I’m talking ‘bout where you sneak out to after dark, about what you done with the picture that scoundrel painted of you in your mama’s weddin’ dress.”


“How dare you snoop into my private business!”


“You go to the stable after dark, I want to know why.”


“Don’t you go telling anybody about the painting, you hear?”


“I thought maybe it’d be Mr. Coulton’s weddin’ gift.”


“Just mind your own business. Oh, Ruby, I hope I’m doing the right thing.”


“Your papa wouldn’t have you do it if it weren’t.”


“I still can’t believe Seth . . . Ruby, do you think it’s possible to love two people, two men, at the same time?”


“What a thing to be asking on your weddin’ day.”


“Sometimes my heart says one thing and my head another. Papa never gave Seth a chance. I didn’t have a lot of say.”


“Your papa the one with the say.”


“I adore Coulton, but he’s older, and sometimes he treats me like a child.”


“You is a child.”


“Were you ever in love, Ruby?”


“I may been colored all my life, but I ain’t always been old. I was seventeen once myself. I know what love feels like. Course a black seventeen’s older than a white seventeen.”


“Now what’s that supposed to mean?”


“You know what it means, missy. Don’t go playing innocent with me. You younger today than I ever was.”


“I’m an adult. I’ll be eighteen next month, and I’m getting married, remember?”


“You ain’t if you don’t climb out of that bed and get that hair washed.”
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“ANNELISE ! PUT FLYNNIE DOWN BEFORE he snags your dress. Next you’ll have that cat following you down the aisle. And do you really plan to wear a baby necklace on your wedding day?”


“No, Mother, I just forgot. I’ve worn it as a bracelet since I was six years old when it got too tight for my neck.”


“Hand it to Ruby. We need to go.”


“No, just a minute.” She took the necklace from her arm, pulled Flynnie to her and slipped the chain around his neck. “My forever gift, Flynnie,” she said and kissed the star on top of his head.


Her mother knelt and adjusted the folds of the skirt. “You were right. My dress is perfect. It looks better on you than it did on me.”


“Of course it doesn’t, Mother. You were a beautiful bride. We have the painting to prove it.”


“We’ll have your picture painted in it too, one day soon.” Ruby smiled, and Annelise cast her a withering look, daring her to say anything.


Agnes Lovett blinked back tears and kissed her daughter’s cheek. “Oh, darling, how I’ll miss you.”


“I’m not leaving Apalachicola, Mother. I’ll just be a few miles away. That much I know about my new house.”


“It won’t be the same though. But come on, it’s time to leave for the church. Your father is waiting in the buggy out front now.”


Annelise looked back at the servants and saw Ruby crying. “Be happy for me, Ruby, don’t cry.”


“These be happy tears, missy. Happy tears.”


“Well, they’d better be.” Annelise swallowed hard and walked down the front steps, pausing to gaze at the sunlight reflected on the river. She fought the urge to run back to her room and get in bed. Where had the day gone?


Then she was standing at the door of the Trinity Episcopal Church where she’d been christened and had no memory of getting there. She took a deep breath and looked up at the stenciled ceiling, realizing she was scared. Am I doing the right thing? Why, I hardly know Coulton! Maybe I’m not an adult after all.


Her father tilted her chin with his forefinger. “You okay, sweetheart?”


She shivered. “Somebody just walked across my grave, Papa.”


“You have a case of wedding jitters. Here we go now.”


The organist began the wedding march, engulfing the sanctuary in a giant wave of music that carried Annelise down the aisle on the arm of her father. Coulton was so handsome in his white suit, but when he turned and looked at her, she shivered again. The minister’s voice seemed far away, and then she was a wife. They ran down the church steps to Coulton’s buggy where he kissed her passionately.


Annelise detected a hint of whiskey and stammered, “Why, Coulton, I never . . .”


“Come, my love, no more chaperoning. You’re mine now. Didn’t your father just give you to me?”


Annelise felt uneasy. She’d never known Coulton to be so bold, so different from the gentlemanly suitor she’d known.


It was a short drive back to Annelise’s home, and when Coulton ushered her into the ballroom for the reception, her indrawn breath was testament to the remarkable job her mother had done. The wide double doors were usually kept locked, but tonight the floors gleamed, and garlands of ribbons and greenery were draped between the sconces and around the gilt-framed mirrors that lined the walls. Baskets of pink and white roses formed a backdrop for the musicians. Annelise kissed her mother and whispered, “Thank you,” before Coulton pressed her hand to his lips, and they glided onto the floor for the first dance. Others joined them and soon the room was filled with a kaleidoscope of dancing couples reflected in the oval mirrors.


Mrs. Bell had indeed made the wedding cake. No one else could have created such a work of art. Annelise felt a pang of guilt when she and Coulton cut the first slice. Everyone seemed so happy. Why did her happiness seem more pretense than real?


It grew dark, and Annelise watched as Asberry lit the candles in the sconces. “This has to be the shortest day of the year,” she confided to a friend just as Coulton walked up, snatched the glass of wine from her hand and began to drink from it.


“Coulton, you made me spill wine on my dress.”


“Sorry, darling. I had an uncontrollable urge to share what your lips had touched, and . . .”


“It’s just that this was my mother’s dress . . .”


“Coulton, over here,” Mr. Lovett called. “There’s someone I’d like you to meet.” 


“I won’t be long, darling,” Coulton said, but he was. When she tired of waiting, Annelise walked toward her room where she saw Flynnie rubbing against the door. “Now how did you get out of there?” She scooped him into her arms and walked into the moonlit room. She gasped when a voice whispered, “Annelise, it’s Seth. Close the door quick.”


“But how . . .?”


“I can’t explain except to tell you I’m not a murderer.”


“What was I supposed to think, no good-bye, nothing!”


“They were looking for me. I didn’t dare come here. I’m sorry. I’ve been in Alabama trying to unravel the riddle of a murder people believe involves me. When I saw an announcement in an old Alabama newspaper saying you were to marry Coulton Morgan, I started back right then but not soon enough to stop the wedding. We don’t have time to talk though. I’ll come for you later tonight at the riverboat house. It’s the best plan I could work out. Everybody will be there waiting for your reaction to seeing the house for the first time. I figure in all the confusion . . . but, Annelise, you must get away from Coulton. You’re in danger. Don’t go to your marriage bed. Plead illness, anything, and go to the hidden stairway. You remember, don’t you?”


“Of course. I know that house like the back of my hand.”


“I’ll come for you there, and we’ll leave together.”


“But, Seth, I can’t. Papa . . .”


“He’ll thank me when he finds out what I learned about Coulton. Go to the ballroom. Act like nothing has happened. I can’t save you if they catch me before I clear myself. Go!”


Annelise started back to the reception, trying to still her trembling hands when she saw her mother at the top of the stairs.


“Find Coulton, darling. This is the orchestra’s final number.”


Numb with terror, Seth’s words rang in her head. Act like nothing has happened. Annelise rushed downstairs to her father’s study, thinking he and Coulton might still be talking. She paused just inside and saw Coulton with a woman near the moonlit window, her back to his chest, his hands cupping her breasts. She tried to stifle a gasp and ran back to the ballroom. Annelise hesitated at the door and saw Asberry trying to straighten a candle in one of the sconces. Asberry had been getting her out of trouble most of her life, and she rushed toward him as she heard Coulton calling her name. She looked back as she grabbed Asberry’s arm, jarring the burning candle from his hand. It bounced from his grasp, igniting her blue black hair.


She screamed and raced for the door. The horror of the scene registered on Coulton’s face as he dropped the handkerchief he’d just touched to his lips and ran after her calling, “ANNELISE! ANNELISE!” The guests froze, certain she was heading for the river, never realizing she was running from her husband who continued calling, “ANNELISE! ANNELISE!”
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APALACHICOLA, FLORIDA
( May 1987 )


Echoing the balconies and curves of an old paddle wheeler, Annelise’s house reigned for more than a hundred years as the showplace of a small fishing village called Apalachicola. No matter who lived there, it would always belong to Annelise, but the realtor declined to share that knowledge with the new owners, Margaret and Edwin Foster. Not knowing themselves, the Fosters couldn’t tell their daughter, eighteen-year-old Elise, for who would have imagined the house was about to become a portal whereby two young women from different centuries would meet? Surely not Peyton Roberts, who passed the house every morning on his way to work. He never questioned why he always slowed the truck and tipped his hat to the memory of the lovely Annelise. Later he might have cause to wonder.


But now, all over town people were stirring, getting ready for a new day. Peyton stood on the sidewalk in front of his shoe store and stretched, fingers laced high above his head. He was no longer young, but he was still a handsome man and just cocky enough to realize it. In the dim light he squinted at the newly refurbished store next to his and spit.


In another part of town, Nadine Fletcher peered through the screen door at the padded rocker on her front porch. Gnarled hands, palms flat against the dirty screen, framed her face. Already the heat, as only Florida can brew it, seeped through each tiny square.


A few miles away Dallas Anderson remained in bed, reluctant to start the day, her silver-streaked hair smooth as a cap on her eyelet pillowcase. She’d open one eye soon and remember she was a widow, but in the meantime, she’d draw a deep breath and think of something cheerful—like the welcome jolt of a cup of strong coffee.


Peyton rolled his shoulders and twisted slightly to the right, looking toward the town’s one traffic light changing colors in the mist and the emptiness of a pre-dawn morning. Turning back to the left, he dropped his arms and sprinted down the street toward the Gorrie Bridge, eager to watch day break over the water, never tiring of seeing his day unfold like a shimmering net cast over the morning-still surface of the river.


He stretched once more and then, hands on his hips, stood motionless, waiting for his day to begin.


That he was alone remained an ever-present wound. He had no one to share the beauty of shrimp boats beginning their journey to the Gulf, no one by his side as sparkling stars of sunlight went skimming across the surface of the water. He hadn’t planned it this way, never imagined himself the town’s lonely bachelor. He thought of Nadine Fletcher spending most of the last fifty years sitting in a rocker on her front porch. Had she grown accustomed to growing old alone, living all these years without her high school sweetheart beside her? Maybe he should ask her. He laughed to himself. Not a chance, old buddy. Hide your sorrow in your gut where it belongs.


There were a lot of new people in town, but he didn’t look to any of them to ease his loneliness, not even the saucy divorcée who’d opened a jewelry store across the street and lined the sidewalk in front of the store with flower-laden wine barrels.


“If one of them wine barrels comes through my window,” he’d warned her, “you’re paying every dime, not me.”


“Why in the world would one of my wine barrels go crashing through your window?” she’d asked.


“Y’all never heard of hurricanes up north? Ever see what wind at a hundred miles an hour or more can do to a house or tree, much less a wine barrel?”


“In the first place, I’m not from ‘up north’ as you call it. And anyway, how often do you have hurricanes like that?”


“Oh, it’s been a long time. A whole two years, I’d say. In ‘85 we had a couple of bad ones. I call ’em the holiday hurricanes. Elena paid us a visit near Labor Day. We thought that was bad enough, but then around Thanksgiving here comes Kate. Looked like she was hell-bent on destroying us. Those storms travel up and down this coast like it’s a major highway. Ask the people in Port St. Joe, ‘bout thirty miles down the road, what happens when a hurricane gives birth to a tidal wave. Get ’em to show you old St. Joseph—what’s left of it—that’s underneath the bay. September through November, keep your rosary handy.”


Nobody had to tell her Peyton was among the residents who resented the recent changes that threatened to alter what was old, familiar, and comfortable into something trendy. Bright awnings, siding, and gallons of paint had transformed withered derelicts into jewels that sparkled among faded neighbors like Peyton’s Shoe Store.


Peyton sighed and looked away from the water. He bent over and touched his hands to the ground a few times before beginning his jog back to town.
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In their own dusty time, the residents of Apalachicola waited for the arrival of the newcomers, accustomed, if not always pleased, to strangers sharing their space, their heat on a summer day, their salt breeze, and the quiet that inhabited the town like a benevolent spirit. Even newcomers couldn’t dispel the quiet or the stillness that were sure and lasting residents of the small fishing village.


When the Fosters arrived from Atlanta, their year-old 1986 silver Jaguar nosed down Highway 98 going east into town. In no way grand, the entrance retained the humble origins of its first settlers, certainly not Jaguar haute.


It was dark when the Fosters’ journey ended and the headlights illuminated the raw simplicity of their surroundings. Margaret Foster closed her eyes and thought back to her life in Atlanta, remembered the joy she derived from telling people about this move. “Fishing village” still lay on her tongue like fine caviar. How she’d loved saying it. Loved even more seeing people’s reactions when they learned it wasn’t just a rumor—Edwin and Margaret Foster really were retiring, leaving the sophistication of Atlanta for a fishing village on the Gulf Coast of Florida. The stunned disbelief of friends and acquaintances made the pain of their decision more bearable.


The Fosters neglected to dwell on these details. They romanticized the idea of carving out a new life with primitive tools, of actually sweating over a day’s work. Sharing these tidbits was surprisingly cleansing, rejuvenating. It was the struggle that intrigued them. That’s what they told their friends anyway. Apalachicola would be their fountain of youth. They would be young, starting all over again. They dined on envy and felt renewed.
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ALL THROUGH THE PLANNING STAGES , all the time spent trying to decide where they wanted to live, right down to looking at housing in Apalachicola, they never once considered their daughter, Elise, in their plans.


“It’d be a fight, Edwin. It’s our decision, and Elise can just live with it. I for one am tired of arguing. With Elise everything is an argument.”


Elise had heard her parents talking about the move, but she was tired of arguing too. And anyway, she never won. They held all the cards. She built a brittle veneer to protect herself, to disagree without feeling the pain of rejection. This time, though, her veneer had hairline cracks by the time her mother finally broached the subject of the move. She felt the heat of her anger all the way to the roots of her hair. She was nearly eighteen years old, and they still held the map to her life. They plotted her course, and her consent was taken for granted.


Margaret held a pencil and yellow legal pad. She tapped the eraser nervously on the paper as she stared at her daughter, still lanky at seventeen, still something of a tomboy. “Elise, we’d like you to postpone going to college for a year.”


Elise’s eyes hardened to hold back the tears, and with deliberate nonchalance, she plucked a piece of lint from her casual but expensive shirt. She held her breath, afraid to breathe. Not my hard-earned freedom. Please, not that.


“Did you say something?”


Elise shook her head. “I’m speechless. This is the one thing I never expected.”


“It’s only a year and then you can go anyplace you like. We should have said something sooner, I guess, but you know how busy we’ve been.”


Oh, I know how busy you’ve been all right. To Margaret she merely shrugged and said, “Yeah, I know.”


“Yes, ma’am’, Elise. Just because you’ll be eighteen soon doesn’t give you the right to be rude.”


“Mom, this is the ’80s. I’m not some Southern belle.”


“Elise, you need never worry about anyone mistaking you for a Southern belle.”


“I assume that’s a compliment?”


“No, it isn’t. Not in my book anyway.”


“Mom, why don’t I get a job? That’ll help with the money, won’t it?”


“No, you don’t have to take a job. You can help us get settled in our new location. As for the money for college, we have it, of course, but it’s tied up just now.”


Time and again Elise had overheard her mother telling people about this fishing village, and she couldn’t imagine how such a move could be financially devastating.


“Isn’t that all the more reason for me to take a job? I could stay here in Atlanta and go to Georgia State part time.”


“No, you can’t stay here in Atlanta. Didn’t you hear what I said? We need your help getting settled.”


“You’ve never had a problem hiring help before.”


Margaret’s nostrils flared slightly. “I told you we have our money tied up just now. Elise, we didn’t plan this. We just believe it’s the best solution to Edwin’s problems. I’d think you could be more considerate. This hasn’t been pleasant for any of us. And surely you realize that your father and I are a little anxious about this move ourselves.”


Elise wasn’t sure how to respond, but anxious wasn’t the word she’d have chosen to describe her parents’ reaction to this upheaval in their lives. She continued to stare at her mother, quite occupied with her interior monologue.


Margaret slammed the legal pad on the table. “I knew we should have taken you with us when we flew down to scout things out and look at housing, but Edwin felt that since you were just starting your senior year, it wouldn’t be fair to have you miss several weeks of school.”


“Mom, you don’t really think he cares about what’s fair to me, do you? He just didn’t want me along.”


“Don’t be ridiculous. Of course he cares about you, about being fair.” This wasn’t going well, not at all the way Margaret had envisioned. “I know you won’t believe this, but Edwin has your best interests at heart. It’s just that we feel that for the family, for all of us, this move is necessary. A total change of scene.”


Move to a fishing village? That’ll be a change of scene all right. She probably thinks it’ll be an easy transition.


It wasn’t as though Elise would be giving up a wide circle of friends. She’d heard her mother remark often enough that Elise didn’t have close friends. Margaret, on the other hand, had always been popular. She had the yearbooks and trophies to prove it. In high school she’d been a cheerleader, and in college, Sweet-heart of Sigma Chi! It was apparent to Elise that her mother was quite at a loss in trying to deal with a daughter who was anything but popular—a loner, tomboy, introvert.


“If you’d only invite people over, Elise.” How many times had she heard that! “You can’t get to know people if you don’t spend time with them. Smile more. Don’t be so caustic.”


It all centered on her mouth—the sharp tongue, the elusive smile. A real Mona Lisa. Help me then. Help me understand why we don’t like each other, why I don’t even look like you. I’ve heard you say so!


Her only consolation was that she’d never look like portly old Edwin. Her real father had been blessed with good looks. If only he’d lived . . .


Stop! I can’t go there. It’s like the pain I used to get looking in the mirror. If I hadn’t been crying that day, Daddy would still be alive. It was my fault. Try smiling with that on your conscience, Mom.


But she knew it was more than her looks, more than blame. Elise knew that. She’d overheard girls at school talking about her often enough. “Elise? Oh, she’s a nice girl, but . . .” There was always a but. “But she’s odd.” Elise knew her take on the world was off-center and different from theirs, but it didn’t keep her from wanting to be happy, to have friends. She’d truly tried, but she could never keep up the pretense of being sweet or giddy. Regret always trumped sweet.


Even when Elise was too young to understand why, her mother was forever urging her to smile. She’d kneel on the floor and pinch Elise’s cheeks ever so gently and say, “Don’t look so sad, precious.” As though Elise was not only sad but deaf as well, Margaret would tilt her head back and look up at Edwin. “Why doesn’t she laugh? Why does she look so sad?”


“She doesn’t look sad, Margaret. She looks serious.”


“Yes, well, I hope that’s all it is.”


But Elise learned that it was more than a serious expression that bothered her mother. One day she heard the words that would form her view of herself.


“Oh, Edwin, why can’t she be pretty?”


“Don’t be ridiculous, Margaret. Do you really think you could have had an ugly child? She’ll be beautiful some day. High cheekbones make a woman. And I don’t want to hear any more about her carrying the burden of your guilt. She was too young to realize what was happening anyway.”


“Do you think so, Edwin? I wonder. Sometimes I really wonder.” 


As Elise grew older and attempted to confide her unhappiness to her mother, she could see Margaret’s eyes glaze over with incomprehension.


Elise knew what her mother was thinking. She was wondering, “Where does she get that boyish figure? No curves whatsoever. It’s not unbecoming; it’s just not like our family.”


Mother and daughter were alike in some ways. Both preferred interior dialogue to communicating with one another.


When Elise was in the fifth grade, her mother said, “Oh, just wait until you’re in junior high. You’ll see a big change then, Elise. Junior high will be the making of you.” And then, “Well, it’s only junior high, after all. High school will be different. Believe me, you’ll find your place then.” Here she was, Class of ‘87, about to graduate, and she was still caught between floors, still searching for happiness and settling for resentment.


She knew something lurked in the back of her mind, but she could never quite grasp the fogged memory that seemed overlaid with her fear of mirrors, a fear so terrifying she could take only hurried glimpses of her own reflection.


It began when she was small, that painful flash of bright light in her brain when she faced a mirror. She always thought that if she could only remember what prompted the fear maybe it would go away. She’d tried to talk to her mother about it, but Margaret seemed almost frightened by her questions. Elise finally quit trying. Over time the flashes subsided somewhat, but not the shortcomings she saw reflected. The good features she’d inherited from her parents—large blue-gray eyes, long, wheat-colored hair and slender build—sounded beautiful, but she was convinced that on her they were arranged in all the wrong ways.


Could her mother be right after all? Was it because she’d never conformed that she grew comfortable being different? She remembered a day when she was twelve. The school children were at recess when it began snowing. She stood with a group of girls, laughing as they held their mouths open catching snowflakes.


“They’re so cold,” one remarked.


“Not for long,” another laughed.


“They taste pink.” Immediately every mouth closed. They looked at Elise and then at each other.


“You’re weird, Elise. You always say such weird things. You can’t taste colors.”


“I can.”


“No, you can’t,” and in one synchronized movement they returned to the school building and left Elise alone in the snow. She heard someone say, “She always spoils things.”


“You’re just jealous,” she called after them. “You’re jealous because you never tasted pink.” She stood her ground, her navy tights emphasizing the frailty of her long, thin legs. Hoping the girls were watching her, in an exaggerated move, she threw her head back, opened her mouth wide and caught snowflake after snowflake, each one a flavorful, delicate pink. She held back the tears and walked into the classroom licking her lips.


Things didn’t improve as she grew older. You had to be silly or giddy to be fun, and if you weren’t fun, you didn’t have friends. The few she’d had never understood her. Her closest friend wasn’t even a girl, but the son of one of her dad’s business partners. And he wasn’t really a close friend, just someone who stopped by fairly often. Elise never understood why Ronnie wanted to be with her, but he seemed as much of a misfit as she was, so how could she turn him away?


Ronnie was two years younger than Elise and unbearably shy. He was also incredibly bright. Tall and thin, he had huge hands and feet and was at ease with his body only when he smoked pot. Elise hated pot. It made her slightly nauseous and dizzy, but Ronnie said it wasn’t fun if you smoked alone, so they’d light up behind the hedge in her backyard.


It gave Elise a measure of satisfaction to learn her mother didn’t approve of their friendship. She’d gone to the kitchen for Cokes when she heard Margaret laugh and say to Edwin, “Real soulmates, those two.”


“Good lord, Margaret, at least he’s human. Remember her make-believe playmate, that, that . . . Damn! What was his name? I remember it was such an odd choice for a kid’s name. We thought she’d never give him up. Remember trying to convince her he wasn’t there? Surely Ronnie’s better than somebody who never existed.”


“Yes, I guess so. Oh, of course he is, Edwin. It’s just that Elise isn’t like anyone I’ve ever known. If she and I were classmates, we wouldn’t even be friends! I feel like such a failure. Everything always came easy for me. Why is it so hard being a mother?”


Before Edwin could answer, they saw Elise standing in the door. She took Cokes from the refrigerator, and stared hard at her parents as she bumped the door shut with her hip. She left the room with no one saying a word.


“I suppose she heard that,” Margaret said.


“Yes, I imagine she did.” Edwin poured two glasses of wine before Margaret answered.


“She could have heard worse.”


“Margaret, don’t . . .”


“I’m sorry. It just slipped out.”


Her mother didn’t have a clue! You forced me to give up my real soulmate years ago. Ronnie and I are just a couple of misfits. She handed him a Coke. “Let’s go outside. It’s stifling in here.”


They leaned back in lounge chairs behind the hedge, facing the pool. The air grew sweet with the scent of pot. Elise leaned over and took a short, shallow drag from Ronnie’s joint. He inhaled deeply and relaxed but could see Elise was upset. She turned to him quite suddenly and asked, “Ronnie, are you a virgin?”


He turned beet red, swallowed smoke, and nearly fell out of his chair coughing.


“Lord, Ronnie, I didn’t mean to upset you.”


“I’m not upset. Why would you ask me that?”


“Why won’t you answer?”


“For one thing, we’ve never talked about anything like that before.”


“Well, are you?”


He sighed. “Yes. Are you?”


“Yes, but I don’t want to be.”


“Elise, I’m not going to . . .”


She burst out laughing. “Oh, Ronnie, I’m not asking you to. I’m just so frustrated with life, with everything. It’s like having an itch I can’t scratch. This would be my decision, something under my control that would have nothing to do with my mother.”


“I’m not sure losing your virginity would solve anything. Despite your differences, there’s no reason to resent your mother’s looks. You’re beautiful too, even if you don’t look like her. I’d think it would make you proud to have a beautiful mother.” His Southern accent always grew heavy when he had a buzz on.


“That’s because you never had one.” Elise put her hand over her mouth. “Oh, Ronnie, I’m sorry. I really like your mother.”


“Mom’s cool. I never said she was beautiful. But look, Elise, it’s no piece of cake having a dad who wants you to be a jock.”


“But you’re so smart. Surely that counts for something.”


“It embarrasses him. He was this big athlete in school. I have to watch what I say, or he thinks I’m putting him down. We got in a big argument the other night because I introduced pheromones into the conversation.”


“Pheromones?” Elise drew her legs up akimbo.


“You know, the scent animals give off to their own species. It’s a way of communicating.”


“Really?”


“Yeah, really.”


“Wish I could communicate with my mom that way and not have to talk to her.” Elise turned her head from side to side pretending to sniff something. “She thinks I’m a dork.”


“Well, you’re not.”


Elise leaned over for another drag and then stood up and did a cartwheel.


Ronnie gave an appreciative whistle. “Mom says you’re the most mature young girl she’s ever known and that you have a sense of fashion beyond your years.”


Elise laughed and shook her head. “Yeah. Mature girls do cartwheels.”


“I’m serious. She says you have a gift and that maybe you should consider a career in fashion design.”


“Your mother said that?”


“Yep. You have a look, Elise, that sets you apart from other people.”


“Apart from my mother, you mean.”


“Your mother has nothing to do with it. You’re a lovely anachronism.”


“Sure I am. But tell me that word again.”


“Anachronism.”


“No, silly. The other one.”


“Pheromones?”


“Yeah. I like that. What it implies.”


“Just don’t forget who introduced you to it.” He popped some Tic Tacs in his mouth.


“I promise.” She pursed her lips. “Pheromones,” she said, letting it roll over her tongue like smoke. “Pheromones.”


Elise knew it bothered her mother that she seldom dated, yet was friends with Ronnie. On the rare occasion she had a date, Margaret was ecstatic, but Elise felt diminished as soon as a guy laid eyes on her mother. Slender with long shapely legs, Margaret Foster still had the fluid movements of a model, and Elise always resented her for it. 
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Hear the news, Dallas?”


“Well hello to you too, Peyton. This must be some news. I can’t remember the last time you honored me with a phone call.”


“That’s cause I’d rather look at your pretty face than talk to you on the phone. In fact, why don’t you meet me at the drugstore for coffee? That way I can see the surprise on your face when you hear my news.”


“Why not, Peyton? It’s not as though my dance card is filled these days. My keys are about to jingle, and if you’ll start for the drugstore, I’ll be right there, but, Peyton . . .”


“Yes?”


“You’d better have some real news, not just complaining about the millionaire Yankees moving to St. George Island.”


“Now would I kid you? You know me better than that. Dallas? Dallas?” Damn. She’s left already. “Hey, Bobby, mind the store, will you? A beautiful woman is waiting for me at the drugstore.”


“Sure, Peyton. You and Dallas have fun.”


Peyton waved as Dallas parked her car and rushed over to open the door for her. “Nothing like a cup of Joe to get the cobwebs out, Dallas.”


“Speak for yourself. This won’t be my first cup, and my cobwebs are history. I’m primed for news.”


“Sit down, sweetheart, here it is. Sarah has sold the house!”


“Annelise’s house?”


“The very one.”


“That is news. I never thought she’d let go of it. Even after she moved to Tallahassee I thought she’d just rent it, that maybe she’d move back home. Bet you hoped she would, you who were so crazy about Sarah all those years. No wonder this is such big news to you.”


“I didn’t hope for anything, Dallas. And just for the record, Sarah is ancient history.”


Dallas laughed. “Well the next time Sarah honors Apalachicola with a visit, I dare you to tell her that. If anybody is ancient history it’s Annelise. She’s never left us or we wouldn’t still be calling the riverboat house hers.”


“I guess not, but Sarah should have kept the house in the family, so to speak, and not sold it to some strangers from Atlanta.”


“You’re a hard man to please, Peyton. At least she didn’t sell to one of those millionaire Yankees you hate so much.”


“You don’t hate them? We never had bed and breakfast places or four-star restaurants until all those millionaires moved to St. George Island.”


“Peyton, Apalach is on the brink of a metamorphosis, and who knows where it’ll take us.”


“I’ll tell you one place it won’t take us.”


“And where’s that, Mr. Smarty?”


“To the real estate office cause we’re not selling what they’re coming here to buy.”


“Is that so?”


“It’s so, all right. They are after a way of life, and that’s not for sale.”


“You’re right there, Peyton, it isn’t. Thank God some things are still sacred.”
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SACRED OR NOT , MOST OF Apalach’s residents were just simple people who didn’t live in houses built in the shape of boats. Many were unaware that their town was fast outpacing them. For years Apalach had been little more than a bump in the road on Highway 98 that ran east and west straight through the heart of town. But of late, the fishing village had become a destination. Cars arriving from the west traveled through a tunnel of pines and water. Houses, many high on stilts, rose above the road on the bay side. Across the narrow highway from the water, there were breaks in the pines that supported humble dwellings and pitiful stores. This was Peyton’s favorite part of Highway 98. When Dallas had asked him why, he said it was because it had character. He could live without the eastbound highway that boasted a school, a cemetery, a Methodist church, the Coca-Cola bottling plant, several eating places, and simple wooden homes—little more to his mind than tokens on a Monopoly board. Closer to town, there were a few large, showy places, but these were recent converts to bed and breakfast establishments. “Bed and breakfast” stuck in Peyton’s throat like a serving of cold grits.


There were plenty of people who, like Peyton, resented change, had been happy with things the way they were, but Peyton knew that most of the women who bought their shoes from him could talk of little else. For years the only thing that had changed in their lives had been the weather, and they felt helpless and a little excited in the wake of a metamorphosis, even when they didn’t like it. Oh, he heard them every day.
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