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  Chapter 1


“What do you mean has the love bandit struck?” I was dumbfounded and, yes, I rolled my eyes at the possibility someone had a romantic interest in me in this little quaint, redneck town where I was currently residing. I did hold a desire in my heart to move back to Atlanta but, unfortunately, this crazy small town had me on a Velcro leash and I could only run so far before it snapped me back like a nasty bungee cord. 
“Has Joe D. gotten divorced again?” I could feel a headache coming on. Since I was standing in the pristine kitchen of my relatively new modular home sipping on some nectar of the gods better known as Ecuador’s finest coffee, I wasn’t sure what Gracie Blanche, my oldest friend since fourth grade, was alluding to.
I could already tell this was going to be one of those days where I was sorry I had even rolled out of bed…literally. For some reason, my feet never wanted to land on the floor when getting out of bed. Instead, I had a nasty habit of actually rolling out of the bed and landing on the floor on my fanny.
I blamed it on the fact that I was never fully awake until I had at least one cup of coffee. Don’t even bother suggesting I put an automatic coffee maker on the nightstand. I tried that and ended up with coffee everywhere…on the floor, on me in bed, and, of course, all over the night table. It’s not fun cleaning up a liquid mess first thing in the morning, particularly since I couldn’t blame it on anyone else.
There was a giggle on the other end of the phone. “Parker, don’t you know anything that is going on in town?”
Well, no, actually I don’t. I wasn’t prone to wandering the decaying streets of Po’thole, I hadn’t lived here in umpteen years before the above said Velcro band snatched me back, and I didn’t shop downtown where there was enough gossip amongst the storeowners to run almost anyone out of town. Once a rumor got started, true or not, it took on an exuberant life of its own.
Small town living wasn’t for the faint of heart, especially if you had had the audacity to move away from here, which I had.
Since I had grown up here, left for a number of years, and then had been reluctantly dragged back to town to help Gracie Blanche with a couple of her antique shows. I had unfortunately been involved with solving several murders while vacationing here. I was past reasonably sure I have been the subject of many a store owner and their patrons’ conversations. I wasn’t willing to add fuel to their fire regarding me and I wasn’t interested in destroying another individual’s reputation.
“Gracie Blanche, I’m in the process of getting ready to go back to Atlanta. The city where I own my own company, remember, where people like me and don’t try to kill me. Well, other than driving, but that doesn’t count.” I sighed because I knew nothing good was going to come from my next question. “Who or what is the love bandit and what does he have to do with me?”
“There’s someone who is leaving little candy hearts on different women’s vehicles at night.” Gracie Blanche actually giggled. Let me point out, my four foot eleven inch friend is actually a modern day version of Attila the Hun. She has a very short fuse, particularly with me because I maintain she doesn’t have a sense of humor, and she also has a wicked temper. Again, usually directed at me. To hear her giggle was almost un-nerving. Her laugh was something along the lines of a delighted pig at an all you can eat corn trough. Giggle was not a word that I had ever used to describe the humorous sound coming out of Gracie Blanche’s mouth, but it was definitely a giggle and not her normal snorting sound.
“Parker, just look out your living room window and tell me if there is a box of little candy hearts on your windshield.”
Only because it was mid-morning and I hadn’t decided on what I was going to do for the day yet, I decided to humor her and padded over to my living room window to peer out. The fake hardwood floor was cold on my naked feet. The sun was out, the sky was blue, and, apparently, I had captured the heart of the so-called love bandit because spray painted all over my SUV was “Tweet Me, Just Saying, Insta Mine, Yolo, Let’s Chill” and that’s just what I could see from my window.
“Are you flipping kidding me?” I screamed. Yeah, well, Gracie Blanche isn’t the only one in the universe with a short fuse. Seeing my new white SUV spray painted caused me to shout some words that should never be used around a daycare center or a ladies church group.
The more disturbing issue was I also sloshed some of my precious coffee on my new brown leather recliner next to the window. Good news was I could wipe it up. Bad news was I wasn’t sure if I had any paper towels in the house. Regular terrycloth towels, yes; paper, probably not. I did not keep a well-stocked kitchen which is the reason why it’s pristine. Other than always having coffee on hand, my refrigerator was painfully empty. As a single gal, I ate out a lot. Plus, I flunked home economics or whatever they called that cooking class that was a requirement for boys and girls in junior high school. If I can’t stick it in the microwave and eat it, what’s the point? It was far easier for me to run by a fast-food place and do a slide and glide. Martha Stewart I am not.
Gracie Blanche’s voice went from teasing to concern in a nano-second. “Parker, what happened? Are you okay? Parker? Parker?”
“Gracie Blanche, if this is one of your jokes, I am not happy!” I shouted at her. “You, or someone, spray painted sayings all over my SUV. Really? You had to do that?”
I was literally almost foaming at the mouth I was so mad.
“Wha…what?” stammered Gracie Blanche. “No, Parker, I didn’t do anything to your car.”
Grinding my teeth, I managed to growl out, “I am not amused. That had better wash off easily. Who is this love bandit because I’m going to kill him!”
“Parker, I’ll try to find out. Seriously,” she paused, sounding a little subdued. “No one else has had this happened. Everybody else just had a box of little candy hearts left on their windshield.”
Of course not! I’m some kind of special in this little, no-nothing town that refuses to let me live in Atlanta. WHERE I AM HAPPY! I ran my hand through my hair, frustrated. My hair is short and my running my hand through it gives it the appearance of a raccoon on a bad hair day. Why did Po’thole’s unique brand of craziness attach itself to me like white on rice?
Let me back up for a redneck second and introduce myself to you. I’m Parker Bell, owner of a cyber security consulting firm and national bestselling crime author. I live in Atlanta, although you’d never know it considering how often I keep getting dragged back to Po’thole recently. Let me just say, being loyal to friends isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.
Po’thole, Florida, according to the chamber of commerce, is pronounced Poat, like goat, hole. The natives call it Po Ho and anyone north of Georgia calls it Pot Hole. Yes, even national television news anchors mispronounce the name. One would think they might actually do some research on how to pronounce names. Apparently, that requires too much work on their part. So much for confidence in news reporters.
I escaped the confines of this rural, economically depressed, and limited thinking little town located on the beautiful St. Johns River in Northeast Florida to the large metropolis of Atlanta, I created a very successful cyber security consulting company. Believing that both sides of my brain needed to be balanced and because I was getting bored with computer work, I started writing true crime novels. No one was more surprised than I was when my books became New York Times bestsellers.
I’m in my mid-thirties…or maybe a year or two older…I’m not particularly vain about my looks, although I do have my moments. I’m the height of your average female, five foot four inches to those of you not in the know. I can be somewhat sarcastic at times. Okay, most of the time, but I do try, sorta, to keep my mouth under control. Sigh, it’s pretty much a losing battle.
Of course, once I see a conversation is heading south, it’s irrelevant to me what I say. Which, cough, cough, has been known to get me in trouble. I personally think it’s one of my more endearing qualities that I say what’s true and on my mind. Unfortunately, a lot of people, including friends, don’t agree with my assessment. I have been called smarty pants on a number of occasions. Alright, since I’m being honest and transparent, it’s another variation on smarty pants and since I’m trying really hard to clean up my language, I’ll leave it up to your imagination.
I have baby fine brown hair that refuses to conform to any type of beauty treatment, better known as I gave up on trying to do anything with it, and it’s straight as a board…unless I don’t run a comb through it after a shower and then it looks like I’ve stuck my finger in an electrical outlet. Oh, yeah, I have brown eyes, not those cute puppy dog eyes. I have had police officers tell me that I’m giving them the stink eye look when all I’ve been doing is looking at them while they are writing out a speeding ticket and wondering why more intelligent people don’t go into law enforcement.
I’m single because those internet dating websites can’t seem to find me a guy who is intelligent, has a sense of humor, and can breathe at the same time. I’ve been told I’m too picky. I would call it discerning. Whatever you call it, I’m now up to not being able to find a man within five hundred miles that I want to date.
Joe D. Savannah, owner of We Make Money CPAs, was my first love boy waaay back in the day and is currently on wife number three. He maintains the only reason why he keeps getting married and divorced is because I won’t marry him. 
He didn’t want to leave Po’thole and go with me to Atlanta and I didn’t want to live the rest of my life in this godforsaken little backwoods town. Although, sad to say and much to my chagrin, I’m sorta, maybe, cough, cough, thinking about possibly moving back here. 
My cyber security business is to the point where it can pretty much run by itself and I have some really good managers in place. There’s an advantage to planning ahead, although when I’m down here I can’t seem to figure out how to do it. I think it’s something in the air I’m breathing or…maybe it’s in the water I’m drinking.
Crazy seems to not only follow me when I’m here but it attaches itself to me like Velcro being dragged through a sticker field. I can’t seem to be left alone for any length of time without mayhem wanting to seriously date me or get married.
Oh, did I mention that dead bodies seem to magically find their way to me? I’m honestly surprised the FBI doesn’t have my picture posted somewhere saying, “WARNING! Parker Bell is known to be a deterrent to living persons.”
I am seriously thinking of killing this so-called love bandit if I can find him. The other dead bodies were because I was in close proximity to them. Okay, they were murdered but I did not do it. Things have a way of happening in Po’thole. I’d blame it on my perfume, but I don’t wear any.
Pink’s “So What” song started playing merrily on my cell phone interrupting my wandering thoughts. I glanced at the caller ID and groaned.
“Gracie Blanche, I’m going to have to call you back but you’d better find out who is doing this to my car.” I pushed the off button on my cell phone before Gracie Blanche had a chance to respond.
“Hello.”
“Parker, it’s Rhonda Jean. Misty Dawn says we need to have a meeting at your house.”
I rolled my eyes. “Is there a reason to do this?”
A slight pause. “Parker, it’s Misty Dawn.”
“Yes, Rhonda Jean, I get that but why do we need to have a meeting and at my house? What’s up?” I was somewhat annoyed, although I knew I was in a losing battle. The Lady Gatorettes would show up at my house, invited or not, whenever they felt like it. Them actually asking if they could come over was a major improvement, which only heightened my curiosity level and also caused my stomach to start producing copious amounts of acid. 
I walked back into my kitchen trying to remember if I had put the antacids in the bathroom or if they were hiding somewhere in a kitchen cabinet I was barely familiar with.
“Misty Dawn says we need to have a meeting about who spray painted your SUV.” 
Getting information out of Rhonda Jean was like pulling carrots up out of the ground. It was tough. However, she had found and hit my hot button.
“Do you know who did this to my car?” I shouted into the phone. “Plus, how did you know my SUV has been painted?”
“We’ll see you in an hour.” And that ended our conversation.
I probably should introduce you to the Lady Gatorettes. Some townspeople refer to them as Po’thole’s version of the mafia. This would be incorrect.
The hormonally challenged, sugar-and-caffeine infused Lady Gatorettes – Mary Jane, Flo, Rhonda Jean, Myrtle Sue, and Misty Dawn – are a non-sanctioned division of the local University of Florida football booster club. The reason why they are non-sanctioned is because they got into a small altercation, okay the cops were called, many years ago and the powers that be in that club, yes everyone, decided the girls were not of the ‘caliber’ of members they wanted.
I will say it loud and hope that I can disavow ever saying these words in public, but the girls are just good plain old country girls and the term ‘redneck’ could be safely used on them. Professionals, such as those found in the booster club, do not appreciate some of God’s more colorful characters in life.
The Lady Gatorettes are five hormonal women and have been best friends since elementary school. Unfortunately, they wreak havoc everywhere they go. Believing that caffeine and sugar are an important daily ritual and a major food group requirement, they consume more than their fair share. People cringe and leave establishments when they enter. I even quake in my sneakers sometimes. You just never know what these gals are going to do…even if they like you.
Here’s the short rundown on these gals.
Flo is a tall, slim waitress with long out-of-the-bottle blond hair and brown eyes who is now on her sixth husband and makes one mean strawberry pie. Flo’s reason for having so many husbands was because not one of them appreciated and loved the Gators as much as she did.
“Humph,” she sniffs. “If my husband doesn’t have a clue as to who the quarterback is, what type of offense the Gators are running, and who the coaches are, then what good is he to me?”
She also only dates men when it is not football season and that probably explains why she’s never noticed that’s why they knew nothing about Gator football. The ladies do not want company, including their husbands, bothering them on Saturday game day from September to the end of November, which explains why Flo only dates during the off-season.
Mary Jane, a very attractive brunette with puppy dog brown eyes from way back when, went to Atlanta for a weekend with some out-of-town cousins upon graduating from high school and since her return has never seemed quite right. There has been much speculation that she indulged in some cheap street pharmaceuticals and that is the reason why she sometimes twitches at odd times. No one knows for sure—she’s never explained—and her out-of-town cousins disavow knowledge of anything. They also have never visited her ever again.
Apparently not realizing New York City is bigger than Atlanta and has more than its fair share of craziness, she moved there for a brief moment in time. She thought she was in love with the city that never sleeps at night, and allegedly she didn’t sleep much either, changed her mind after a year, and came back. She’s still a redneck but now has an educated palate. She also dates guys she meets on dating websites on the Internet. While the rest of the Lady Gatorettes occasionally scold her for surfing for men on the Internet, they are all secretly envious of her.
She also keeps track of Joe D. Savannah's latest profile on dating sites. His latest profile always creates a great deal of merriment amongst the girls when she finds a new one. She refuses to admit to being a stalker. Her version is she wants to make sure she doesn't show up on his “you might be a match” notification list.
Myrtle Sue, a little dark-haired fireplug of a woman, is a domestic goddess. She knows every recipe that has ever been on the Food Network. She also surfs the Internet constantly looking for new information and statistics on the Gators. Her husband, while not understanding a single thing about the Gator football team and could care less, worships the ground his wife walks on. As long as he gets at least one hot meal a day he's a happy camper. He also has been known to brag that Myrtle Sue makes the best sandwiches that can be eaten with one hand while driving his tractor out in the potato and cabbage fields. 
Don’t under-estimate Myrtle Sue’s temper. She might look calm but there’s a little volcano hiding inside that can erupt at any moment. J.W., her husband, discovered that the hard way.
During hunting season, Southern boys don't believe it's necessary to ask their wives for permission to go hunting or explain why they go off in the woods with other men getting sweaty, nasty, stinky, dirty, and still don't have a dead animal to show for what they were doing over the weekend.
Apparently, it was that time of the month for Myrtle Sue. She had come home from a particularly bad time at Wal-Mart and discovered that her husband had gone off for the weekend with the boys while leaving her a note saying he would see her Monday morning before he went to work. J.W. made the fatal error of telling her that he needed clean clothes for Monday.
Myrtle Sue saw red. She vowed that J.W. wouldn’t have clean clothes for the remainder of hunting season because he’d made the fatal error of not saying “I love you” on his note.
After becoming a graduate of the 90-day Myrtle Sue School of Doing Your Own Laundry, J.W. now leaves notes with a great big “I Love You” on them. Marital bliss made its way back to the happy couple.
Rhonda Jean is the largest of the girls. She believes there is just more of her to love. She’s not p-h-a-t, she just has a few extra pounds that have decided to stay with her…permanently. She is the trick play master. She knows every trick play that has been in a Gator game for the past thirty-five years. She also annoys the heck out of the coaches at Florida because she creates and sends in new trick plays every week during spring practice and the regular season. 
When a new coach is hired, Rhonda Jean sends him every play that she has ever devised. Her fervent wish is that one of her plays will be used during a televised game and the Gators will run it in for a touchdown. So far it hasn’t happened.
Her husband, Big T, short for Thomas the Third, is pleased as a pig in mud and mighty proud of his wife every time she receives a letter from the coaches. The fact that they are form letters doesn’t bother him a bit. He just knows that one day one of his wife's plays will be used and then they will both be national celebrities.
Big T gave up chewing tobacco for dipping because dipping doesn't turn your teeth as brown and he’s very proud of his big smile. 
Misty Dawn, the ringleader of this happy little group, stays in the Lady Gatorettes version of the Witness Protection Program aka WPP pronounced WIP, because local law enforcement still thinks she’s killed up to six men. Let me point out that she’s been cleared of all those charges by the FBI but apparently that’s not good enough for the River County sheriff Dewitt Munster, yes that’s really his name, and he's a TV-Barney Fife look alike. He wants to put her in jail so badly that he's been known to run a red light or two thinking he's spotted her. She's still roaming around freely and waves at him when she sees him going in the opposite direction. It drives him crazy.
Misty Dawn was so named because that’s what the morning looked like the day she was born, and her mother took that as a naming sign. She sends encouraging cards and notes to all of the football players who play in each game. She was tickled pink when one of the players mentioned on national TV that it was her cards and letters that helped him during the difficult ordeal of his brother being arrested for dog fighting.
Misty Dawn, unfortunately, isn’t quite as dainty as what her name might indicate. Her swearing can put a military man to shame. Let me be fair and say, she’s never said any horrendously bad words in front of me; however, the woman carries grudges like Christians forgive sins.
It's too bad that Misty Dawn didn’t join the Navy. Swift, silent, and deadly, she would've made a natural Navy SEAL. 
Her husband John Boy works construction and is afraid of no one except for his wife; however, he absolutely quivers when she walks in the house when she has that death-to-the-world glint in her eye.
If he doesn’t let her vent when she gets mad, she goes out to the chicken house and they end up eating chicken for a month. Her record for killing chickens when she’s in a state of anger is fifteen. 
Sure enough, around noon, the girls burst through my front door laughing and carrying on. The good news was they brought lunch. The bad news was it was one pizza per person plus one extra. I knew sharing pizza was not something any of them did well. The last time they had tried to share pizza here at my house it resembled something out of the movie Animal House.
“Parker, there’s something wrong here. You need to fix it now!” While Flo’s mouth was smiling, her eyes were doing a borderline death stare. I glanced down and realized my major faux pas. Dashing into the bedroom and out again before anyone could shout “Go Gators!” I changed into the requisite orange and blue Gator shirt.
The girls all looked at each other, nodded, and grinned. 
“Um, God, bless this food. Go ahead and dig in.” Although I had not provided the pizza, they did have the courtesy to wait until I said a tiny little prayer of thanksgiving. Although the Lady Gatorettes were a wee bit on the rough side, they were very respectful when it came to prayer.
After a few minutes of listening to them eat, a vision of pigs eating at a trough waffled through my brain, Misty Dawn took a big swallow of Coke. Anything that is carbonated in the South is a Coke, it doesn’t make any difference what the brand name is, it’s always a Coke and it’s always a real Coke with the Lady Gatorettes.
“Parker, John Boy drove past your house this morning on the way to work and saw that your SUV had been spray painted with day-glow paint,” she said.
“What?!” I hadn’t even noticed that the paint was day glow colors. The only thing I had noticed was my vehicle was covered in childish Valentine’s Day sayings. 
“Yep. He said you probably could be seen an easy half mile away if you were driving when it was dark.”
Although there were a few slight chuckles and a rolling of the eyes, no one broke out in raucous laughter. Probably because my face had gone beet red and I was taking deep breaths. I put my never empty coffee cup on the table. That was a true indication of how upset I was.
Mary Jane, bless her heart – not always a term of endearment in the South, it has approximately one hundred sixty meanings and it depends totally on the tonal inflection as to the specific meaning. If you’re not from the South, you’re never going to understand the true meaning…you might get close, but you won’t understand the specific meaning. 
Anyway, Mary Jane had taken some yoga classes way back and knew some deep breathing exercises to allegedly calm the body and soul. She had tried to show me on several occasions. I wasn’t interested. I mean, after all, what’s the point of a good snit if you can’t blow up?
“Who did this to my vehicle?” I managed to growl out.
They all looked at each other and shook their heads. 
“Well, I’ve heard rumors,” Misty Dawn looked around the table and nodded at the girls. “They have too. Someone is leaving those little candy hearts at various women’s homes or in their mailbox.”
Flo broke in, grinning, looking around, bouncing her head up and down. “That, of course, is against federal regulations according to the post office.” 
I took a deep breath. I felt like they knew something but were unwilling to share it with me. This was like pulling teeth out of a donkey’s mouth.
“Is Joe D. looking for another wife and this is his way of seeing who’s interested?” If it was Joe D., then he had fallen to new lows. Although, in all honesty, I didn’t believe he would do this. Hire someone to do it for him? Yes, of course. Once a ho dog, always a ho dog.
They all glanced at each other. The girls have an amazing way of communicating without moving any facial muscles or saying a word. The FBI should study them for their profilers’ course. I had yet to figure it out.
“All indications are he’s happy with wife number three,” said Rhonda Jean, glancing around the table to see if there were any uneaten pizza slices left. “Sorry, Parker.”
I just rolled my eyes and shook my head. “Who’s doing it then? Surely, y’all must have some idea?”
Myrtle Sue looked up from licking her fingers. “Well, it’s someone who doesn’t much care for you, Parker. Everybody else’s candy hearts have the standard “I love you” on them.”
“Seriously, Myrtle Sue, you don’t think I know that much?” I snapped. For as bright as these women could be on occasion, they could also be dumber than a box of Twinkies. Myrtle Sue had apparently picked up her box today.
“Who have you ticked off in the past week or so?” asked Misty Dawn with a slight twinkle in her eye.
“Aarrgghh!” I exploded. “No one. Denny’s on vacation and should be back in a day or two. Missy is still handling everything in Atlanta and that’s it! Well, there’s Dewitt but he’s too busy chasing after you to worry about me.”
Denny is Denny Rowe, my head of security. He is a former black ops military guy and now heads up all things relating to my safety and well-being. He’s about six feet tall, probably in the two-hundred-pound range, and has a hairy chest. Yes, I’ve seen it in a non-romantic way. While we bicker back and forth, there is absolutely no love chemistry between us. Other than the fact he’s saved my life and is attractive in a military way, I could care less about him romantically. 
Dewitt and Misty Dawn go to great lengths to antagonize each other. Even though Misty Dawn is in the Lady Gatorettes version of the witness protection program, she does like to taunt Dewitt whenever she’s bored. She’ll have someone call the sheriff’s office and tell them Misty Dawn has been spotted speeding through town and that usually sets him off in hot pursuit. Meanwhile, she’s sitting in a local business’s parking lot eating a doughnut, drinking coffee, and laughing. It’s all in a day’s fun.
“Parker, the short version is we don’t have a clue,” Misty Dawn said.
My cell phone went off. Glancing at the caller ID, I scrunched up my mouth and my eyeballs headed north.
Everyone shouted, “Gracie Blanche!”
I nodded and answered. “Yes, Gracie Blanche?”
“Have you had any dealings with the mayor’s office?”
I was perplexed. “Well, no, not really. I mean I had a meeting last week with the mayor, but it had to do with my cyber consulting company doing some work with the city. Why?”
“Because you’ve just been named for alienation of affection in a divorce between the mayor and his wife!” She giggled, “Have you engaged in adultery with the mayor?”
Yeah, like she had a lot of room to talk! She had had an affair with Scooter Travis, a city commissioner still married to his second or third wife. I forget which one it was. Unfortunately, he died. No, we’re not going into reasons why or how he died.






  
  Chapter 2


“Say what?!” I was flabbergasted. “I’ve been named in a divorce suit?” 
Flo leaned over my shoulder and punched the speaker button on my phone so we could all hear everything Gracie Blanche was saying.
The Lady Gatorettes had gathered around me, glued to my every word. If someone wanted to kill all of us at one time, this would be the time to do it because we weren’t paying attention to anything else.
There was another slight giggle, then Gracie Blanche said, “Well, Tyrese’s wife Debbie Jan seems to think you’ve done stole her man’s love away from her.”
A slight pause, “I’m betting you it’s Debbie Jan who spray painted your SUV.”
My phone started pinging, indicating another call was coming in and I didn’t recognize the number, although it was local.
“Gracie Blanche, I’ll call you back.” My brain was spinning like crazy. Having an affair with the mayor? That was just nuts!
“Hello, Parker Bell here.”
“Parker, it’s Aaron Voga, Mayor Campbell’s assistant. Do you have a moment?”
Well, gee, no. What did this idiot think I was going to do, hang up the phone on him? I put my finger to my lips indicating total silence from the Lady Gatorettes. They nodded their heads in agreement.
“Good afternoon, Aaron. Has the mayor discussed my consulting proposal for the city?”
“Um, we’re still in the discussion phase on this. I’m calling you for another reason. This one is a little bit more personal.”
I thought I’d ramp up his engine a little bit. “Aaron, I don’t know you. So, if you’re calling me for a date, I’m afraid I’ll have to say no.”
It was all I could do to keep from bursting into laughter. The girls were struggling as well. Mary Jane had water leaking from her eyes. The other girls were in about the same boat.
“Wha…no, that’s not the reason why I’m calling.” He became very firm, very political. “We need to have a meeting to discuss the political ramifications of your being named in the mayor’s wife’s lawsuit for divorce. I’m sure we can come to some sort of understanding…”
I couldn’t keep it together anymore. “Oh, seriously, Aaron. Me being named in a divorce action with Tyrese? What are you guys smoking down there in the city offices? There is no way I would EVER have an affair with Tyrese. I’m sure you can guess the reason why?”
Aaron sounded very formal. “The mayor is considered to be a very handsome man by many ladies in our community. I can understand why you might be drawn to his charismatic personality and good looks but, I can safely assure you, he has no intentions of leaving his wife.”
Snorting, I retorted, “I am not remotely interested in dating Tyrese…ever. He is a Free Shoes U Seminole. I am a Florida Gator. Do I need to say more?”
The girls were all doing a silent Gator chomp with big grins on their faces. Yes, we all bleed orange and blue. Florida State University’s garnet and gold will never willingly touch any of our bodies.
“Regardless of what your university affiliation is, I still need to have a meeting with you regarding the mayor’s reputation.”
“Aaron, I don’t think so.” I had snapped back into my business mode. “The only thing we need to discuss is my proposal to the city and, realistically, that should be done only between the mayor and myself. Have a good day.”
Pushing the off button, I looked at the Lady Gatorettes. “What was that call really about? Tyrese and I were a couple of years apart in school. He was a big football star, played for FSU, got injured his first year in the NFL, went to law school, came back here, and became mayor. That’s all I know about him. I didn’t even know he was married. The only interaction I’ve had with him since school was last week when I went to make a proposal for the city. That’s it.”
“Well, he married Debbie Jan Burke about four or five years ago. Her mama’s in real estate.”
“Debbie Jan stayed here in Po’thole?” I was slightly stunned. Debbie Jan was a tall girl, had beautiful aqua green eyes, and long dark hair. In school, she told everyone she was going to New York to become a famous model. Since I have the fashion sense of a deprived goat and could care less about New York’s Fashion Week, yes, I actually have heard of it, but I didn’t know if her dreams had ever come true.
Flo shook her head. “No, she actually did go to New York and she actually did end up doing some modeling, but she never became world famous. She went to Hollywood to become an actress and after a couple of years came back here.”
Mary Jane interjected with, “She thinks she’s all that and more.”
I was afraid to ask but Rhonda Jean saved me the trouble. “No kids.”
“So why am I the chosen one for this divorce proceedings? Besides, I think Florida is a no-fault state, isn’t it?”
They shrugged. Apparently the thought of divorce had never crossed their minds.
I looked around, grimaced, and called Gracie Blanche back. Before she could even start in on me, no hello from me either. “Girl, why am I being named in a divorce with Debbie Jan? She’s drop-dead gorgeous and I am computer chic.”
Gracie Blanche laughed, “More like computer geek frumpy-dump but whatever. So, I take it, Aaron called you?”
“Yes, and how did you know he called me? But, what’s this about? Anyone who knows anything about anything knows I’d never hook up with Tyrese. He’s a ‘Nole, I’m a Gator, never shall the two mix.”
The girls had all resumed their places back at the table while Myrtle Sue picked up the empty pizza boxes to put in the trash. They nodded their heads in agreement with me on my last statement.
Mary Jane stuck a fresh cup of coffee in my hand. Life was becoming a little bit better, although I still had no clue why I was being named in Tyrese’s divorce.
“Parker, we all know that, but Aaron doesn’t.”
“He’s stupid.”
“Maybe but…”
“Gracie Blanche, since when does Po’thole need a mayor’s assistant? I mean, the town only has about ten thousand people living here and the mayor’s not even working in city government full-time. Who’s paying Aaron’s salary?”
“I think Aaron’s being paid for by Tyrese’s law office and he’s Tyrese’s personal assistant. He just says he’s the mayor’s assistant when he thinks it will get him somewhere.”
“Isn’t that a conflict of interest, Gracie Blanche? By the way, how well do you know Debbie Jan?”
“Don’t know. And, no, not gonna do it, Parker.”
“Yes, you are!”
“Nope, not gonna do it.” She sounded pretty firm, but I had an ace up my sleeve.
“Okay, don’t.” I laughed. “That’s means I’m not going to tell you about…Oops, my other line is ringing. Bye.” 
The girls all started high fiving each other. 
“Misty Dawn, how long do you think it will take Gracie Blanche to get us the information?”
She glanced at her camo sports watch, “About an hour.”
“I need a doughnut.” It was Rhonda Jean.
I pulled a five-dollar bill out of my jeans pocket and tossed it on the table. “Go make a doughnut run then.” These women and their constant craving for doughnuts and caffeine. I wondered if they had ever been tested for diabetes.
Reading my mind, Myrtle Sue said, “None of us have diabetes or even the beginning signs of diabetes in case you’re wondering, Parker. We just like doughnuts and coffee. Um, five dollars isn’t going to get us a dozen.”
Rolling my eyes, I put my hand in my jeans pocket, found another bill and tossed it on the table where it was promptly snatched. I wasn’t even sure what denomination I had pulled out of my pocket. Whatever it was it was worth it to keep these girls happy.
I started to make a smart-aleck remark when Misty Dawn stood up and clapped her hands. She pointed at her watch. The girls stood up and headed for the front door.
While their behavior was always a wee bit on the odd side, I wasn’t sure what they were up to. I looked at Misty Dawn puzzled, she grinned. “See ya later. Let me know what Gracie Blanche has to say.”
And with that, they exited my house. The only way someone could tell they had been here was to sniff the air for pizza or look in the trash bag for pizza boxes.
About ten or fifteen minutes later I received a text message that said, “Phole 97.5 am.” That was Po’thole’s local am radio station. Oh, lord, I thought. Have the girls taken over the radio station? Dewitt would arrest them all for sure. And who would be the first one they called to come bail them out? Yes, you guessed it…me.
With shaking hands, I found the radio station on my cell phone. What were these women up to? I poured myself another cup of coffee to steady my nerves.
“Gooood afternoon, Po Hoers! It’s Rhonda Jean with the Lady Gatorettes – Flo, Mary Jane, Myrtle Sue, and our fearless leader Misty Dawn – coming to you live from beautiful downtown Po’thole! Go Gators!
“This is our first live show here at Phole 97.5 am and for those not in the know, we are all married…”
“Except for me, I’m Mary Jane. My husband unfortunately died many years ago; however, I am open to dating. You can call me at…”
I closed my eyes. Life had just taken a nosedive down a never-ending rabbit hole.
“Not now, Mary Jane. This is not a dating show!” said Rhonda Jean with a little bit of an edge to her voice. “Folks, with the exception of Mary Jane, we have been all married for many years. We think it’s high time that ladies like us who have been married to one husband, the same man, for many years can give ya’ll some marriage advice. Too many of you women out there in radio land are on your third and fourth husbands. What is wrong with you, girl?”
Various choruses of “yeah, that’s right” could be heard in the background.
OMG! I vaguely wondered if they had barricaded themselves in the sound room at the radio station and taken over control. I hoped no one had been hurt, tied up, kidnapped, or killed in the process. I could see our little town being back in the national news, and not in a good way. I felt nauseous. The show was looming up to be a major train wreck. I didn’t think I had enough aspirin for the headache I knew I was going to have in another few minutes.
“Here’s the thing,” said Myrtle Sue with a smile in her voice. “I’ve been married to J.W. for fifteen years. Has it been all blue skies and puffy clouds? No, it has not!”
I groaned, sat down in my leather chair, and put my coffee on the little table next to it. Carefully laying my cell phone on the chair’s arm, I put my head in my hands. But did I turn off the show? Nooo, I did not. Why? Spare me the criticism but I wanted to see what kind of train wreck this show was going to be. 
“Ladies, what has made our marriage strong and happy is this – we have the same basic value system. That’s right! We say our prayers at night. We say please and thank you – most of the time. It’s the right thing to do to show respect to each other.”
I was praying she didn’t tell the story about JW and his forgetting to say, “I love you” regarding his work clothes. Thankfully, she did not.
“Anyway, ladies, you have to treat each other with respect. Isn’t that right, Flo?”
Flo coughed and said, “The big thing you have to remember is who the coaches are and what kind of offense the Gators are running or…”
“No, Flo!” screamed Rhonda Jean. “We’re not talking about football. Go Gators! We’re talking about how to stay married and some of the secrets of that. 
“Misty Dawn, would you share some of your secrets for staying married to John Boy for fourteen years?”
“He knows better than to mess with me when I’ve had a bad day.”
More “that’s right” and “yes, un huhs” could be heard.
Rhonda Jean was trying hard, I had to give her credit.
“Okay, people in radio land, we’ll be back next week, same time, same radio channel, and y’all can call in and ask us for love or marriage advice. We’re experts. Meanwhile, if you have a burning question you want answered on the air, just call in here to Phole 97.5 am at 555-7777 or email us at the website. Bye and we love you!”
With that the regular announcer was back on the air. He was laughing, “Folks, wasn’t that the best unscripted show you’ve ever heard? I loved it! Come on now, email us questions for the Lady Gatorettes to answer or call in next Wednesday at three p.m. and, no, you don’t have to give your name. This fun show was sponsored by, who else, the Lady Gatorettes!”
I turned off the radio show knowing full well my phone was getting ready to explode. I was not wrong.
Rhonda Jean called and giddy was an understatement. “Parker, what did you think of the show? Weren’t we great!” 
I valued my life. Since the Lady Gatorettes had saved my life several months earlier and I was on their good side…one I wanted to stay on because I had seen the less-than-desirable side of them if someone riled them up, I answered carefully. “How do you think it went, Rhonda Jean?”
“I thought we were fan-tab-u-lous! You watch, we’ll end up going national. Heck, we may even get our own television show! Wouldn’t that be great!”
OMG! Talk about mayhem at any network, cable or national, the Federal Trade Commission would be all over them like sugar glaze on a yeast doughnut. But, then again, maybe considering what was on television these days they would be an instant hit. I could envision a new type of reality show featuring the girls.
“It would certainly be interesting, Rhonda Jean, and you never know what could happen.”
Mary Jane took over the phone. “Parker, we might could get our own doughnut franchise. Can you help us with that?”
“What?” I semi-shouted. “Do I look like a Food Network star to you?”
“Not really, but you know people.”
Well, that’s true. I do. I had already been tested for a possible television show several months ago and I didn’t do very well on the personality side. I believe I have a wonderful, outstanding personality and apparently I do…just not when I’m being filmed on technical computer stuff, then I turn into the typical computer nerdy-geeky-type person. I’m fine when I’m being interviewed for my books. The subject matter is more interesting.
“When you get to that point, I’ll be happy to give you some names, okay?” 
“Parker.” It was Misty Dawn. “It’s never too early to start planning for our success. How about coughing up those names?”
The bad news about Misty Dawn was even if something was supposed to be a question, it never was. It was more like a command.
“Misty Dawn, if you start too early on talking with television people, it can quickly backfire and then you’ll get nothing. How about if we wait a couple of months, see how the show’s doing, and then go from there, okay?”
I had crossed my fingers, hoping she would believe that explanation. It was actually the truth, but I was never sure how she might take the news that was not in one hundred percent agreement with what she wanted.
“Okay. Sounds good.”
Knock me over with a feather, she agreed with me.
My cell phone pinged. I laughed. “Misty Dawn, Gracie Blanche is calling me back. I’ll call you in a little while.”
I punched the button. “Hello, Gracie Blanche.”
“You could have told me the Lady Gatorettes were going to be on the radio, especially since they’re doing love and marriage advice. What a hoot!” She was laughing. I had expected her to be less than pleasant to me, but there was always the future. 
“Um, Parker, I did call Debbie Jan. By the way, her professional name is just the letter M.”
“What does that mean? M?” I asked perplexed.
“Who knows, who cares?” I could hear her shrugging. 
If my name was Debbie Jan and I moved to New York City from a small, sleepy, Southern town, I would have changed my name too. The bad news for M was once she came back here no one cared what her name was anywhere else. Here, her name was always going to be Debbie Jan and not M.
“And?”
“If it makes you feel any better, you’re one of three other women she named in the lawsuit. She figures she has even odds that one of you have been fooling around with her husband.”
“I’ve seen the man exactly one time since I’ve been back here.” I snapped.
Gracie Blanche ignored me. “She wants to divorce his honor, he is still smitten with her and won’t give her one. So, she’s naming names and hopes to cause him undue embarrassment.”
I started to laugh. “This is Po’thole. Do you really think most people are going to care?”
“Yes, I do, Miss Parker Bell. We expect our elected officials to be held to a higher standard.”
Truly, I was about to fall down in my house I was laughing so hard. Gracie Blanche did not share my same sense of humor.
“Gracie Blanche, you can’t be serious! You’ve got all sorts of weirdness going on here. Isn’t it the mayor who’s trying to expand the city limits to include some of his property so he doesn’t have to pay county taxes?
“And what about Robert, also a city commissioner, who’s trying to do the same thing? Gayla and Kyle are happy with the way things are and not in agreement with everyone else. Doesn’t that look like there could be infighting going on?”
“Parker,” she sighed, “let that part go. We’re talking about Debbie Jan at the moment. She saw you coming out of Tyrese’s office the other day and decided on the spur of the moment to name you in her divorce. She admitted to me she hasn’t seen you since high school but, and her words were, “Parker doesn’t look any different now than she did then.” See? That’s a compliment.”
“I guess you could also say it’s a compliment since she’s accusing me of having a fling with a Seminole as well,” I huffed drily. “Not! Regardless, did she spray paint my SUV or did she have someone else do it?”
“I don’t know. I would kind of doubt it though.” Gracie Blanche sounded a little dubious.
“It’s a perfect ploy and certainly makes it look like I’ve been up to no good.”
“Well, there’s that,” agreed Gracie Blanche.
There was a knock at my front door. Since almost everyone I knew, predominantly the Lady Gatorettes, just opened the door and walked in, I was a bit curious. Telling Gracie Blanche goodbye, I looked out the front window and didn’t see any vehicles out front other than mine. Looking through the keyhole, I discovered someone had thoughtfully placed their thumb over it. I backed over to the far side of the door where the hinges were. Good thing I did too because the doorknob disintegrated. Had I been standing there a few seconds more I might have gone to meet the big boy in the sky. 
Nothing says ‘I hate you’ more than a shotgun blast where you had just been standing. I was totally unarmed except for my cell phone. You don’t have to tell me twice who’s going to save me in times of trouble and, no, it’s not local law enforcement. Since Misty Dawn had been kidnapped several months ago, I had now been sort of, maybe, inducted into the Lady Gatorettes and had been given the special speed number for emergencies. I punched it, not once, not twice, but three times. Okay, I was a wee bit unnerved by one side of the front door with its new see-through passageway. My back was now flat against the wall next to the door hinges. 
There was no “hello, anyone still living in there?” Nothing. I didn’t hear any footsteps, anything. I was basically frozen to the wall and then the unthinkable happened. Rhonda Jean and Flo appeared out of nowhere in the middle of my kitchen. I screamed and promptly fainted.






  
  Chapter 3


There was a wet washcloth on my face and my brain was trying to connect the dots. I was very fuzzy. Was I being waterboarded? Had I given up any national secrets? Could I go to sleep now? 
A gentle slap on either side of my face was starting to bring me around. I faintly smelled gunpowder residue. The fuzzy dots in my brain were starting to re-connect again. A vague remembrance was creeping around in my brain. Oh, yeah, someone had blasted a hole in my front door.
Groaning, I was trying to move around a bit. My arms and hands did not seem to want to cooperate with any fine motor skill coordination at all.
“Hey, Parker!” Another somewhat gentle slap on my face. “You’re okay. Open your eyes. I know you can. Open your eyes.”
One eye made a half-hearted effort and then closed again. I was so tired. What was going on? Was this a bad dream?
“Flo, wave that coffee cup under her nose.”
A few minutes later or it could have been hours later, nothing was making any sense, I felt myself being lifted up and carried into another room. I lost consciousness again.
When I finally came to, it was early morning and Mary Jane was sitting in my little cushy chair in the bedroom with her feet propped up on the footstool. Her back was to the wall and a shotgun was pointed at the bedroom door. She could see my bathroom to the right and the light on the nightstand was on. There was a cup of coffee next to the light.
“Wha, what happened?” I asked groggily. “What time is it?”
“It’s seven thirty a.m., sleepy head,” grinned Mary Jane. “You’ve been out since yesterday afternoon. You got a really good whiff of something that knocked you out. What do you remember?”
“I’m going back to sleep.”
“You do that, it’s time for Flo to take over.”
The next time I awoke was to discover Flo waving a cup of coffee around my face. I guess she was hoping the aromatic spell of the magical coffee bean would awaken my sleeping olfactory nerves. It did.
A wee bit more awake and coherent, I sat up in bed and reached for the coffee. It was delicious. Flo opened the bedroom door and announced I was awake.
The girls all came charging in, chattering away like monkeys who had never seen a human being before. 
“What happened?” I asked. My brain was still foggy.
Misty Dawn held her hand up for quiet. “What do you remember, Parker?”
I was still trying to put the puzzle pieces together in my brain. So far, I didn’t have a clear picture. “I heard a knocking on the front door. I went to see who it was and someone had put their finger over the eyehole. For some reason, I moved over to the right by the door hinges, and then there was a hole where the doorknob used to be. I think I punched the emergency button for you guys, looked up and saw ghosts. It might have been Rhonda Jean and Flo but I’m not sure. They were dressed like Dorothy from the Wizard of Oz.”
Rhonda Jean and Flo looked at each other and then turned back to me. “Not us.”
“I smelled gunpowder and that’s all I remember until I saw Mary Jane this morning. I was still so tired and sleepy that I went back to sleep. I couldn’t stay awake. What happened?”
“We showed up about sixty seconds after you pressed the button on your phone. No one and no vehicles were on your property. There were some candy hearts left on the front porch steps and by the door.
“You said you smelled gunpowder residue?”
I nodded.
“We’re going to have to check into that because whatever you got a good whiff of it totally knocked you out.”
The look on my face must have caused some concern for Misty Dawn because she said, “You’re okay, Parker. You weren’t, ah, molested or anything like that. We also scanned the entire house and there aren’t any hidden cameras, or anything planted anywhere.”
“This doesn’t make any sense,” I said. “The only person who might have had my car spray painted is Debbie Jan.”
I proceeded to tell them my conversation with Gracie Blanche.
“Yeah, none of this makes any sense,” agreed Misty Dawn. “Maybe you have been mistaken for someone else. Regardless, it’s a new day and we all need to get back to our daily lives unless you feel like you need to have one of us with you at all times.”
I shook my head no. I really just wanted to take a shower, touch base with my phenomenal secretary Missy in Atlanta, and work on a new computer program.
They all left but with the understanding I was to call them if anything odd happen. Really? It was Po’thole. What could possibly happen here? Yes, it’s okay for you to roll your eyes.
Wandering out of the bedroom, I was making sure what was left of my front door could be fixed. While I had been sleeping, the girls had had the front door replaced. I strongly suspected it had some type of reinforcement in the center of the door. I was grateful, but knew I needed to be a little wary of slamming the door too hard. Chances were there was a special surprise package hidden in that door and I didn’t want to be the first one to find out.
Making doubly sure the door was locked, I then checked the back door before going into the bedroom, locking that door, and then taking a long hot shower. I felt like a new woman. Putting on my favorite clothes, an orange and blue Gator tee shirt with jeans, my Gator socks, and sneakers, I carefully opened the bedroom door and looked out. I could see both the front and back door from there and observed the doors were still locked. I went into the kitchen and made a fresh pot of coffee.
Then I noticed it. Two glazed doughnuts were left on the countertop with a note. It read, “For Parker, DO NOT EAT!!!”
Were those gals thoughtful or what? As the coffee was brewing and I was munching down on a doughnut, I was methodically going over all of the details in my head. Who wanted me dead this time?
There weren’t any priceless jeweled Russian Faberge Easter eggs around. I hadn’t been involved with any riverfront development. Other than being accused of having an affair with a FSU ‘Nole, which would never happen, I was actually enjoying my stay in Po’thole this time.
I hadn’t talked to Missy in several days and I was way overdue on catching up with what was going on in my company. Missy has been with me since the very beginning of my company and while most staff thought of her as just another employee or secretary, she was actually the person I depended upon the most to give me an accurate update on what was happening in my company. Yes, I have an outstanding CEO, but I wanted someone who was close to the real action in the company and could give me real information as to what was going on.
“Is this Parker Bell? The real Parker Bell?”
I laughed. “Yes, it is and it’s good to talk to you too, Missy.”
“Starting to wonder if I was going to have to call Denny to come find you.”
I told her everything that had happened. 
“Parker, Denny’s back in town checking up on some things. I believe I’ll send him on down there. This sounds odd even for your hometown.”
I groaned, “Don’t remind me. Yeah, go ahead and send him down here. Tell him to bring Potus too.”
“He’s not going anywhere without that dog, you know that. Besides, Potus would probably love to see the Lady Gatorettes.”
I rolled my eyes and laughed. “I think he loves them more than he does me.”
She was cautious in her answer. “Maybe, who knows with dogs?”
“So, I have this idea for a new software package. One that will…”
Someone knocked on my new front door. “Missy, hold on for a second, will you? Someone’s at the front door.”
I quietly walked over to the door in my Gator blue fuzzy socks and looked out through the peephole. There was a uniformed county officer standing there, half-turned to the peephole and looking out into the yard.
“It’s law enforcement. I’ll call you back.” 
Opening the door and then stepping quickly to the left side of the door so if he were a cleverly disguised fake deputy sheriff and had a gun, it would take him a moment to realize I wasn’t standing right in the middle of the doorway and, thus, saving my life. Yeah, I think weird thoughts on how to avoid being killed in my own home. I’d like to point out I NEVER think these thoughts when I’m in Atlanta, just here in Po’thole.
He turned around. “Ms. Bell?”
I nodded, my hand on the wasp spray can I found Velcroed on the wall to the left of the door jam. I was ready to rip it off and spray it at whoever was in front of me in case of danger. 
Yes, those darling redneck girls knew that wasp spray was just as effective and much cheaper than mace. The fact they had taken the time to attach the can to the wall spoke highly of their survival techniques; although the thought fleetingly tap-danced its way across my brain wondering if some poor unsuspecting Jehovah’s Witness had been sprayed at some point at one of their homes.
“Oh, it’s you, Al.” A sense of relief washed over me. Al Lazar was a part-time deputy. Super nice guy, had served honorably during Vietnam, had a purple heart to show for his efforts, and he also had been awarded the Silver Star medal for gallantry in action against an enemy of the United States. 
He kind of looked like an older version of Opie from the old television show The Andy Griffith Show, short brown hair, big happy grin, baby elephant ears, and seemed to be a lot wiser than what he was willing to let you in on. I had asked him years ago what he had done to receive the third highest honor the military could bestow. His eyes had taken on a faraway look, sadness moved like a slow wave across his face, the ever-present smile disappearing, a slow shaking of his head no. “Sorry, Parker, I can’t talk about it.”
I never asked him again. I found out later, yeah, it pays to be a computer research geek, that he had rescued five men from cages dug in the ground in Vietnam. He had dragged three and carried two of them five miles back to a U.S. camp. It took four days through the dense jungle with Vietnamese military looking for him and the prisoners.
The two men he had carried died shortly after being brought back to camp. The physical damage to them had been too great and their bodies finally gave out. The good news was they had died at a U.S. army camp. The other three made it back to the states but suffered mental problems for years. 
Al served his four years, returned to the states, drank a lot until he met his wife Jean who gave him an ultimatum, alcohol or me. Al decided she looked a lot prettier than a cheap bottle of bourbon and changed his ways. He had settled down in Po’thole because the fishing was great on the St. Johns River and became a part-time deputy.
“What’s up?”
Flashing that Opie-grin, he said, “Hey, Parker, didn’t realize it was you. Seems like you might have ticked off Debbie Jan. Here’s the divorce papers. You’ve been served.” He thrust a blue envelope at me.
I automatically took it. “Wait! Florida is a no-fault divorce state. How can you be serving divorce papers?” I asked indignantly.
He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. I was told to serve these papers to you and I have.”
“If it makes you feel any better, I know you didn’t have a darn thing to do with Tyrese.” He was grinning from ear to ear.
“Why is that?” I grumbled, irritated with myself for even touching divorce papers, finally looking at him.
“Easy peasy, he’s a stinking Seminole and you’d never date him.”
I shouted, “And thank you very much for realizing that! Can I use you as a defense witness when this thing comes to court?”
Al laughed and shook his head. “If it comes to that, sure. By the way, looks like someone doesn’t like you other than Debbie Jan.” He pointed at my decorated car. “And what’s worse, whoever did this didn’t use orange and blue colors.”
He did have a point.






  
  Chapter 4


Deciding that my inappropriately decorated vehicle needed a bath, and since I’m not one for manual labor such as washing a car, I took it over to the Sudsy Bath Wash where for a mere twenty dollars they would wash and wax my car. 
I specifically asked if the new wax they were using would keep off any possible new spray paint someone might wish to spray on my car. Their answer was maybe but probably not. The good news would be that it would wash easily the next time I came in.
The thought occurred to me that maybe they were spray painting cars to increase their business. I found the manager in his office reading the local newspaper. I thought maybe the office would be messy and a slovenly dressed man would be the manager. You know, one step up from redneck purgatory. He was doing the headache read – head between his hands reading the paper laid out on his desk.
“Hey, just out of curiosity, are you sending out people to spray paint cars so they’ll come in and have you wash them? Good business technique to increase your sales and bottom line, huh?” Okay, maybe I could have phrased my questions in a little bit more politically correct way or maybe it was the look on my face that indicated I wasn’t going for the Miss Congeniality award of the day.
He looked at me and then stood up. “You’re Parker Bell, right?” I was impressed until I realized he looked like a beached whale who had accidently swum inland and decided to stay at the Sudsy Bath Wash where he could probably splash and play in the water all day while getting others to pay for the outrageous water consumption. His voice was surprisingly high.
Suspicion being my middle name, I was a wee bit wary of how he knew me. “Maybe. Why?”
His face went from surprise with a smile to one of resignation. I was hoping it was from life and not because of me. He sighed, “Do you want the car wash for free or are you going to call the Lady Gatorettes on me? I don’t want no trouble.”
Oh, my golly gee! He must have thought I was part of the Po’thole Mafia and, sad to say, I did know the Lady Gatorettes kind of had that reputation. While they never demanded money or free food from any local business, they were a wee bit, okay a lot, too exuberant in some places and business owners were known to give them whatever they wanted just to get them out of their store.
The bad news was now I was being included in the guilt by association category and because of my naturally occurring somewhat snarky disposition it would appear that I was also being included in the fear factor of local business owners. I didn’t want that.
“What’s your name?”
“Frank.”
“Frank







