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Chapter 1

Fired!

 


Daniel came home late—later than he
should have. Molly had already left for work. Before leaving, she’d
fed the kids and sat them down in front of the TV. Normally, Daniel
would have been home hours ago, but today he’d stopped for a beer,
something he hadn’t done for months. Even though he knew she’d be
mad at him, especially when he told her he’d been fired, he’d
needed some time to himself.

Daniel suffered from schizoaffective
mental disorder, and until recently had been taking his meds
regularly. But a couple of months ago, he’d gone off them when he
started to hear the voices, and began to self-medicate with
alcohol. On a positive note, his sex drive had come back, and he’d
even lost weight. Molly had liked that. But what she didn’t like
were his mood swings—his highs and lows. Sometimes he could be
mean, bordering on destructive.

He knew he should go back on his meds,
but he felt that if he did, Molly would complain about their lack
of a sex life and that he was getting fat again. There was, he
felt, just no way of pleasing that woman.

That afternoon at work,
he’d decked his boss for something he’d been asked to do and that
he felt was personally demeaning. What did his boss think he was,
his personal slave? Shortly after the incident, Ed had told him to
leave, never to come back. Fine, he’d thought. He’d stomped out
to his car, opened the trunk, and proceeded to smash the boss’s car
with a tire iron he’d retrieved.

Following that, he’d stopped at a bar,
and as soon as he got home, he went to the fridge in search of a
beer. Usually, Molly would keep one or two in the fridge for
herself, but tonight there were none.

“That does it!” he exclaimed. “The
kids are going to bed right now and I’m going out.”

After putting the kids to bed, Daniel
abruptly left the house, got into his old Ford sedan, and headed
for the bar near Pinnacle Peak.


Chapter 2

The Accident

 


Today was David and Jocelyn’s
thirtieth wedding anniversary. Their children, Diana and Char, had
originally planned on giving their parents a huge party to
celebrate the occasion. But those plans were cancelled when their
parents had told them that they preferred to dine alone with each
other that night, at the restaurant where they had first
met.

The restaurant, rustic and just as
western as Scottsdale had once been, was just a short drive from
their house. Knowing that if David wore a tie the waiters would cut
it off—which was the custom of the restaurant—they both dressed
casually in their western wear. David wore his black denims, boots,
shirt, and cowboy hat, while Jocelyn wore her black denims, boots,
and frilly white western shirt. She’d always hated hats and never
wore them. A good-looking couple in their early fifties, they’d
always attracted attention when they went out. Tonight would be no
exception.

David had once suffered from a
drinking problem, but after nearly losing his family and his
business to this addiction, he had since joined a support group. A
successful recovering alcoholic, he was now a sponsor to several
younger men who suffered from this same addiction. Tonight at
dinner, he retained his usual sobriety. However, knowing Jocelyn
would on occasion enjoy a glass of red wine with dinner, he offered
to order a glass for her. She politely declined, saying that she
preferred coffee instead. After dinner, as they walked across the
parking lot to their car, they noticed it had begun to rain,
something that seldom happened outside of the monsoon
season.

“I don’t remember where we parked our
car, and it’s dark tonight.”

“Very. It’s a new moon and raining on
top of that. I’ll certainly be glad when we get back
home.”

“Me too.”

Hearing a screech of brakes, David
quickly looked to his side to see a dark car that had just pulled
into the parking lot and was rapidly bearing down upon them. The
driver of the car braked, but it was too late.

****

Daniel had pulled into the parking lot
too fast and was unable to control his vehicle. It was dark,
raining, and he couldn’t see clearly in his inebriated condition.
He thought he saw two people ahead of him and he braked, but he
skidded and felt the car hit something. Afraid to stop for fear of
what he might have done, he raced out of the parking lot and sped
back down the road the way he had come. He still wasn’t able to see
well; the rain was coming down harder and his vision had grown more
blurry. Thinking he knew where the shoulder was, he attempted to
pull the car over, but the shoulder wasn’t there and his car went
over and rolled down the hillside. Everything went black, and
Daniel never woke up again.


Chapter 3

Notified

 


As Diana was sprinkling spices on the
brisket and adding barbecue sauce for the evening dinner, she
couldn’t help but notice how quiet it was in the house this
morning—too quiet. Usually, her mother was up brewing coffee by
now. Diana put her concerns aside for the moment. She shrugged and
figured maybe her parents were sleeping in after a late
night.

Diana had just placed the brisket into
the oven when the doorbell rang. Setting the hot pads down, she
hurried to answer the door. When she saw the tall, uniformed
officer standing in the doorway, her heart immediately began to
race as she sensed something was wrong.

“Ms. Mansville, I’m Officer Patrick of
the Paradise Valley Police Department. You are Ms. Mansville,
aren’t you?”

“Yes. What’s wrong?”

“It’s about a Mr. and Mrs. David
Mansville, who I assume are your parents. They were killed early
this morning around two in a hit-and-run accident.”

“Oh my God!” Diana’s shoulders fell
and she covered her eyes with her hands.

“I need you to come down to the morgue
to identify the bodies.”

“This just can’t be true.”

“I’m sorry, but I’m afraid it is,
miss.”

“Are you sure you have identified them
correctly?”

“Yes, by the driver’s licenses that
they were carrying. But we will need you or your sister to come
down and identify the bodies.”

Diana was struggling now to choke back
tears. Trembling, she sobbed, “Oh God, I can’t believe it.”
Inhaling deeply, she looked up at the officer. “I will come down
myself and do this. I am the oldest.”

The officer nodded. “I understand.
Ma’am, you’re shaking; I don’t think you should be driving a
vehicle right now. Is there someone you can call to take you to the
morgue at the hospital?”

“Yes, officer. I think my boyfriend,
Wyatt Harper, might be able to take me. My parents were friends of
his and he can also help identify them. I’ll call him right now.
Has anyone notified my sister?”

“Yes. According to his report, the
officer who was sent to notify her believes she’s in shock and
should be seen by a doctor as soon as possible. Fortunately, she
was able to give the officer her doctor’s name, and he should be on
his way to see her right now.”

“All right. Thank you, officer. Has
anyone else been notified?”

“No. Not yet.”

“When I get back from the morgue, I’ll
call my aunt in Florida. Otherwise, we really don’t have anyone
else. My grandfather on my father’s side, Mr. Clay Mansville, is
currently in Europe. I figure I should call him, too.”

“If you don’t mind, I’ll wait here
while you call Mr. Harper, just to make sure he will be able to
take you. If he can’t, I will.”

Diana nodded.

After a few rings, Wyatt answered.
When she heard her boyfriend’s voice, Diana immediately broke down,
but somehow managed to repeat the tragic news the officer had just
relayed to her. “Can you help me?” she concluded. Turning back to
Officer Patrick, she said, “He’s on his way.”

“Thank you, ma’am. Then I’ll be
going.”

The tragic reality finally set in. Mom
and Dad were gone and Diana would never see them again, at least
not in this life. Unbelievable. She was young, only twenty-five,
and Char was younger still, which meant that except for her aunt
and a grandfather who lived in Florida, she was now the oldest
living person in her family. Everyone else had passed on. She also
realized she would now be responsible for Char. She buried her head
in her hands and began to sob, wondering how she was going to get
through all this. If only her parents hadn’t gone out last
night.


Chapter 4

The Morgue

 


Wyatt was on his way to Diana’s
minutes after he received her call. Knowing her as well as he did,
he knew she could be strong for a short period of time, but
afterwards, more than likely, she would collapse emotionally. With
the stress he knew she would be going through, including all of the
issues surrounding their deaths, he suspected that her inevitable
breakdown was imminent. He would be there for her, and for her
sister Char, too, if she needed him. And he was certain she
would.

Char had chosen a jerk for a
boyfriend, one who had neglected to tell her about a wife he had in
San Francisco who was carrying his child. She had recently
relocated to the Valley of the Sun and was planning to move in with
him. Every time he paused to reflect on the scenario, he could only
shake his head. Why Char hadn’t broken off their affair once she’d
learned about his wife was something neither Wyatt nor Diana could
comprehend. It seemed as if she preferred to remain in a state of
denial until she was forced to come face to face with the reality
of her boyfriend’s lack of exclusive commitment to her. Apparently,
Char was codependent on top of her many other problems, which
included being a recovering alcoholic. He knew she would be worse
off now that she only had Diana to rely on for support, and he
worried about her continued sobriety.

To the best of his knowledge, the
girls had no other siblings, no other grandparents or uncles, other
than an aunt and a grandfather who had survived Hurricane Katrina
and were living in Florida. Why their relatives had relocated from
New Orleans, Louisiana, to Sarasota and Vero Beach, Florida—from
one hurricane-prone area to another—he couldn’t fathom.

When Wyatt arrived at Diana’s condo,
the door was locked. After he rang the doorbell and no one
answered, he tried the key that Diana had given him months ago.
After he was ultimately successful in opening the door, he walked
in and found Diana curled up on the love seat, her cheeks wet with
tears.

“Diana, you must not have heard the
doorbell. Are you all right?”

She sat up, wiped her tears, and said,
“I didn’t hear the doorbell. I’m so glad you’re here. I don’t think
I could do this by myself.”

He wrapped his arms around her
tightly. “You’re a strong woman, Diana. If you had to do this
alone, you would have found the strength to do so. But I’m here. Go
and wash your face now, and get dressed.”

Within a half hour they were walking
into the morgue at Paradise Valley Hospital. Diana was cold and
began to tremble. Her stomach lurched as she viewed the covered
bodies, hoping they were not her parents.

The coroner began to draw the sheet
back. “I will warn you, the bodies are not in good
shape.”

Diana stood and stared in horror. “Oh
my God.” She covered her mouth with her hand. In a haze of tears,
she began to murmur a prayer.

“Miss, I need you to confirm that
these are your parents.”

“Yes, they are.” She choked her tears
down. Her stomach rolled over and bile rose to her throat.
Suddenly, she turned and ran out of the morgue.

****

At that point, Wyatt took over. “She’s
right. These are the bodies of David Mansville and his wife, Irene
Mansville. If you’ll excuse me for a moment, I need to go after my
girlfriend to make sure she’s okay.”

“I understand. The women’s restroom is
just outside,” the pathologist told him.

After Wyatt left the morgue, he
stopped and stood in the hallway for a moment, stunned by what he
had just seen. He exhaled slowly and sat on the bench outside of
the restrooms, fighting to control the growing nausea. Losing the
battle, he rose and ran into the men’s room.

****

Before Diana came out of the restroom,
she washed her face, combed her hair, and made herself somewhat
presentable. When she saw that Wyatt wasn’t there, she assumed he’d
gone into the men’s room. The morgue had a strong antiseptic smell,
and looking at the bodies that once had been home to her parents’
souls had been even more overwhelming than she’d anticipated. Even
Wyatt, despite his occupation as a private detective, had paled
considerably at the sight. Not sure what to do next, she took a
seat on the bench in the hallway and waited.

“You’re looking better,” Wyatt
commented when he eventually came out. “I was worried about you.
That was a terrible experience you went through.”

“Having to identify my parents’ bodies
would have been a shock in any case. I just didn’t think they would
be in such bad condition.”

“Neither did I.”

“I guess the next thing we’ll need to
do is to make the arrangements. As soon as we get home, we’ll call
Father John. I expect he’ll be able to direct us in the appropriate
procedures. I also need to check on Char.”

“Of course. But you two girls should
not be alone now. Would you like me to stay with you for a few
days?”

When Wyatt returned to the house
later, he had three large suitcases with him—one of which was his—a
computer, and a printer. “Where do you want these?”

“Put yours in the guest room and
Char’s in my room. She can set her computer and printer up in my
writing room later. Neither of us can afford to neglect our writing
careers for long.”

“Nor should you,” he said. “Char
should be here in just a few minutes. She stopped to pick up a few
groceries.”

“God bless her.”

“We have a lot to do, and will need to
keep up our strength and energy. We’ll make a list tonight of
everything that still needs to be done.”

****

In the end, if it hadn’t been for
Father John and Wyatt’s help, neither she nor Char could have made
it through the trying time. For days after the funeral service,
calls and cards of condolences continued to come in. She
appreciated the sentiments, but hated that those gestures forced
her to continually relive that horrific experience.

Both Wyatt and Char had been
temporarily staying with her; Char would be moving in with her on a
permanent basis. After Char settled in, Wyatt would be returning to
his home.


Chapter 5

Assessing the
Estate

 


After the girls had carefully assessed
the value of the estate with their accountant, they paid off most
of the bills, and were shocked to discover that they were left with
only a small trust fund and a life insurance policy to share.
Because their father had put off depositing most of their assets
and their mother’s in their revocable trust fund, there was very
little cash left over for the taxes that still must be
paid.

They found themselves forced to
contact a realtor to place the family home up for sale. Next, they
discovered that an estate sale needed to be held, unless the girls
wanted to keep the furniture…which they didn’t. What they really
wanted to do was to sell the furniture with the house, but the
realtor had told them that most buyers did not want the previous
owners’ furniture.

“I’m good at sales. I’ll take care of
selling the furniture. But before we do that, let’s choose a few of
our favorite things and set them aside,” Diana said.

After months had gone by without
receiving an acceptable offer for the home, they finally received
an offer they were both comfortable with, but Diana realized that
they were now going to have to dig deep into their own pockets in
order to bring enough money to the table to close the transaction.
In addition, she and Char were going to need to share a home or a
condo for a while—a small one. She realized that living in close
quarters would put a strain on their writing, but at the moment,
there was nothing to do about it.

Char, during the course of one of
their conversations, while wringing her hands asked, “What are we
going to do? Neither of us has much to live on now unless we touch
the trust, and I would hate to do that. That should be our
savings.”

“But it was meant for our
support.”

“I would still rather not depend on
it,” Char said. “Do we have enough from our book royalties that we
could combine to handle our basic living expenses?”

“I think so, but one of us better hit
a bestseller soon,” Diana said.

“Wait. Besides our daily living
expenses, didn’t you tell me that our trust is designed for our
medical and educational expenses as well?”

“Yes, I did. And the attorney reminded
me that there’s also an insurance policy that we need to check
into.”

“Reminded you? You forgot about it?”
Char asked.

“I’m afraid so. I guess I’ve been too
busy paying bills and cleaning Mom and Dad’s things out of the home
to think about anything else.”

“Regardless, at this point, we can’t
waste any more time. Let’s check into that policy right
away.”

After they had called both the bank
and the insurance company, it appeared that the girls were going to
be all right for the time being.

“So we are okay then? Neither of us
will need to take outside jobs? We can keep on writing full time, I
hope,” Char said, her face brightening.

“Yes. We can.”

“Yay! So, where do we go from
here?”

Diana ran her fingers through her
hair. “I’ve been thinking about that and I have an idea. You have
finally broken it off with Ed, haven’t you?”

“Yes. But what about you and
Wyatt?”

“I broke up with him last night,”
Diana said, her eyes beginning to water. “Neither of us has
anything to keep us here any longer. We’re both authors. We can
write anywhere.”

“Hold on! What do you mean, you just
broke up with Wyatt? Why? What were you thinking? You’ve been with
him for what, three or four years?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. Tell me what
happened?”

Diana sighed. “One night I caught him
out with someone else—a beautiful brunette. My friend Rita saw him
with her on another occasion, too.”

“Maybe she was just a friend. You
should make sure before doing anything so rash. Did you talk to him
about it?”

“Well, I did remind him that we had
agreed to keep our relationship exclusive, and that didn’t mean he
had the right to date other people.”

“And what did he say?”

“He said he wasn’t. I asked him who
she was then. He said it must have been business.”

“Maybe it was.”

“Even so, it doesn’t matter
anymore.”

“I think you might have made a
mistake, Diana. Wyatt is a great guy, and he has helped us so much
through our parents’ deaths.”

“Well, we agreed to stay
friends.”

“Thank God. Maybe you two can talk
this out at some future date. Half of the time, I tend to choose
someone who is attached and unavailable. I can’t begin to tell you
how frustrating that is. Then, the other half of the time, I choose
a real jerk. I don’t seem to have good luck with men or
relationships. I just don’t know why.”

“Maybe it’s because you jump blindly
into your relationships. I think all too often your hormones rule
your love life.”

“Could be, but either because of or in
spite of this, I write really hot love scenes.”

Diana laughed. “You sure
do.”

“Maybe you and Wyatt just need to take
a break from each other.”

Diana shrugged.

“Okay. So, what now?” asked
Char.

“I’ve decided I need a break, and
going to the beach would be a good idea. I hope you will go with
me.”

“For good? But all our friends are
here.”

“Everyone has friends; we’ll make new
friends. Besides, we rarely see our friends anymore and not one,
with the exception of Wyatt, offered to help us when we really
needed them.”

“If we’d asked, they might
have.”

“Maybe, but I think it’s time we
experience a new place.”

Char thought about this for a moment.
“I would miss my friends, but I do so love California.”

“I’m not thinking of California, Char.
We’ve just been offered an excellent opportunity on another
coast.”

“Where? Not the east coast. The
water’s so cold there.”

Diana laughed. “No, not the east coast
exactly. And you could always wear a wet suit. You have even worn
one in California.”

“Okay. That’s true. Don’t keep me
guessing. Where are we going?”

“The other day I received a call from
Aunt Marion. I didn’t mention it to you before because I was
preoccupied at the time. She has invited us to live with her, to
move to Sarasota, Florida. We’ll be living in her guest house on
Casey Key, right on the Gulf of Mexico, and it won’t cost us a
thing. The only thing we will be held responsible for are our
personal items.” Diana smiled, waiting for Char’s
answer.

“Will the trust pay for our
move?”

“Yes.”

“So I think we’d be crazy not to go.
I’m pretty sure there’s good windsurfing in Florida. But, as far as
surfing goes, I don’t think the west coast of Florida has what you
could call surf. However, Sebastian, which is only three hours away
on the east coast of Florida, does.”

“You can windsurf in Sarasota. And
Grandfather lives in Vero Beach, so you can visit him when you go
to Sebastian.”

“I would rather be in Sebastian than
Sarasota, but I know we can’t afford to pass this opportunity
up.”

“So then, you’re up for
it?”

“Yes. Are you going to call Wyatt
before we leave?” Char asked, abruptly changing the
subject.

“I don’t think so. Everything’s said
that’s going to be said for the time being.”

“Not if you intend to stay
friends.”

“I just don’t want to talk to him
right now.”

“Then I think I’ll call him. I’d like
to thank him personally for everything he’s done for
us.”
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