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Praise for Miss Dreamsville and the Collier County Women’s Literary Society

“One can feel the immense joy of Amy Hill Hearth’s engagement in her first novel. It radiates through every scene and through every page. Sometimes, an exceptional writer finds an exceptional premise, and the result is a truly exceptional book. Such is the case with Miss Dreamsville . . . The writing is brilliant, especially the dialogue through which the characters are defined.”

—Southern Literary Review

“Amy Hill Hearth’s first novel is a charming and funny snapshot of life in a tiny Florida town in 1962. It’s also a sweet-tart reminder that those good old days weren’t so good for everybody.”

—Tampa Bay Times

“Funny, insightful, poignant, and uplifting.”

—The Cleveland Plain Dealer

“You may already know Hearth’s name—the former journalist wrote the nonfiction book Having Our Say: The Delany Sisters’ First 100 Years, which was a bestseller and play. Her fictional storytelling is just as captivating.”

—The Durham (NC) Sun

“Throughout this engaging tale, which sweeps smoothly from humor to touching to horrifying—just as life does—the words of Hearth’s 80-year-old narrator fall as true as a plumb line.”

—The Berkshire Eagle

“Hearth’s characters are instantly likeable and there for each other as they take bold chances . . . A book that rings with authenticity.”

—The Daytona Beach News-Journal

“Hearth has done very well with her first work of fiction. The characters are endearing, and she has a good understanding of the American South in the 1960s. I recommend it.”

—Historical Novel Society

“Amy Hill Hearth’s delightful first novel is a rollicking, provocative tale about how reading and meeting others who are different can be the most subversive of acts.”

—Ruth Pennebaker, author of Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakthrough

“Amy Hill Hearth honors and humanizes people and their wonderful diversities. She astutely weaves pertinent, factual histories into her debut novel. What a laudable book!”

—Camille O. Cosby, PhD, educator and producer

“Segregation, feminism, gays coming out, inter-racial dating, it’s all in Miss Dreamsville, written as it happened in small towns everywhere. And wisdom; you could learn a lot about life from reading this book. Most of all, be daring, be friends, be true to yourself. By the end, I cried and I must say, I wouldn’t mind hearing more about each of the richly painted characters.”

—Patricia Harman, author of The Midwife of Hope River

“Miss Dreamsville’s cast of characters includes a postmistress, a librarian, a convicted murderer, a northern transplant, a lone African-American girl, and an even lonelier gay man, among others. Set in Naples in the early 1960s, its local color and plot will surprise Florida natives and visitors alike.”

—Enid Shomer, author of The Twelve Rooms of the Nile
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In loving memory of my niece, Anna Katherine Hill (1980–2012)



One

Dolores Simpson was a woman with a past. Now, depending on your age and where you’re from, you might interpret that in a number of ways. Let me assure you, however, that in the southern part of the United States of America, in a certain era, this could mean only one thing: man trouble.

This affliction spares few women. Even maiden ladies and great aunties—the ones who smile and nod on the porch, contentedly snappin’ peas—have stories of youthful turmoil and shattered dreams.

Dolores Simpson, unfortunately, had what my mama used to call serious man trouble. After leading a questionable life in Tampa, Dolores came back home one summer day in 1939 with all her worldly goods in a satchel under one arm and a brand-new baby boy in the other.

Yes, indeed. Serious man trouble.

Home, for Dolores, was one hundred and twenty miles south of Tampa in God’s forgotten paradise, Collier County, which is bordered by the Gulf of Mexico on one side and the edge of the Great Everglades Swamp on the other. In those days, Radio Havana in Cuba was the only station that could be heard on the wireless and alligators outnumbered people by at least ten thousand to one.

Dolores’s destination was an abandoned fishing shack that once belonged to her grandfather. The shack sat on stilts on a tidal river which was so wild and forbidding that no one with an ounce of sense would try to live there. Still, it was all Dolores knew. She had failed at city life. She had failed at pretty much everything. The river was a place where she could protect her secrets and nurse her frustration with the world.

And there she stayed, alone except for the son she raised, for twenty-five years.

•  •  •

I, TOO, HAILED FROM COLLIER County, but instead of the river or swamps I was raised nearby in Naples, an itty-bitty town with a sandy strip of beach on the Gulf.

I barely knew Dolores Simpson. She was, shall we say, reclusive to an extreme. My only knowledge of her was that she had once been a stripper but now hunted alligators for a living. If she had been a man she would have been admired as a fearless frontiersman.

I wouldn’t have known even this much, nor would I have met her, if not for her son, Robbie-Lee. In the late summer of 1962, he and I became friends when we joined a new book club called the Collier County Women’s Literary Society. To its members, the club provided a sanctuary of sorts. Each of us was a misfit or outcast in town—in my case, because I had come back home after a divorce—but in the book club we discovered a place to belong.

It is one of the ironies of life that being part of a group can, in turn, lead you to find strength and independence as an individual. That’s exactly what happened to Robbie-Lee and me. After a year in the book club, we decided it was time to follow our dreams.

For Robbie-Lee, who loved the theater, the only place on his mind was New York City. He spoke endlessly of Broadway and was determined to get a job there, even if it meant sweeping sidewalks. Dolores, whose maternal instincts kicked in with a mighty roar at the idea of him leaving Collier County, objected to his planned departure, but lost the battle. Robbie-Lee caught a northbound bus on a steamy August morning in 1963.

At the same time Robbie-Lee went north I set off for Mississippi. I was hoping to learn more about my mother, who was born and raised in Jackson. Mama had died without telling me certain things. She never talked about her family, or how she met Daddy, or when and where they got married. All I know is they got hitched at a Methodist church because Mama insisted on having a bona fide preacher conduct the ceremony. They left Mississippi and came to Florida because Naples was Daddy’s hometown.

What I hoped to find was kinfolk. An aunt or uncle, perhaps. Or maybe a cousin. Since I was a small child, Mama and I had been on our own. It’s painful to say, but Daddy up and left us. At least I hoped to find out why my name is Eudora Welty Witherspoon—“Dora” for short. I could only guess that Eudora Welty, the famed Mississippi writer, had been a friend of Mama’s when she was growing up.

As I said, Mama never told me certain things.

I figured I’d go to Jackson for a few weeks or at most several months, but before I knew it I’d been away from Florida for a year. I had made more progress finding out about Mama and her people than I ever could have imagined. All I needed was a little more time to wrap things up and settle them properly. I had a job shelving books at the Jackson Library and I rented a small room in the home of a widow named Mrs. Sheba Conroy. I planned on giving proper notice—I didn’t want to leave anyone in the lurch—then head home to Naples.

And then the telegram came.



Two

Poor Mrs. Conroy, my landlady in Jackson. I can still picture her face when she saw the Western Union man through the glass panel of her front door. Even under the best of circumstances Mrs. Conroy was nervous as a rat terrier, and with the arrival of a telegram she was likely to need her fainting couch.

To her generation, a telegram was how they usually found out somebody had died, and even though the modern era had arrived and you could make a long-distance telephone call—especially to a city as large as Jackson—plenty of folks still relied on the Western Union man to deliver urgent news.

I couldn’t believe it was for me. I’d never gotten a Western Union in my life and had hoped I never would. For a moment I was tempted to tear it up, unread, and toss it out the window right into Mrs. Conroy’s Gulf Pride azalea bushes. But sooner or later, I knew I’d be outside on my hands and knees searching for the pieces and trying to put them back together. I’d have to know what it said.

Mrs. Conroy was so worked up I thought she was on the verge of an apoplectic fit. She was quivering like Aunt Pittypat in Gone with the Wind when the Yankees were shelling Atlanta. “Well?” she shrieked, even before I could read it. “What does it say?”

I didn’t answer at first. Finally, with my voice all aquiver, I blurted out, “It’s bad news.”

“I knew it!” Mrs. Conroy wailed. “Somebody died! Oh, Lord! Sweet Jesus . . .”

“Well, I don’t know about that,” I said, trying to calm us both down. “It just says something’s wrong. But it doesn’t say what.”

“Let me see that,” she said, yanking it from my hands. “ ‘Big trouble. Come home now.’ ” She read the words aloud then looked at me. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Oh, Lordy, Lordy.” Poor Mrs. Conroy was wringing her hands. I’d never actually seen anyone do that, but sure enough, that’s what she was doing.

“Mrs. Conroy,” I tried to sound respectful, but firm. “Could you leave me alone for a moment so I can think? Just for a moment, please?”

She left reluctantly. I heard her moving pots and pans around in the kitchen. Then she began singing “The Old Rugged Cross,” which is a nice old hymn but not great background music when you’re trying to figure out who sent a Western Union that upended your life and why.

The sender was none other than the stripper turned alligator-hunter herself, Dolores Simpson.

A horrible thought occurred to me: Maybe something had happened to her son, my friend Robbie-Lee. But he was still in New York City and had just written to me that he was well and happy.

One thing was for sure. Whatever was going on was very serious. If there was ever a woman who didn’t rattle easy, it would be Dolores. If she said there was trouble, you can bet grandpa’s pet buzzard it was the Gospel truth.

But what kind of trouble? Whose trouble?

All of a sudden I wanted to go home. I had to go home. And I hated myself for staying away for a whole year, even though it had been a good year and I’d found out some things about Mama and her family that had turned my way of thinking upside down. But I had been fooling myself to think that nothing would change in Naples and that I could go back anytime I wanted and everything would be just as it was.

Most likely, someone had died, just as Mrs. Conroy feared. Since my social life had revolved around my book club, I went over the list of members in my head. Besides Robbie-Lee there was Jackie Hart, who had started the book club and was in good health as far as I knew. Jane Wisniewski, known to all as “Plain Jane,” was a poet who made a living writing sexy stories for women’s magazines under the name Jocelyn Winston. She was in her late fifties and had never mentioned any health concerns. Priscilla Harmon, who at nineteen was the youngest member of our book club, was at Bethune-Cookman College in Daytona Beach. Miss Lansbury, the librarian who helped us choose our book selections and kept the library trustees from interfering, had gone off to live with her kinfolk, a tribe of local Indians. And then there was Mrs. Bailey White, who, come to think of it, was quite elderly. Ten years older than God, as Mama would have said. But why wouldn’t Dolores just say that in the telegram? “So-and-so died. Come home.”

Instead, it said “big trouble.”

Which led me back to Jackie. She’d been a newcomer to Naples, having moved from Boston, of all places, when her husband was hired to work for one of our wealthiest residents, Mr. Toomb. Jackie was glamorous and witty but she had a special talent for upsetting the status quo. If they’d been able to get away with it, the town fathers would have had her tarred and feathered and shipped back north.

The book club upended the grapefruit cart, but that wasn’t all. Jackie had also started a secret radio show she called Miss Dreamsville on WNOG, “Wonderful Naples on the Gulf.” This was the first late-night radio show in Naples. I don’t know what goes on in Boston, but in Collier County, Florida, a middle-aged wife and mother like Jackie had no business having her own radio show, especially if it involved the deliberate cultivation of a secret, seductive persona (or to use Jackie’s favorite term, “temptress”).

Then, Jackie came up with her wildest idea yet. She volunteered to take care of a baby so that its unmarried mother—our book club member, Priscilla—could go to college. Plain Jane and Mrs. Bailey White agreed to help. Now this was an extraordinary offer that would have been considered an act of great Christian charity except for one thing. Priscilla and her baby were colored.

Oh, that was more than enough to cause “big trouble.”

And yet it didn’t make sense that Dolores Simpson would send the telegram. She held a grudge against Jackie. Why would she care if Jackie was in trouble up to her ears?

Mrs. Conroy had moved on to another hymn, “Up from the Ground He Arose,” never my favorite, but at the moment, hearing it sung by Mrs. Conroy with her machine-gun vibrato, made me want to beg for mercy. Although I could have borrowed Mrs. Conroy’s telephone I slipped out the front door and scurried to the phone box on the corner. I thought I’d try to call Jackie since Dolores didn’t have electricity let alone a phone. As luck would have it, the long-distance operator could not get through to anyone in Collier County. A storm had knocked down the lines in Lee County, north of Collier, and it would be another day or two before calls could go through.

So this is what I did: I borrowed money from Mrs. Conroy. And I took one Trailways bus after another all the way back to Collier County. It was the same route I’d taken a year earlier, only in reverse.

The last stretch from Tampa to Naples on the Tamiami Trail was the longest, or so it seemed. I asked the driver to drop me off at a little side road that led to an area known as Gun Rack Village. It was a sorry excuse for a road, but the only way to get to Dolores Simpson’s fishing shack unless you had a small boat with a shallow draft.

The bus driver made me promise to be careful. His warning that I better watch out for swamp things was good advice. I whistled and sang, or banged my hand on my little suitcase, just to keep from catching any snakes or gators by surprise.

I found Dolores sitting on the step to the rickety dock that led to her two-room fishing shack. She was whittling a stick into a small weapon known as a “gig.” At any other time and place I would have been wary of someone crafting a spear, but seeing her there, knife in hand, made me feel downright nostalgic. I realized I’d been gone too long. This was the Everglades, the River of Grass. To the Seminole Indians, it was “Pa-hay-okee.”

To me, it was simply home.



Three

Dolores spat out a big stream of tobacco juice. “Well, it’s about time you got here,” she barked, barely glancing up from her handiwork.

This was not the greeting I expected. “I left as soon as I could,” I said, thinking that the least she could do was be impressed, maybe even grateful, that I’d done what she’d asked. “You know, Jackson, Mississippi, is a long way from here. I had to borrow money—”

“I don’t care about that,” Dolores said.

“Well, are you going to tell me what this is about?” My voice was high and squeaky. I hated that, especially when I was trying to sound confident and mature.

She kept whittling.

“Look, Dolores, I think you owe me an explanation.”

She still didn’t answer.

“Is this about Jackie Hart from the book club?”

“That woman’s a damn fool, and so is old Mrs. Bailey White and that other gal—what’s her name, Plain Jane—who are helping raise that baby.”

I had a terrible thought. “Is Priscilla’s baby all right?”

“Baby’s fine,” Dolores said.

“Then what is it?” I must have been on my last good nerve because I spoke sharply. “You sent me a Western Union! What in tarnation is the ‘big trouble’ you were talking about?”

She finally stopped whittling and looked me eyeball to eyeball.

“Your ex-husband,” she said.

“Darryl?”

“Well, that is his name, isn’t it?”

I felt my face flush. “I’m surprised, is all.” Darryl was a pain in the hindquarters, to be sure, but I would never have put him in the category of “big trouble.”

“Well, let me be the first to tell you,” Dolores said. “He wants to build houses on my land. And a shopping center! And maybe even a golf course! He’s going to fill in this whole stretch of the river and run us all out of here.” She dropped her head and took a sharp breath. Maybe, I realized, to cover up a sob.

I felt light-headed. “Darryl doesn’t have that kind of money,” I said finally. “Besides, he’s dumb as a post. He doesn’t have the smarts to dream up a project like that, or make it happen.”

Dolores scoffed so loud she startled a night heron nesting halfway up a tree about thirty feet away.

“Aw, shucks,” Dolores called over to the heron, “I ain’t going to hurt you. Now just settle down on yer ol’ eggs and stop your frettin’.”

I looked over toward the mama night heron, my eyes searching until I saw the familiar shape of its beak and the markings on its little head. They were odd-looking birds on account of their yellow eyes with red irises. Plus, they didn’t sing. Instead, they made a sound like the cranky old crows that used to raid Mama’s sunflower garden the minute we turned our backs.

“Your Darryl has got hisself help—people from up north will be paying for it.”

“He’s not ‘my’ Darryl.”

“You were married to the idiot for a few years. I thought you could try to talk some sense into him. Besides, who loves this here river more than you do?”

Well, that was true. I was known for bringing all kinds of swamp and river critters home with me, which Mama, amazingly, tolerated. After a while, folks around the county had gotten to recognize I had a special talent with turtles. After I rescued an Everglades snapping turtle the size of a truck tire from the middle of U.S. 41, folks started calling me the Turtle Lady. From then on, people brought turtles to me that needed help. Three of them stayed on as pets—Norma Jean, Myrtle, and Castro.

I looked again at the mama heron. A heron nest was a messy-looking pile of sticks, and I remembered, with a flush of shame, that years before I had made fun of one when I’d been out for a walk with Mama in these very swamps. She’d said to me, “Now, it may not look like much to you but no doubt it is perfectly suited to the heron. The heron knows what it’s doing, rest assured.”

Dolores followed my gaze. “Huh, she’s giving you the stink eye,” she said of the heron. “She don’t like being stared at, especially by a stranger.”

This seemed a surprising side of Dolores. It didn’t fit with her reputation. It was hard to imagine tenderness of any kind in her heart, but then again, she had raised Robbie-Lee and he was the nicest man I ever met. Go figure.

“Dolores,” I said, trying to get back to the problem at hand. “What do you expect me to do about it? About Darryl, I mean?”

“Don’t you go rushing me, girl,” Dolores snapped. Her raised voice was met with two sharp squawks, like warning shots, from the heron.

“Aw, will you just stop worrying yourself to death?” Dolores called to the bird. “Do you think I’m going to cook you for my supper? If I was going to do that, I’d have done it already.”

“Dolores, look, I want to help, but I don’t know if I can stop Darryl,” I said. “I’m just one person, and I haven’t even lived here the past year, and—”

She hurled her whittling to the ground and jumped up with clenched fists, her arms flailing like a toddler having a tantrum. For a split second I thought she might run straight for me and strangle the life out of me, so I stepped backward, tripping over my suitcase and landing on my rear end. The heron, apparently unhappy with the commotion, burst from its nest, wings a-flapping, in what struck me as an almost-perfect imitation of Dolores.

“You can’t let him do this!” Dolores screamed. Half sprawled in the sand, I felt like a turtle that finds itself upside down. I heard the sound of fast-moving footsteps heading away from me—thank you, Jesus. A door slammed, and I felt momentarily relieved. She’d gone inside.

Then it dawned on me that I was in a fine pickle. Soon it would be dark in the swamp, and I wasn’t about to walk back to the Tamiami Trail with no flashlight or torch. Moonbeams had a way of illuminating sandy paths that weren’t visible during the daytime, making it easy to get confused—and lost—at night.

I’d been so eager to talk to Dolores I’d scurried right over to see her, right off the bus. I guess I thought she’d invite me inside and we’d talk. It hadn’t occurred to me that we’d have a big fuss and she’d leave me outside all night.

The fall had knocked the wind out of my lungs. I spent several long moments just looking around me. Dolores had made some improvements to the fishing shack since her son had left home. The front door, if you could call it that, had been painted shocking pink. A hand-carved sign, stuck in the ground and tilting wildly like a forgotten grave-marker, read Home Sweet Home. Off to the right, brush had been cleared away from the outhouse which now featured the words “Powder Room” painted in a girlish script.

But the ’Glades were coming alive with evening sounds. I soon decided that gators, snakes, and panthers were, in fact, scarier than Dolores—although frankly I wasn’t 100 percent sure. I struggled back to my feet and edged my way carefully along the dock toward the shack, which sat like a little island on rough-hewn pilings. As I knocked, I ducked to one side, just in case she answered with a shotgun blast.

When she didn’t respond, I called out, hoping she could hear me. “Dolores, you know I can’t stay out here all night. I need to borrow a flashlight.”

Nothing. Quiet as a grave.

I tried again. “Dolores, what would Robbie-Lee say if he knew you weren’t looking after me?”

The latch clicked and the door swung open.

“Don’t you go saying my son’s name,” Dolores said. “He ain’t here anyway. He up and left me. Went to New York City.”

“He’ll be back,” I said gently. “He’s young, and just wanted to see a little more of the world. Just like I did.”

“See the world,” she harrumphed. “I guess the ’Glades ain’t good enough for the likes of you, or him.” She paused. “Why would anyone in his right mind go to New York City?”

I couldn’t argue with her on that point. Mississippi wasn’t exactly a stone’s throw away, but at least it was the South.

I noticed she had a drink in her hand. I wasn’t sure if this was a good sign or not. “You must hear from him—right? Does he send letters? He should be sending letters,” I said, taking her side.

“Yes, he writes me letters but he doesn’t tell me much of anything. Says a whole lot of nothing in them letters. Just things about pretty parks and big, tall buildings.” Suddenly, she brightened. “He saw Liz Taylor outside some theater on Broadway.”

“Really?” I asked, forgetting my problems. “Robbie-Lee saw Elizabeth Taylor in person?”

“Yes, he did,” Dolores replied proudly. “She was going to see a play, and he said he was maybe ten feet from her, with him working in the theater and all.”

“Well, ain’t that something?” I said. “Was she just as purty in person? Did he say in the letter?”

“Oh, purtier!” Dolores replied, as certain as if she’d been there herself. “Can you imagine seeing a Hollywood person like Elizabeth Taylor in the flesh?”

“She was my mama’s favorite movie star,” I said softly.

“Mine, too,” Dolores said wistfully. “Ever since I saw her in Father of the Bride.”

Now I was really seeing another side of Dolores Simpson. I had trouble imagining Dolores in a movie theater at all, let alone watching such a sweet and charming movie. Of course, that film had come out fourteen years ago, in 1950, and it made me wonder what Dolores must have been like when she was younger. Then I had a memory of Mama, talking about forgiveness and how hard it was for her to get past the fact that Elizabeth Taylor stole someone else’s husband. My mind was a thousand miles away when suddenly I realized Dolores was peering at me as if she’d never really seen me before. All this talk about Elizabeth Taylor had altered the air we were breathing.

“Come in,” she said finally.

•  •  •

THE NEXT MORNING I WOKE up on an ancient horse-hair couch that smelled like spilled beer, stale cigarettes, and low tide. An old metal spring was poking into my back.

She had left me a note, written in pencil in all capital letters. THIS HERE CORNBREAD IS FOR YOU. TAKE IT AND EAT. TAKE A COKE, TOO. SORRY IT BE WARM. COME BACK AFTER YOU’VE TALKED TO DARRYL.

Talk to Darryl? Oh Lord, in my disoriented state, I’d almost forgotten. Honestly, I’d rather have met the devil before daylight but I had agreed the night before that this was the next step. If it was true that he was going to pave over this part of the ’Glades, I needed to hear it from the horse’s mouth. And give him a piece of my mind.

And find out where he got the money to pull off such an idea.

And find a way to stop it. Or at least, keep it from happening right here.

I washed down the cornbread with Coke and was revived enough to start walking back to the Trail. I noticed, as I left, that the mama night heron was using the Home Sweet Home sign for a perch. She stared at me warily as I walked past. I was tempted to say howdy but thought better of it. Poor thing had been through our ruckus the night before. As Mama used to say, “When it comes to Nature, leave it be.”

The thick smell of the ’Glades made me feel drugged or a little feverish. I wasn’t used to the overwhelming clash of plant life anymore, some of it quite stinky in its own right but bunched together, almost nauseating. Mixed in was a vague scent of decay, helped along by humidity that was almost indescribable, though a high-school friend had come close when he said it felt like being caught in a downpour, only it was raining up. On particularly hot days, Jackie, in her wry Northern way, would say, “How refreshing! Essence of Swamp!” which was funny but always made me feel inferior. However, having been away for a year, I could see her point.

As I marched along, I tried to picture my friend Robbie-Lee making this same trek day after day for years, just to get to school or the library or anywhere. And I wondered how in the world he had survived growing up with Dolores as his mother.

After disturbing several snakes along the way, I finally reached the Trail where, mercifully, I got a ride from a truck driver heading south to Everglades City. I guess I was a pathetic sight, walking down the side of the road with a suitcase in my hand. I offered him a dollar when he dropped me off by the Esso station, but he wouldn’t take it. Told me I’d better take good care of myself, and that’s when I realized that I must’ve looked like death warmed over in a saucepan. I didn’t want anyone else to see me like that. Pride is a sin and so is vanity, but who wants to return to her hometown looking like a wilted orchid?

It was still early, and Naples was not fully stirring. I walked quick as I could, hoping I wouldn’t run into anyone. It was already hot as Hades, and I had to catch my breath twice. While I was confident that Judd Hart, Jackie’s teenage son, had been taking good care of my pet turtles, I was eager to see them. I managed to half run the last hundred yards to my little cottage with my little suitcase bumping against my thigh at every step.

I opened the gate and stepped into the yard. Nothing stirred, so I whistled and stayed still. I whistled a second time and heard some rustling. Slowly, they came out from their hiding places, their heads poking out, curious. And then they lumbered toward me, picking up speed, with Norma Jean, always the boss, in the lead. When they got close they stopped short. They didn’t have the greatest eyesight in the world but as soon as they heard my voice they knew it was me.

I wanted to spend the next hour right there in the front yard but I had to go inside and pull myself together. Happily, the cottage did not need airing out. Judd had clearly been following my instructions.

I unpacked my suitcase and showered. Only then did I allow myself to settle into Mama’s favorite chair. How I missed her. In the year I had spent away I had often imagined sitting in her chair and feeling comforted, and I did. But I also felt a deep stab of sadness.

I was born right here in this little cottage. There wasn’t a nickel to spare for a doctor, not that there was usually one available, especially with the Depression going on. Thankfully, Mama had been trained as a nurse and so she birthed me herself.

Mama used to say that at least Daddy left us with a roof over our heads. Not that it was much of a roof. Every time we had a hurricane it leaked in a new and mysterious way, and Mama and I would spend the duration of the storm moving mop buckets from place to place until we were too tired to care. The year I turned fifteen, Mama finally had enough money set aside from her part-time nursing jobs to have it fixed proper.

When I married Darryl, a local boy I’d known since childhood, we set up housekeeping all the way up in Ocala. I wasn’t happy about it, but Darryl had landed a good construction job. Before long Mama took sick, and I began spending more time with her in Naples than with Darryl in Ocala.

That’s when I found out that Darryl had a mean streak. He didn’t like me being away from him, even for a good reason. The sicker Mama got, the more petty and irritated Darryl became. Later, I spent a lot of time trying to decide if he’d changed overnight or if he’d always been that way and I had failed to notice.

Mama and I both thought she had glade fever and it would pass once the weather turned. But even when the rains ended, she was still feeling puny. I knew things were bad when she gave up all her part-time nursing jobs, one by one, including her favorite, her twice-daily visit to check on Miss Maude Mobley, who was ninety-three and lived alone. Miss Mobley had outlived all her friends and kin. She didn’t need to be in a state home; she just needed someone like Mama to make sure she was taking her liver pills and eating proper. Mama wouldn’t rest easy until I went to Miss Mobley’s church and asked the preacher to find someone to take Mama’s place.

Not that anyone could take Mama’s place. I always knew that was the case, but imagining and living it are two different things. Her final decline happened sooner than I expected. Without telling me, Mama slipped out one morning while I was shopping at the Winn-Dixie. She took the bus to Fort Myers, where she saw a blood doctor. When she came home, she told me she had cancer and they couldn’t fix it. Two weeks after Mama saw the doctor in Fort Myers, she crossed over to the Spirit World in her sleep.

After the burial, I went up to Ocala, packed up my things, and came home. Now it was just me at the little cottage on the Gulf. Me and my turtles.

Returning home to Naples as a divorced woman was even harder than I thought it would be. People I’d known my whole life—even old pals from school—avoided me. I got a job at the post office and was thankful for it, but on the days I was assigned to counter duty I found myself having to make small talk with people who looked down on me. If not for Jackie Hart and her book club, I’d have remained friendless.

These memories were exhausting, and I was tempted to let myself fall asleep in Mama’s chair. The deep, soft cushions still smelled of her.

But my mind was too restless. Part of me wanted to handle Darryl on my own to show everyone that little Dora Witherspoon was more independent and confident than she used to be. This was plain foolishness, however, and I could practically feel Mama glaring down at me from the Other Side. Mama would have said there was no shame in asking for help, in which case I had only one place to turn: my old book club. If anyone could stop Darryl, it was the members of the Collier County Women’s Literary Society. Especially, an outspoken woman from Boston named Jackie Hart.



Four

Dolores Simpson sat on the dock that led to her fishing shack and wondered how she’d ended up here, alone, on the edge of the ’Glades with no one to talk to except a nervous night heron. Nothing in her life had gone right. She wasn’t even sure who she was anymore. Truth be told, she wasn’t even Dolores Simpson.

Her real name was Bunny Ann McIntyre. She always wondered what her mama had been thinking when she wrote those words in the family Bible. Of course, when she became a grown girl and was working as a stripper (she preferred “fan dancer”) in Tampa, Bunny was a perfectly suitable name. At least she didn’t have to come up with something new and catchy like all the other girls. The funny thing was, girls named Mary, Elizabeth, and Susan who became Safire, Sugar, or Bubbles were annoyed that she was, in fact, an actual Bunny. Why this bothered them was a mystery to her, but then women in general had always seemed more complicated than men.

When she fled from that life and moved back to the Everglades, she wanted a new name to go with a new life. On the bus heading south from Hillsborough County, a lady in a tailored navy suit left a magazine on the seat next to her. Dolores picked it up and flipped to a random page where she began reading about a woman named Dolores Simpson who owned a six-bedroom home, an Olympic-sized swimming pool, a maid, and even a Lincoln Continental. And she hadn’t done it by marrying some man. No, according to the story, she had started her own business. She was even quoted as saying she didn’t need a man in her life. Incredible! How she wished she could be that woman, and if she couldn’t, well, at least she could borrow her name.

Good-bye, “Bunny.” Hello, “Dolores.”

But a lot of good it had done her.

She spat a stream of tobacco juice, taking care not to hit the pink bougainvillea that Robbie-Lee had planted at the foot of the dock. Dolores had learned the hard way that bougainvillea, which was generally quite hardy, would shrivel up and die if it had an unlucky encounter with tobacco spit. While she wasn’t partial to flowers, Dolores couldn’t see the sense in ruining a perfectly good plant. Besides, Robbie-Lee was fond of it, and she wanted it to be here looking purty when he came back.

If he came back.

“Oooh, my son is gone. Gone to see the world,” she moaned softly. Adding, “Fool. Dang fool.”

She wished she could direct that nasty stream of tobacco juice right at the feet of the folks who had created her problems. First was Jackie Hart, that trouble-making redhead from Boston. Robbie-Lee had been doing just fine until Jackie came along. The boy had a promising future which he now had thrown away. He’d managed to get hisself the rarest kind of job, one in which he didn’t get his hands dirty. As the sole employee for Sears, Roebuck & Company in Collier County, he’d helped folks place their orders from the catalog. It didn’t matter that the Sears Center where he worked was the size of an ice cream stand. He wore nice clothes to work and he wasn’t going to age overnight the way most of the menfolk in Collier did, either from the fishing industry or farming melons and sugarcane.

But then all of a sudden he left for New York City. Just like that. New York City! Inspired by that awful woman, Jackie Hart, who put it in his head that he was missing something. Well, dagnabbit, if he wanted to go north so badly he could have gone to Fort Myers, or Sarasota, or maybe even Apalachicola. At least he would have still been in Florida. He’d have still been squarely on Confederate turf. But why New York City? It wasn’t even part of the United States, as far as Dolores was concerned.

She looked over at the night heron. “Oh, just you wait and see,” Dolores said mournfully. “Being a mother is hard. When they grow up, they gonna do what they gonna do. Your young’uns will do the same to you that my boy did to me.

“But he’ll be back one day,” she added, this time to herself. “I know he will.”

The second person who had messed up her life was Darryl Norwood, ex-husband of that little gal, Dora Witherspoon. She hoped she’d gotten through to Dora. The telegram had worked to bring her back here. Maybe there was some hope that the river could be saved.

If not, she would have nowhere to go. “Things won’t be so peachy for you, either,” she called over to the bird. “You’re going to be the last night heron in Collier County. What we have here is a mighty bad situation. At least you can fly away. You can start over. I can’t. I’m good for nothin’. I’m stuck.”

Dolores examined her hands. Twenty-five years working in the ’Glades, and they looked like the skin of the alligators she caught. But that was the least of her worries. Back when she’d been a dancer, the owner of the club had complained that her breasts were too small. Unless she allowed liquid filler to be injected into her breasts, she would lose her job. She’d gone along with it. Now they were lumpy, and hard, and hurt in ways she didn’t think possible. How stupid she’d been when she was young. Some mistakes you pay for, forever.

Her first mistake was thinking she was in love. She was fifteen and had just finished eighth grade. When her belly started swelling, she thought maybe she had worms, or possibly a hernia. But her mama and daddy knew otherwise. They threw her out.

She’d hitchhiked to Tampa on the back of a tomato truck in pouring rain. She still didn’t know what was wrong with her or why her parents made her leave, but a stranger on the streets of Tampa took one look at her and walked her to a hospital emergency room. Three hours later she had her baby. The nuns convinced her she was racked by sin and not worthy to be a mother. She never had a chance to hold the baby. She wasn’t even sure if the baby was alive or healthy, and there were times when she wondered if she had dreamed the whole thing.

She left that hospital four days later on her own two feet, alone. She hitchhiked to the beach in St. Pete and survived by stealing picnics from tourists. Being so young, her body bounced back quickly, and soon she got herself a job at a nightclub. It was only after she showed up on her first day of work that she found out she was to be a dancer, not a waitress. She went along with it, thinking she’d do it just for a while, but “a while” turned into seven years. And that’s when she got pregnant again.

The owner of the nightclub suggested an option that would, as he said, “fix” the situation but Dolores was too scared to consider it. One of the other dancers—a sweet-faced girl from Alabama—had gone to an underground clinic and died.

Surrendering another baby to the State of Florida was out of the question, as far as Dolores was concerned. This baby was a keeper, come what may. She had him at the same hospital as the first one, only this time she was prepared. She scooped him up and took off out of there before somebody could thrust papers in her face and hand her a pen. She named him Robbie-Lee after a crop reporter she liked to listen to on the radio. A man who sounded nice, day in and day out, whether he was discussing the worrisome possibility of a January freeze in the orange groves or warning listeners about a fierce storm that had popped up over the Gulf on a summer day. Sometimes the friendly voice asked questions which he quickly answered himself. For example: Did you know that Tampa is the lightning capital of the United States? (Well, it is!) Or: Did you know that many historians believe our city gets its name from the Calusa Indians, or the Shell People, because “Tampa” means “sticks of fire” in their ancient language? (Well, it does!) So her radio announcer was smart as well as nice, a quality which Dolores admired.

Within hours of leaving the hospital, she fled the area with Robbie-Lee curled up like a kitten under a silk scarf she’d snatched years earlier from a Canadian traveler, or “snowbird.” She skipped out of Dodge without so much as a fare-thee-well to anyone, not wanting to alert her landlord, who would have had her sent to jail for being late on the rent. Never mind that her baby would be taken from her.

All she could think of was to head back down to Collier County. That’s what people do when they’re almost out of hope, right? Head home? She had heard through the grapevine that her parents were dead, so at least she didn’t have to face their scorn again. And Collier County was familiar. As for making a living, her granddaddy had hunted gators in the ’Glades back in the day, and she thought, Well, heck, I can do that. I watched him do it. I helped him do it.

Besides, she figured, huntin’ gators couldn’t be any harder or more dangerous than working in some old strip club. In fact, it might be easier.

The years slipped by like the hidden currents in the river. She wouldn’t have said she’d been happy—she wasn’t sure what that felt like—but she wasn’t miserable. She got by, and folks left her alone. Most importantly, Robbie-Lee had grown up handsome, clever, and nice, just as she’d dreamed.

If only Robbie-Lee had stayed away from that book club he would be here, helping her with the gators. She hated to admit it but she had come to rely on Robbie-Lee to lend a hand with the big, unruly ones. Since he’d left, she’d pretty much given up the gator business altogether. Especially after an odd thing happened: She had started feeling sorry for the critters. She’d never sympathized with the big ones, which would just as soon eat her up, but the little ones—the only kind she could now grab hold of these days—well, they were almost cute! This had come as a shock to her, and she had quietly started retiring her gear.

She was living on fish she could catch from her dock. She sold grunts—minnows, the Yankees called ’em—to the bait shops, always setting aside a healthy portion for herself. She rolled the tiny things in flour and fried ’em up whole, just like her granddaddy did, and served ’em with a mess of grits. Indeed, there was nothing Dolores liked better than a big ol’ plate of grits and grunts.










OEBPS/images/title.jpg
1SS
@féamsm %

and the Lost Heiress of
Collier County

A NOVEL

AMY HILL HEARTH

ATRIA pPaPERBACK
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/images/9781476765754.jpg
L[y
@7"8 ﬂZSZ)Z e
LO STAT{) ITZHIERE SS

COLLIER couNTY

a novel

Amy Hivll Hearth











OEBPS/xhtml/contents.html

Contents


Chapter One


Chapter Two


Chapter Three


Chapter Four


Chapter Five


Chapter Six


Chapter Seven


Chapter Eight


Chapter Nine


Chapter Ten


Chapter Eleven


Chapter Twelve


Chapter Thirteen


Chapter Fourteen


Chapter Fifteen


Chapter Sixteen


Chapter Seventeen


Chapter Eighteen


Chapter Nineteen


Chapter Twenty


Chapter Twenty-One


Chapter Twenty-Two


Chapter Twenty-Three


Chapter Twenty-Four


Chapter Twenty-Five


Chapter Twenty-Six


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Chapter Thirty


Chapter Thirty-One


Chapter Thiry-Two


Chapter Thirty-Three


Chapter Thirty-Four


Chapter Thirty-Five


Chapter Thirty-Six


Acknowledgments


Readers Club Guide


Introduction


Questions and Topics for Discussion


Enhance Your Book Club


About Amy Hill Hearth




