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How I Spent My Summer Vacation

AN AMANDA PEPPER MYSTERY

By Gillian Roberts



Introduction

I intended to keep the Amanda Pepper books “timeless” and I thought that I wrote them in an unspecific “now.” Little did I understand that no matter the writer’s intention, some of the specifics of “now” will manage to weave their way into the story.

Revisiting the book now, I realize that How I Spent My Summer Vacation is sprinkled with names that were newsworthy and familiar when the book was written and much less so now: Anita Hill, Sally Jessy Raphael, the Brady Bunch, and Bert Parks. Luckily, none of those people (real or fictional) play a significant role in the book, nor does Perestroika or Sensurround, both of which are things of the past.

One thing that hasn’t changed, however, is human greed and the misery it can produce, and another is how exhausting and financially unrewarding a teacher’s life can be. Put them together, and we have Amanda’s less than stellar “vacation.”

I hope you enjoy the book—and I hope your vacations are nothing at all like Amanda’s.

Gillian Roberts

April 2012



For Joy Hockman—

cherished friend,

location scout,

and co-conspirator



One

THE SCHOOL YEAR IS MONTHS shorter than the calendar’s, which makes people think a teacher’s job is easy, cushy. Actually, summer vacation is a public safety requirement. Rising temperatures bring the unstable mix of teachers and pupils to a near-lethal boil and necessitate a cool-down period. Otherwise, there’d be no survivors with whom to start future endurance experiments.

Two days into my vacation, I was still on the critical list—battle-scarred and shell-shocked—and afraid the condition might be chronic.

I felt so miserable I knew I needed to do a lot of thinking about my life—lives, professional and personal—and what I was doing wrong with them. The trouble was, whenever I so much as thought about the need to think, my brain developed hives and I was filled with a sense of futility and dread.

“You look horrible,” my friend Sasha said. We were taking what I had hoped would be a restorative, old-fashioned Sunday stroll through Ye Olde Philadelphia. “Why don’t you get a real job, with real people?” she asked. “What is the point of growing up if you then revisit adolescence over and over for the rest of your life? Get a job with adults!” Sasha waved her arms for emphasis.

I tried to imagine a worklife with peers. People who saw me as an equal, not as an obstacle to be outwitted. People who weren’t always testing me or preparing defenses, excuses, or requests. Partners. Team players.

Power lunches. Networking. Ladder-climbing.

Give me a break.

We reached Head House Square, former meat and produce market, current star of camera-ready Colorful Colonial Philadelphia. A table under a cappuccino sign was available. This wasn’t a stroke of luck, but indication that summer weather—even real spring weather—had not yet staggered into Philadelphia. Still, we sat down.

It was chilly for early June, and lounging outside was purely symbolic, but I was on my summer vacation and I was going to behave as such. I shivered, ordered, and looked around. The wide cobbled street in front of us was bisected by the former marketplace. Where Colonial chickens and pigs were once hawked there now were objets d’craft: silver bangles, nouveau-native earrings, tooled leather backpacks, and recidivist tie-dyed garments. Whole cycles of fashions and fads had died and been resuscitated while I tried in vain to convince teenagers to punctuate.

I wondered if someday our current markets—say, 7-Elevens—would be converted into craft-laden tourist destinations, with yet more tie-dyed shirts filling shelves now holding Ding Dongs.

“I’ll be fine,” I told Sasha, who was urging vocational counseling. “I need to decompress. I guess I just want to be alone. Present company and present moment excluded, of course.”

The waitress brought us cappuccinos and a plate of biscotti.

“You vant to be a lawn,” Sasha drawled. “Forgotten your Garbo clichés?”

“But I vouldn’t vant to be a lawn. Given my druthers, I’d vant to be a beach.”

“There are those who think you are one already, Mandy. Present company not necessarily excluded.”

A beach. The image shimmered in front of me. The ocean. Nothing was more restorative than the primal soup. Saltwater slapping onto sand while seabirds shrieked and circled… Even imagining it made me feel better. I saw myself alone, tall dunes behind me, a book on my lap, salt air and solitude rejuvenating me.

“On the other hand,” Sasha said, “the plus of your job is the humongous vacation. Tomorrow, I’m back to work, while you—”

“As if ninety percent of your daily life weren’t a variation on playtime, while mine—”

“Beach, beach, beach,” she said softly.

“Sorry. But the trick is, we’re paid too little to enjoy that humongous vacation. I have two weeks,” I explained, “before I have to teach summer school.”

“I forgot. Too bad. So what are you doing with them?”

I shook my head. “Nothing. Cleaning closets.” I wouldn’t be teaching summer school if I’d had the funds to do anything else. The seabirds circling my imaginary beach turned into winged dollar signs and fluttered out of reach. What economically advantaged sadist started the myth that the best things in life were free?

“Maybe the fuzz’ll take you somewhere for R and R.”

“Very funny.” C.K. Mackenzie, aforementioned fuzz and one of the issues that made my brain itch, was a part of the problem, not its solution. One of the bits of wisdom I would have appreciated from those rolling waves concerned matters of my rapidly hardening heart. I know it’s au courant to love the process and not the goal. And even a more old-fashioned philosopher, Kahlil Gibran, had long ago urged that there be spaces in a man and woman’s togetherness. As I recall, the winds of heaven were supposed to dance between them.

But Kahlil never deigned to measure those spaces, and in my case, they sometimes felt larger than an airplane hangar, the better to let the winds of heaven howl. Much as I have enjoyed our spaces and our togetherness, much as I have focused on the process of being with Mackenzie for the past year—when his detecting duties didn’t interrupt, disrupt, and postpone that process—I would have also enjoyed the prospect of closure. Smaller spaces.

I don’t like dangling threads and unfinished stories. I am comforted knowing that a suspenseful novel will have a resolution. Why should I ask less of my own life?

Except, to really make matters impossible, I didn’t know what variety of closure I wanted. Maybe the cavernous spaces between us were my best option—or even my choice. My call. Thinking of that, admitting that, brought back the now-familiar agitated dread.

Three steps away from where we sat, a mother who looked almost as frayed as I felt shouted at a squatty kid in a hat with ear-flaps. “Stop eating! You’ll ruin your dinner!” she shrieked. “I said no more snacks! I said it over and over!”

Whatever the kid snuffled back was obscured by the bus on the corner, which emitted a flatulent sound and matching stench as it pulled away.

I willed myself away to a beach, and allowed myself to hear only the wonderful white noise of the waves. And Sasha.

“Your parents would send you a plane ticket,” she said.

“You have to be kidding. Don’t I look sufficiently stressed out?” Granted, Boca Raton had a fine Floridian beach—but all the same, time with my parents could not by any stretch of the imagination be equated with a rest. Since I’d turned thirty-one, my mother’s horror at my unmarried state had escalated beyond direct speech, as if singleness were the dirtiest or most classified of secrets. She used to worry about my sex life—mostly she worried that I managed to have one. Now, the euphemism for unmarried was financial security. She mailed clippings about long-term investments and, much more depressingly, about trophy wives. Nothing subtle about her message. My mission was to snag a doddering millionaire and live securely ever after.

The horrible truth was that every so often—as today, lost in my unattainable beach fantasies and not at all entranced with the teacherly lifestyle of making do—the idea didn’t sound half bad. Well, maybe not quarter bad. Although where in my daily rounds I was supposed to meet the tycoon instead of his adolescent great-grandson, I didn’t know.

“So maybe you don’t really want a beach,” Sasha said.

“Not enough to put up with my mother’s nagging. I’m thinking of installing voice mail to save her breath and long-distance charges. You know, ‘Press one to nag about my economic security. Press two to remind me that I haven’t yet produced grandchildren.’ You’re lucky your parents let you lead your own life.”

“They’re afraid I will get married. Again. That I’ll be like them.” Sasha’s parents had been in the divorce avant-garde. Long before it was commonplace, they split, reassembled, remarried, and redivorced unto the point of utter confusion—theirs and everyone who knew them. An inability to choose wisely or maintain relationships seemed a genetic inheritance. Sasha herself had already had two kamikaze hitchings, and her quality control, when it came to men, hadn’t improved appreciably since. “Every time I mention a man, they shudder. I told my mother about this fellow I’m going to see tomorrow—” She stopped short. “That’s it! Cinderella Pepper, you’re looking at your fairy godmother!”

I would have thought fairy godmothers were more petite. Six feet tall, with wild black hair, wearing multicolored layers of gauze and high-topped sneakers, Sasha didn’t fit the storybook image, but I listened.

“You have just won yourself an almost all-expenses paid trip to the edge of an authentic, genuine ocean! Sand included free of charge.”

“How?”

“I have a seaside shoot complete with room and meals. What’s the diff if I share my room with you? All you’ll have to spring for is what you eat, and you’d have to do that here, too.”

“Are you serious?” A genuine getaway, a beach vacation for free? The seabirds struck up the chorus in my head again.

“What are friends for?”

Sasha might bemoan the lack of a regular salary or a predictable income, but she did get to take her photographs in exotic locales now and then. I thought about shoots on the Mediterranean, or the Caribbean, or even the cold waters off Maine. Anywhere would be splendid. I’d pay for the plane tickets somehow.

The boy in the earflaps had snagged a bag of chips, and his mother, face red and puffed, shouted, “Not more snacks! What did I tell you? They’re bad for you!” She grabbed the bag from the boy and pushed a handful of chips into her own mouth. Talk about mixed messages, no wonder the kid covered his ears. By the time he’d wind up in my classroom in a few years, those leather sound barriers would have become internalized and unremovable. And I’d be expected to teach him something.

Sasha ate the last of the biscotti. I couldn’t protest or complain, given that she was offering a vacation in exchange.

An imagined sun warmed my head—but I willingly accepted a bleak beach as well. Deserted and overcast, heavy with clouds or fog—it sounded wonderful. The silence, the waves, the chance to think and breathe deeply…bliss. “Thank you,” I said. “I gratefully accept.”

“Thank the saltwater taffy consortium.”

“Saltwater taffy? Where is this job?”

“Where else?”

Atlantic City. Of all the beaches in all the world. My good fairy had arrived with a whole lot of small print. Sand and water, yes, but Atlantic City! Casinos and slums and junk food and all-night lights and noise. More high rollers than breakers. More pigeons than sea gulls. Not the point at all.

“Atlantic City is America’s Number One Vacation Destination,” Sasha said. “Pure adventure, one hour away. Would you honestly rather clean closets? And by the way, my car’s acting weird. I don’t need it—I hired an assistant in A.C. and she’s renting all the equipment there. So could you drive?”

* * *

And that’s why on Monday morning, while in search of the soothing touch of nature, I instead wound up parking my Mustang in a labyrinth below several stories of steel, concrete, and glitz.

Sasha and I walked through a lobby done in Eclectic Excess, a potpourri of design history. Greek columns separated Renaissance-style murals beside equatorial waterfalls near an Ozlike yellow-brick walkway. Everything was highlighted with tiny white lights. Our bellman’s outfit was Mittel European Operetta. A neo-something marble statue in a toga pointed the way to the registration area. I tried in vain to find a theme, a connecting thread—aside from blatant expensiveness.

Outside, the sky had been tight and sallow, but now we were hermetically sealed in eternal, nuclear day lit by a thousand suns. The eye-tearing indoor season had nothing to do with the existence of the clock or the solar system.

“Why a casino, Sash? Atlantic City has normal hotels. Why’d the saltwater people put you here?”

“I asked them to. I thought I’d be alone, and a place like this is more alive. No matter what hour. I was here once.…” We passed the entrance to a cavelike side room called the Hideaway. Sasha dropped her suitcase, said, “Just a sec,” and ducked in.

I was close to the casino entrance. I waited for Sasha, listening to the siren sounds of silvery music and money.

“He’s still working here,” she said when she returned a minute or so later. “The bartender, Frankie. One of the good guys.”

Which probably meant she had no interest in him. It’s women like Sasha who—unintentionally but just as lethally—make men think they have to be rotten with the rest of us. Nice guys do not finish last with me—unless you’re being semantically sloppy and equating nice with bland or dull. But Sasha’s different. Her dials are set for challenge, which often translates into danger or misery.

However, at this point in our long friendship, I was trying not to editorialize about Sasha’s fondness for losers. As she was overly fond of pointing out, my own off-again, on-again relationship with the detective was no shining example of brilliant selection.

“I was here before,” she now said. “Couple of years ago.”

“With Frankie the bartender?”

“No, no. This other guy. Dimples. A genuine louse. Frankie the bartender saved the day, and maybe me—from jail. I didn’t think he’d still be here.”

“From jail? Why? Or do I want to know?”

“Because Dimples was a little bit of a criminal, and the police thought I was his accomplice.” She laughed at the thought. I found it less humorous.

We had reached our destination, the registration desk, decorated in the style of medieval French palaces. I wondered which era, theme, and climatological zone our room would feature. Art Deco Romanesque? Tropical French? Greek Chalet?

It turned out to be Basic Brothel. The room was small, its walls covered with silver foil. The bedspread, drapes, and carpeting were as silvery as fabric can get, shot through with metallic threads. Where there wasn’t foil or silver cloth, there were mirrors. Including the ceiling. Cigarettes still sealed in their foil-lined boxes must feel the way I did.

“A money motif, do you think?” Sasha asked.

“I’d prefer the greenbacks room, then.”

“The room I had with Dimples was nothing like this. But then, we had an ocean view.”

We viewed neither ocean nor bay. Instead, we faced the rooftops and fire escapes of yellow-brick buildings that clashed with our color scheme. I closed the drapes. “I’ll take the right-hand drawers, right side of the closet.”

Sasha nodded, but before either of us began to unpack, our phone rang and she picked it up. “Sasha Berg,” she said midway through the conversation. “The photographer. Are you talking to the right person?” And: “The saltwater taffy association isn’t going to pay for any—” Then she just listened.

She hung up. “They’re moving us to a suite.” She sounded bemused. “No extra charge. I thought they only did that for really high rollers.”

“It isn’t possible that this upgrade is in honor of the guy you were here with, is it? The criminal? That maybe they think you’re still involved with him?”

“They didn’t comp him a suite then, so why now, when he’s dead? And it’s not like they don’t know. It was in all the papers.”

“Tell me the man died of natural causes. Please.”

“The man died of natural causes.”

I sighed with relief.

“After all,” Sasha continued, “it’s pretty natural to die when there’s a bullet in the back of your skull.”

I’ve often wondered why Sasha’s incredible bad luck with men doesn’t deter or sour her—or leave her with the slightest trace of post-traumatic shock. She’s no dummy or masochist. Maybe it’s because she has so much fun until each adventure sours. Maybe she’s the world’s last great optimist.

“We’re not supposed to look a gift horse in the mouth,” she now said.

I hoped that neither the horse nor his teeth nor the walls were capped in silver. One ounce more and I’d start mining it.

* * *

The suite was exquisite, leaving me wondering. Were nickel-and-dime gamblers mirrored-ceiling types, while the major players—a group I wouldn’t expect to be particularly elegant—connoisseurs of all that was fine?

The living and bedrooms were decorated with Asian tansu chests, porcelain, jade carvings, Chinese rugs in soft pastels, and cushiony contemporary furniture. Shoji screens covered the windows. A six-paneled gilded screen filled the wall behind two oversized beds.

“A Jacuzzi!” Sasha called from the bathroom. “What a shame to be here with you!”

Understated and quiet, the rooms were the antithesis of the world downstairs. Things were definitely looking up. This in itself could be my retreat. I unpacked in record time, like a creature nervously establishing her turf.

Sasha dawdled. She arranged her cameras and equipment. She switched to another pocketbook and slowly decided what she’d need. She emptied half her suitcase onto the bed, then worried over the condition of her travel kit. She decided her nails needed polishing and wondered whether she could include a manicure on her expense account. “Did I tell you I’m going out tonight?” she asked.

I didn’t mind. This was a place in which to vacate, to luxuriate. This was a style to which I wanted to become accustomed.

I had a four-day vacation and a choice of three books. War and Peace, which has been on every summer reading list of my life, because every autumn has arrived without my having read it. Gift from the Sea, one of my all-time favorites. And a threadbare paperback with negative literary value and a title like Lust and Sleaze. A student had left it behind when she galloped off to summer vacation. Of course, I was reading it purely as research into adolescent interests. But all the same, it might go well with a Jacuzzi.

“I met this guy three weeks ago, when I was down here. At Trump’s, the bar in Trump Plaza. We made a date for when I’d be back on this job. If he remembers, and I hope so. He reminds me of Cary Grant.”

In what way, I didn’t dare ask. More dimpled chins? An English accent? A face to die for? A gift for comedy—or, more likely, a lot of wives?

“He’s elegant. Continental. A gentleman.” She examined her hand, first with fingers curled toward her, then held straight, nails up. “But not stuffy, the way that might sound.” She stood and tossed the nail file back onto the bed.

She pushed back the shoji screens for a view of a chilly—but inviting-looking—beach and ocean, sighed, and looked likely to stay awhile.

I suddenly found the room and the situation less comforting. It was too peaceful, too deliberately serene, too incomprehensible and overrich a setting for the facts of my life.

What am I doing? I don’t belong here. This is wrong.

This Asian palace was no place to figure things out. Which I felt incapable of doing, anyway.

What am I doing? What am I going to do?

The angst itch began between my shoulder blades and rose through my spinal column into my brain. At such times, it’s hard to sit still and impossible to endure Sasha’s glacially slow progress. “How about I meet you somewhere later?” I asked. “Downstairs. Maybe in that bar we passed? I have to…I have to move around.”

“Going up to the health club?”

“No. The beach, I think. See you.” I pulled on a sweater and headed out.

In the living room of the suite there was an odd woodcut. A mythical beast, mostly equine, but rearing on thick bird legs. It had thick-lashed almond eyes that seemed to ask me directly, Do you have any idea what you’re doing? and its mouth was open wide, revealing not horse teeth, but long and lethal fangs.

I looked at that mouth, those fangs. “Tell me you’re not the gift horse,” I whispered.



Two

MAYBE I SHOULDN’T HAVE COME at all. This was most definitely not the beachscape I’d had in mind.

For starters, there wasn’t a hint of salt and sea in the air. When I was a child, sitting in the backseat of the family car, a unique scent gave advance notice that the separate universe of the ocean was close. A mix of salt, fish, seaweed, and something indefinable, it was my favorite perfume.

Nowadays, from far off, the seashore doesn’t smell of anything unless it’s massively polluted. I don’t know what’s happened to that aroma. Either it’s been overwhelmed by concrete and competing scents, or my nose has grown old and insensitive, or, according to my most Pollyannaish hypothesis, the childhood fragrance I miss was pollutants that have been removed. Unfortunately, that is also my least plausible theory.

Despite the homogenized smell of the wind, and its chill, and even this early in the season, when only private schools like Philly Prep had disbanded for summer, the boardwalk was well-populated. People eating pretzels, cotton candy, fudge, and saltwater taffy. People wearing floppy hats and bare tattooed potbellies and faded T-shirts advertising last year’s action adventure movie. Muumuus over flip-flops, and baggy pants over unlaced high-tops. Instead of an ocean flavor in the air, there was the pungency of peanuts, pizza, and hot dogs. Instead of the rhythmic crashing of waves, there were the pop-pops of an electronic arcade, the solicitations of tarot and palm readers, and the repeated warning “Make way, comin’ through” from the Atlantic City coolies—men pushing canopied wicker chairs, oversized porch furniture on wheels. The occupants of the rolling chairs looked mildly embarrassed, but happy to be off their feet.

Nonetheless, there was an ocean a few yards off. I hurried across the boards and down the steps onto the beach, imagining the time when this stretch of marshland belonged to the Lenni Lenape Indians and wild ducks.

If I’d been the first outsider to discover the long, windswept sand-edged marsh, would I too have said, “Hey, this is great! Let’s build a resort here and spoil it!”

“Ocean, emotion, promotion.” Somebody’s choice of motto for the city built on hucksterism.

Philadelphia was settled by people looking for a new life, new freedom, greater dignity. Atlantic City was settled by people looking for a buck. History shows.

The marsh was gone, but the beach was still there, slowly eroding, slowly choking on pollutants—but still there. And on this chilly day, I shared it with only one man, who made his stooped way across the horizon with a metal detecting rod. He, too, was still there, a familiar piece of my childhood landscape, the beachcomber searching for lost rings and left-behind coins.

A haze of wind-agitated sand gave the tan ground a gauzy edge. Nonetheless, I pulled off my shoes and socks, rolled up my jeans, and headed for the ocean. The sand stung my ankles and was chilly under my feet, and the surf was pure ice.

On the plus side, the beach was relatively clean. No red-bag medical waste floating down from New York’s hospitals, no untreated sewage visibly pouring out of storm drains, and none of the heartrending dead dolphins of a few years back. I took a deep breath and, with some relief, watched minuscule crabs diligently wait for the foamy surf to recede, then pock the wet sand with their burrows. Years ago, along with every other child, I had dug up the tiny crabs by the bucketful, and I was comforted that they had survived all of us, that a beach was still a beach, and, even slightly compromised, still good medicine.

I made my way back to the boardwalk stairs and paused to watch a silhouetted seabird dip and swoop.

Something hissed. Loudly, distinctly. The bird was too far up in the sky, and I couldn’t see anything else to account for the sound—no cat, snake, leaky steampipe, or deflating balloon.

The sibilant exhale repeated. The metal-detector man had long since moved on to the next section of beach, and there was no one left except a man in a warm-up suit and a golden retriever in a kerchief, both jogging by the water’s edge.

Hsssss.

Was this the fabled singing sand? Another example of poetic hyperbole?

The late-day shadows under and around the boardwalk suddenly shifted and fragmented, one piece moving forward and translating into a figure in layers of sweaters, socks, and skirts. Her hair, uncovered, was pale brown, fuzzy and thin, reminding me of a doll I had once overloved into baldness.

Still crouched, as she must have been under the boardwalk, she looked up at me from dark eyes set in a rumpled face, and, having found her balance, slowly drew herself up straight. “Steps,” she hissed. “My steps. Below for a while because it’s nippy, that’s all. I’m still alive, you know, even if money thinks I’m dead.” Her voice darkened. “My place. Find your own.”

“But—”

“One part of the beach as good as another.” She waved her hands toward elsewhere. She wore one red and one blue glove. “People are slobs. Cans and bottles all over come summer. You’ll make a buck anywhere. Wherever you are, they try to round you up, roust you out, every night. Here, too.”

“But I…I’m not…I’m just visiting for a few days. At the casino.” I wanted to think it was funny that my worn jeans and threadbare turtleneck had made her decide I was poaching her turf. But I couldn’t. She was a face for my worst fears, for, I suspect, almost every underpaid, underinsured single woman’s worst fears. To become the bag lady, street person—or, in this case, sand person—alone, homeless, destitute, and perhaps slightly mad. “I didn’t mean to intrude.”

“You get the winners.” She made a throwing motion with both hands. “Pennies from heaven. Losers, too. What the hell, they say. Understand how it feels. Turn their pockets inside out.”

“I’m sorry I bothered you.” And I turned.

“Got a buck, then?”

At home I carry a bill or coins in my pocket for just this purpose, but I hadn’t thought the situation would arise on the beach. “I only brought my room key,” I said lamely. “I’ll be back.”

“Sure,” she muttered.

“No, honestly. Will you be—are you always here?” What’s a nice former girl like you doing on a desolate beach like this? I wanted to know her story—every street person’s story—every step of the way down. If I knew how and why this happened, would I also know ways to keep it from happening to me? Unfortunately, the more stories I heard, the less defined and more easy the slide appeared to be.

She squinted at me intently, and, as if she’d read my mind and worst fears, she said in a matter-of-fact tone, “I was once like you. You don’t think so, but I was.” She chuckled softly.

Her words had a rehearsed or at least overpracticed sound, and probably were both, and she sounded slightly cracked and probably was. And that should have made her and whatever she had to say less ominous, but it didn’t.

“Yes!” She flung mismatched hands toward the heavens. “Ruined!” she shouted. Then she dropped her arms and looked at me, her brow burrowed. “Men, you know?”

Just exactly how much like me had she been?

“I watch all day long.” She pointed the red-gloved index finger in my direction.

“Me?”

“Everybody. The visitors. Saw The Donald last week. You know who he is? Had a good talk with him about high finance.” She cackled again. Her right incisor was missing.

Of course that hadn’t happened at all, but nonetheless, I had to ask. “Was he generous?”

“Generous?” She laughed so hard, she collapsed down in the sand. “Not a penny. Said he never carries small bills!” She flopped onto her back and looked up to me, and then in a world-weary voice said, “Rich men are the worst, aren’t they?”

I went down the staircase and helped her up, brushing sand off her clothing, which was purely symbolic, given her residence. “Are you all right?” I asked.

“I’m Georgette.”

I wondered if that was supposed to be an answer to my question. “And I’m Mandy,” I said. “Pleased to meet you.”

Suddenly serious, she looked me directly in the eye. “Yes,” she said. “I was once like you. I had curtains at my windows, too.”

* * *

Sasha was not yet in the bar, but before I went up to retrieve her and money for the sandwoman, I detoured to the ladies’ room to, among other things, wash the grit off my hands.

I couldn’t stop thinking about Georgette, which is probably why I almost plowed into a nervous-looking, fussily dressed senior citizen blocking my exit. I hesitated, expecting her to move in one direction or the other, as in the normal order of business. She didn’t. “Are you leaving?” I finally asked.

“What?”

“Leaving.” I amplified my voice. “The door’s behind you. May I use it?” I sounded stupid and she looked fuddled. “Are you all right?”

“All right. Am I all right?” She tilted her head, the better to consider the issue. Her hair was baby-chick yellow, sculpted into curls that didn’t budge as she moved. “Don’t trouble yourself on my account, dearie. You young people have lives of your own. I’ll be fine.”

Definitely off kilter and none of my business. I reached around her for the door handle.

“That is,” she said, “I hope I’ll be fine.”

I took a deep breath. I had already had my peculiar-old-lady fix for the day. I had people to see, vacations to create. “What do you mean, you hope?” I asked, my big mouth once again working independently of my brain.

“If you insist.” She folded her arms across her commodious bosom and launched into her spiel with so much gusto, I knew that I was the unfortunate fly this spider lady had been awaiting. “I’m being harassed.” She leaned closer and whispered, “Sexually, like that sweet girl with the judge on the TV.”

“Anita Hill? What are you talking about?”

“Why? You think she lied?”

“No—I just don’t see what any of this has to do with blocking the door. Or with me.”

“Honey,” she said, “my boundaries are being violated. Just like they say on Sally Jessy Raphael.”

“Sounds painful, but I’m supposed to meet my friend, so—”

“You have a heart of stone or you don’t believe me? Which one? You think I’m too old? He’s too old? You ever hear the expression ‘dirty old man’? Or do you think men improve with age, like wine?”

I took a deep breath. “If you have a problem, report it to one of the guards, or the management, or the police.”

“Nobody can touch him. He’s beyond the law.”

“I’m sure that’s not so, miss.”

“Mrs. Rudy…” The last name sounded like Smirtz. She wiped her eyes and moved on. “My late husband, may he rest in peace, was a good man. Lala. Call me Lala.”

“That’s quite an unusual name.”

“A family nickname. My grandmother’s and aunt’s, too. We’re all really named Henrietta. Lala is short for lalapalooza.” She leaned closer to me again. “Tommy is beyond the law. Nobody would dare touch him. He nuzzles my neck and says I have heroic bosoms like a Valkyrie. He says my ankles make him weep with pleasure. But me? I’m finished with men since my Rudy passed. Tommy says he loves my spirit, that he’s a romantic and he’ll never give up. He comes down on the bus with me and goes back with me, too. Tries dirty things as we ride.”

“Why don’t you flat out tell him to get lost?”

“I’m afraid. He’s connected, you know what I mean? I can’t enjoy my life. I can’t enjoy the casino. What kind of woman does he think I am?”

“Look, I have to leave. My advice is: take a different bus.”

She curtly shook her immobile curls. “I’m not made of money, dearie. I’m an old woman, and every nickel—the bus is a charter. We pay eight dollars, they drive us here. A bargain, already, right? But then they give us five dollars for the day and a five-dollar voucher toward the next bus. How could I take another bus?”

“Don’t come at all.”

“I’m not entitled to a little fun? A little pleasure?”

“Well, that’s quite a problem you’ve got.” I hated to be rude to my elders, but I was going to knock her down, if necessary, to get out of here. “Be a modern woman. Risk it. Tell him you’re not interested. Bring a lady friend. Bring a different man friend. Get a restraining order against him. Learn self-defense. Use your common sense!”

“Actually.” She put her veiny hand on top of mine. Her nails were polished the color of bubble gum. “There is something you could do.”

“Excuse me?” It is possible that I am actually one of those noisy ghosts who try in vain to be recognized because they don’t know that people can’t hear or see them. “I’m sorry,” ghostly me said. “I can’t.”

“Such an easy thing.”

I shook my head.

“Pretend to know me. Please.” She stepped back and looked up at me. “Save me.” At five-eight, I was a good seven inches taller, and, I assumed, forty years younger.

“I’m sorry, but—” I’m working on this other case, the lady who lives under the boardwalk, you see. The guilt office has met its daily quota and is closed.

“Five minutes, that’s all. It’s for a good cause. You’ll do it, won’t you, darling? Play along with me. In the name of sisterhood!” She raised a clenched fist.

Shameless manipulation. Impersonating a feminist. But what the hell? She really seemed afraid of this man. “Five minutes,” I said, and arm in arm, we entered the darkened bar. I scanned for someone dark and broody, visibly connected.

Lala delivered me to a frail, freeze-dried male.

This villainous lecher who’d struck terror in Lala’s heart pushed back his chair and leaped to attention. In thrall to the calendar rather than outdoor temperatures, he wore a seersucker suit and white shoes. All he lacked was a straw skimmer hat to be a perfect turn-of-the-century dandy. “Lala! Dear heart!” he said as she approached. “I was worried.”

“Tommy, I want you to meet the granddaughter of an old, dear friend….” Self-absorbed Lala had never asked my name. She merrily skipped on. “You remember I told you about Sherwin? The man who’s infatuated with me? Can you believe that his granddaughter just showed up, and says that Sherwin is searching for me.” She spoke at about twice the tempo she’d used in the ladies’ room, and things moved so quickly that as angry as I was becoming, when Tommy put out a hand that looked like a pterodactyl’s, I shook it.

“I’m Amanda,” I said.

“Oh, no,” he answered. “I’m a-man-da. You’re a-girl-da. Sit, sit, sit.” He waved at the table he’d been at. We all continued to stand.

“Pleasure to meet you,” Tommy said, covering his wretched joke’s flat wake. “Any friend of Lala’s…” His attention returned, adoringly, to Ms. Smirtz. “I don’t seem to remember any Sherwin,” he said.

“Really?” Her laugh was an incredulous tinkled scale, like spoons on crystal. “He’s the one who took me to Rome that time I had an urge for pasta.”

I exhaled loudly, angrily. “It’s been great, but—”

“I think maybe I won’t go back to the city with you tonight, Tommy. Sweetie here says Sherwin’s desperate to see me.” Lala sighed extravagantly.

“Whatever happened to subtlety?” I muttered. “Or honesty?” They both ignored me.

“Please, Lala!” Tommy said. “Come back with me.”

Lala shook her head like a wild young thing, although the glued-together curls refused to toss and she looked like she had a crenelated skull.

“Don’t make any rash decisions. Let’s talk this through.” Tommy interrupted his pleas to wave at a beefy bald man. The man’s companion, a creature with straight black hair and a red dress laminated to her flesh, flicked a glance our way. The man did not. “I was just telling Big Julius there about you, Lala,” Tommy said.

“That’s Big Julius? Isn’t he…oh, my, I’ve heard about him. The garbage business, isn’t it?” She looked at me and hissed, “See what I mean? Big Julius! And what did you tell Big Julius about me?” she asked in her normal voice.

“That I was crazy about you, of course.” He elbowed me. “I’m crazy about this lady,” he said. Then he looked back at his love object. “Big Julius is a nice man, despite his reputation.”

“It’s been a treat, but I have to run now,” I said.

“She’s leaving you stranded, Lala,” Tommy said. “All mine again. That means you’re not running off with this Sherwin person. I’ll wine and dine you and we will ride off into the sunset together at the back of the bus. Look, over there. It’s McDog. The one whose business partner blew himself up, or so the official story goes. And over there…”

Watching them was mildly fascinating, a game of ego Ping-Pong. Tommy served hyped inside dope on mobsters he pretended to have known, and Lala returned the serve with ever-escalating tales of the imaginary Sherwin’s generosity and lust.

“They all love me,” Tommy said with some desperation. “Every single one of them. They tell me everything. They call me the Safe Deposit, get it? I keep their secrets. See him?” he said of a respectable gray-haired business type in conversation with the bartender. “He has three days left to pay off his loan or die. He’s not lucky at the tables the way I am.”

“You didn’t seem so lucky today,” Lala said.

“Not yet, maybe,” Tommy answered. “But I was out of the game for a while, after all.”

“He was hit by a roulette ball that jumped,” Lala explained.

Tommy rubbed the back of his hand. I could see a dark bruise on the leathery skin. “My luck’s changing,” he said. “I feel it in my bones—long as you’re with me, Lala.”

“But Sherwin—”

“See her?” Tommy pointed at a woman with yellow-white big hair. “Sinatra used to be very fond of her. You catch my drift? Very. But she is reputed to have killed her husband and eaten the corpse so there was no evidence.”

“Sherwin says every woman deserves a—”

“See him?” Tommy said of a redhead who had just entered the cocktail lounge. “Supposedly an antique dealer, but really Jersey’s number one hit man.”

Lala shuddered with delight.

“Aren’t drinks free in the casinos?” I asked. “Why are all these men coming into the bar?”

“A change of scene,” Tommy said.

“A little socializing,” Lala added. “A little schmoozing.”

“A little business,” Tommy said, sotto voce.

I thought about the vacation plans I had abandoned. At this point, cleaning closets sounded like keen fun.

“I broke her grandfather’s heart when I turned him down,” Lala said.

“Turned him down for what?” Tommy asked.

Closets sounded irresistible.

“Turned him down for marriage,” Lala said. “Despite his money.”

Tommy is not one of my responsibilities, I told myself. I do not have to warn him. If he’d reached this age without realizing when a scam was being pulled on him—and a shaggy, preposterous, clichéd scam at that—then he deserved Lala.

Tommy was nearly hyperventilating. “You see that woman? A Mafia princess raised in total seclusion, they were so afraid somebody would take her hostage, but she and Ralph the Scar…”

I obediently swiveled once again. It seemed the polite thing to do. And I did a double take. The Mafia princess was none other than Sasha, who now stood resplendently at the bar in peacock silk and high-button boots. Gee, and I’d always thought that her father was simply a much-married orthodontist. What a unique front for his criminous ways. “Good luck to both of you,” I said.
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