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AUDREY 

“He went there often, and she would wait for him. He had forgotten how it started, but it was in full force. He at times wanted to stop, but he could not. Her allure was powerful, and he had to give in. She was expensive but worth it. He knew it would end badly, but he needed her now more than ever. She was the green-eyed lady with no home.”

Fifteen years is a long time to be in prison. It’s a long time to be anywhere doing something you dislike, but she had earned the right to be there. Her crime was costly, and payback would take time. She had time starting August 25th, 2013, a hot day in South Georgia, with a hundred dollars in her small purse. She was thirty-six years old and didn’t have a friend. It would stay that way for a while here in Thomaston. People remembered what she did to Floyd years ago; he was a good man. He should not have died that way, but he should have known better. She already had a ‘reputation.’

Audrey Peterson was a whore and a drunk, you couldn’t say it any better. She was bad news until you read the funny papers if you know what I mean. She would trap you and take you down roads only for the mean or hard-hearted. She didn’t know any better; it started early with her father. She was not supposed to be Daddy’s girl. He knew better. It’s still a mystery how he died. Audrey never talked about it, not even with the county shrinks. She said she had no feelings about it, and she didn’t remember her mother. She would make her way in life and be okay. She had learned about the world at the age of seven; she knew how things worked. It would be okay, she would say to anyone who would listen to her story; few did. It was too painful. 

*
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Eric’s career at the bank had been modest up to this point. As head of the mortgage department, he earned a good salary, had dated some good women, but had not married. He wanted a family, but the right one had not come along. He was devoted to the bank and the community, volunteered where he could help out, enjoyed his friends, and played golf most weekends. He was studious and upright, never misspent a dime, and had sound spiritual beliefs, as it were. He did not attend church, which some had tried to get him to do, so people accepted him for who he was, just a good, decent guy. Laura Turner, however, would invite him to Bible study on Wednesday nights because he was so well read and insightful in discussions about different topics. She enjoyed his company and still hoped he would pick her if he ever decided to settle down. She liked his big, strong presence at six-one, two hundred-fifteen pounds. They could take care of each other, she thought, and she would love to have a couple of babies by him; a boy and a girl would be perfect.
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Audrey went straight to the bank from the bus depot. She didn’t stand around or reminisce about being back home; she would do things differently now. She was older and wiser and had a new life. She wanted to deposit the insurance check, make some investments, and get to Aunt Minnie’s house. That’s where she would be living. 

Eric stood at the front door of the bank, greeting customers. When Audrey appeared, he gave her the standard ‘Good Morning, Ma’am’ and gestured for her to come on in. He didn’t recognize her at first, but as she walked by him, he had a tingle of physical reaction. He watched her walk over to the customer service desk and almost allowed the door to close on the older couple about to come in. He smiled and apologized to Mr. and Mrs. Greeson. They smiled back and walked on in.

Susan Hardaway greeted Audrey Peterson and asked her to have a seat. She asked why she was there, and Audrey showed her an envelope and pulled the check and some other personal documents out to show her. Susan looked them over with focused attention, smiled warmly, and mentioned Mr. Gaines as the vice president who would come over to meet her shortly. Susan pulled out some forms from the desk drawer, enlivened her computer screen with the mouse, and began to officially welcome Audrey back to Thomaston after getting more personal history from her. Audrey felt more relaxed, yet uncomfortable about this new chapter of her life. She could also feel the eyes of Mr. Gaines lustfully looking upon her. After speaking to another customer who had completed their banking business for the day, Eric walked over and spoke to Susan and the lady sitting at her desk.

“Yes, Mr. Gaines, this is Ms. Audrey Peterson. She’s here to open several accounts. She was born and raised here and is coming back after being away awhile,” Susan reports.

“Mrs. Peterson, good to meet you. Thanks for choosing Southern for your banking needs,” he says rather officiously.

“Thank you, but I’m not married,” Audrey corrects.

“Sorry,” he says. “Susan will take good care of you, and if there’s anything I can do, let her know; I manage the mortgage department if you’re looking to buy a house,” he says, trying to remain professional but entertaining more personal thoughts. 

After about an hour, Audrey had secured a checking and savings account, two fifty-thousand-dollar certificates of deposit, and a sense of belonging as Susan made her feel at home with her efficient yet personal demeanor. Susan had also helped Audrey find a car service to take her out to Aunt Minnie’s house.
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CHAPTER TWO  
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It was a hot and sticky morning, and Audrey could feel the sweat collected by the white cotton blouse she wore as she stood in front of the bank. A soft breeze brought attention to the faded jeans she had on, not too tight, but clingy. She had slept in a nice Vacation Express hotel last night, showered, and put on the fresh clothes she wore today. She had left a fifty-dollar deposit and had enough cash from her banking to satisfy a few days' stay if necessary. She wasn’t sure what she would find at Aunt Minnie’s, but her cousin Robert had sent a message, before she left prison, of where to find the house key and general operations information as to alarm codes, maintenance contacts, etc., and that he would come to meet her when she arrived. The car service arrived in five minutes, and she was taken to 155 Beckwith Street to a neat fifties-style ranch ten minutes from the center of town.

*
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One fifty-five Beckwith Street faced the sunset at thirty-five degrees southwest. It was a three-sided brick house remodeled twice for space and appearance over the past forty years. Horace and Minnie didn’t have kids but enjoyed a full, vigorous life with parties and get-togethers for family, friends, and business associates. When the car pulled in front of the house, Audrey could recall birthdays and holidays spent here, and the joy present within its walls. Horace was a big, jovial man, and Minnie was a crackerjack who loved to tell a good, clean joke and would start laughing just before the punch line. She would have a drink in her hand, but never seemed drunk or out of sorts. 

Audrey asked the driver if she could sit for a moment, not long, but just enough time to soak in her journey of the last couple of years. She was no longer a convict, she could come and go as she pleased, she was healthy, and the resentments, hurt, and shame of life on the streets for two years was like a dream that disturbed you but upon awakening it was mist upon the lake, easily drifting upwards in a disappearing moment of clarity. You were in a safe place now, there was enough distance that your truth was palatable, and you could face up to anyone and state, “Yes, I have lived, but I should have died!”

She gave the driver an extra twenty. She walked to the side of the house and found the baggie in the bushes that held a set of keys and a note. It was moist from an earlier rain, but the contents were protected from exposure. A tear of gratitude rolled down the left side of her face. And that led to an all-out guttural cry as she appreciated how lucky she was that she had a chance for a new life of trust and direction. She was glad the last five years of incarceration had gone by so fast and that she believed and acted as if good things could happen for her. She was a different person, and worth having a good life. It was no longer a theory; she could live it!
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Eric continued to be intrigued by the new customer as he completed his workday. There was an air of familiarity, but he couldn’t quite place it until he read in her file that she listed 155 Beckwith as her address, which he knew was the Hawkins house. Slowly, it came to him that Minnie’s niece had gone off to prison years ago, but moreover, he recalled a wild night of his where a young woman about town had rejected his advances and how angry he had become. Then, at a party weeks later, she was there, more friendly, and they had a couple of dates afterwards. This had to be the same woman, and he would need an excuse to see her again to clear his mind. Laura Turner called about the time he was making that decision, inviting him to a church function on Saturday.

“Hi Eric, it’s Laura.”

“Hey, Laura, how are you today?” he asked half-heartedly.

“Fine. And how are you today?” she asked with an air of expectation.

“I’m good. Little slow here at the bank today, but there’s always something to tend to.”

“I bet. Look, I’m calling to invite you to the church’s annual fundraiser for Skeet’s Homeless Shelter over on Midway. It’ll be lots of fun with prizes, games, and kids running all over the place. I’m one of the chaperones, and I could use another set of eyes to watch over things. It starts about eight and we wrap up about noon,” she says to him.

“Sounds great. I’m available Saturday, so sure, I’ll be glad to help out,” he says to her.

“That’s great. Thank you so much, Eric. I’ll see you then. Take care.”

“Okay, Laura, sure, I’ll be there.”

*                             
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Minnie Hawkins was seventy-two years old and had been in the nursing home for three months when Audrey was released from prison. She had fallen in the kitchen and cracked her pelvis, but was able to call 911 using her mobile phone. The EMS arrived at her house within twenty minutes and came right in as the front door was unlocked. They were able to assess her injury, check her vitals, and secure her for the ride to the hospital’s emergency room. This was not her first hospital admission, so a relative and a neighbor’s contact information were on file. Her nephew Robert was called, and he was there within an hour.

Audrey entered the house, set down her belongings, and looked around the spacious living room. There was a quiet stillness to the furnishings, and not much had been changed in fifteen years. As she slowly walked about, she took note of how clean and orderly the place was; the housekeeper had continued to come by once a month while Minnie was away. Audrey went into the bedroom she would inhabit, saw that it was well apportioned, and used the land line to call Robert. He would come by, and they could go visit the facility where Minnie was in rehabilitation. He would give her an update on Minnie’s health and the ground rules for Audrey to stay at the house. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER THREE
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Moving is a traumatic experience, period. One moment you’re here, then in an instant, it seems like you’re there. Thus, Audrey was having a sense of disassociation, almost waiting for someone, or something to choreograph her next circumstance: Chow Time! Count Time! Medical Call! Mail Call! She was frozen, standing in the kitchen, marveling at what had transpired over the past fifteen years and eight days. She was a convicted killer, she was a single female, and she was now expected to return to society and live a good and decent life. Sure, she thought, I’ve lived with liars, thieves, and unbred persons for most of my life, and now I’m supposed to be decent!? Reality is she had become a decent person; she had put together a disciplined, rightful existence in Cell Block “C” for years now, staying out of trouble, following most of the rules, and walking away from disturbed individuals, both with name tags and numbers on their shirts. She had been a model prisoner, unlike the wild child who entered Fulton County Corrections in July 1998. The one they called ‘crazy girl’ who cursed, and mocked, and generally didn’t want to live. She was a far cry from the unkempt, smelly, and foul person she was then. She could be looked upon as being someone’s partner.
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Cousin Robert was four years older and had largely forgotten the details of Audrey’s younger self. He had been a good student, involved in school events, went off to college, got married, and lived far removed from what she had experienced. He remembered Horace, Minnie’s husband, talking about having to get her out of jail a couple of times and having a talk with a man who assaulted her in public once, so generally, he didn’t know much about her otherwise. Their communications over the past two months had been positive, and he felt good about her moving back to Thomaston and benefiting from her inheritance. He was looking forward to meeting her in person.

*                       
[image: ]


Floyd Lawson was twenty-five, employed, yet still living at home with his parents before he met Audrey. He was a good guy, worked for the phone company, had a nice car, and had stopped taking drugs and drinking alcohol a year earlier. He had gone out for a sub sandwich one evening, and she was standing in front of the store hustling for dollars. She spoke to him, and he spoke back, but went on to order his food. When he walked out ten minutes later, she was still there and asked if he needed any drugs. He said no, but had a physical reaction to her seductive voice and movements. He hesitated a moment and asked her, “What kind?”

“The good stuff,” she replied.

He knew he was about to make a big mistake, but he asked her name. She told him, and a conversation started. He motioned to his car, and they rode off. The next morning, he was found in his car on Route 25 dead from a heroin overdose. People from the sub shop remembered he had picked up the young woman last night about six, and the police found and questioned her near Harvey’s liquor store two days later. She was charged with his death. Coincidentally, Eric Gaines had a date with her six weeks prior. 
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Lawrence Peterson was not a bad man, but he had issues. He was not the sharpest pencil in the cup, but he tried to provide a good home for himself and Audrey, which became harder when Sheila, his wife of eight years, walked off with another man and never returned. Audrey was six and a half years old at the time.  

Larry, as he was called, worked for Motors Automotive ten hours a day, and Audrey would go to Aunt Minnie and Horace’s house after school, and he would pick her up around seven. They would feed her, play games, and generally support the needs of the youngster. Audrey was an active, inquisitive child, and they were very patient and nurturing.

Audrey was always glad to see her daddy when he arrived, rushing up to him for a hug and the big smile he would give her. He loved his daughter and hoped she would not miss her mother too much, as Sheila had been adequate in every way, mostly; she just became addicted to alcohol and slowly relinquished her duties as a mother when Audrey started Kindergarten. Minnie stepped in, and it was at her house that they had the talk with Audrey about her mother’s leaving. They sat in the living room playing an old-fashioned math game of speed drills where each would have a sequence of numbers to add, subtract, multiply, or divide. It was a lot of fun. Audrey remembered playing it with her mother and father and asked about Sheila.

“Daddy, when is Momma coming back to play with us?” she asked, a few moments into the night’s game.

Minnie looked at Lawrence as she knew her brother wanted her to answer the question first, and then he would add on to her reply.

“Honey, your daddy has worked hard all day, let’s just play the game, and he’ll talk about that when he feels better,” Minnie replied to the girl.

“But Daddy, she should be back by now. I miss her. When is she coming back?”

“Darling,” he began, “I guess now is the time to tell you.” He looks around the room, pauses a few more seconds, then starts:

“You may not understand what I’m about to say, but we’re going to try to tell you honestly.”

“Daddy, I know some things.”

“Good, darling. Okay, she’s not coming back. She had somewhere else she wanted to be. She still loves you, but she has to go somewhere else.”

“You mean like another job?” she asks earnestly.

“Yeah, another job, yeah, like another job.”

“Will I be able to see her at that other job?”

“I don’t think so, darling, she can’t have visitors.”

Minnie, detecting the toll this was taking on Lawrence, stepped in.

“Audrey, your father, Horace, and I love you very much, and we will take care of you. What do you remember about your mother?”

“I remember she was home, then she would not be home much. She should be home, like all mommies.”

“I know, dear, but sometimes things change.”

“Is Daddy going to go too and leave me with you?” she asks her aunt.

“No, he’s not going to leave you. He’ll be with you forever.”

“Okay, that’s good,” Audrey says, and returns to the game.
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Thomaston was a coastal town of about 16,000 residents, and its county seat, Dublin, had the largest disparity of wealth in the state. There were two paper mills, shipping docks, shrimpers, and all sorts of containers moving in and out of its port. The downtown area was reviving as artisans, restaurateurs, and commercial ventures sought out the area now. The middle class was stable, and a brisk tourist trade for the nearby islands kept things humming year-round. Lawrence and Sheila moved here from Atlanta back in 1976, seeking a slower and less complicated lifestyle. She was an assistant office manager, and he worked for a large auto dealership as a mechanic. They made enough money to support their modest lifestyle. Trouble began when Lawrence stopped smoking weed and drinking alcohol to excess. Sheila tried to stop on several occasions, and did stay sober while carrying Audrey to term, but gradually started back, with some control for a few years. She worked for a time at the T-Shirt Factory and would come home later and later as time went on. When Audrey was about four, there were two incidents where she was found with men who drank alcohol the way she did, and eventually, she had an affair with Charles Moore. A year or so later, she packed her bags and left town. They have not heard from or seen her since.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Robert called and told Audrey he would come by the house about three o’clock. She said that was fine. She had taken a restful nap for about an hour, and that would give her time to freshen up. She also mentioned to him that she had not eaten and asked if they could stop on the way to the facility and get something to eat. He replied that he would go her one better and have his wife put together a plate of last night’s leftovers, and she could eat a home-cooked meal before they head out. She thanked him and looked forward to that. 

She had walked about the house, looking at family pictures, testing furniture, and generally appreciating the fact that this would be her new home; kitchen appliances were up to date, exterior landscaping was fine, and the views up and down the street lent themselves to a sense of community as yards were well maintained, and the houses spaced comfortably. Palm trees in front of most properties, and the live oaks were abundant, with the Spanish moss hanging prominently. Though she had grown up here, it was all new to her; cement blocks, metal doors with reinforced glass, and plastic ware had been the norm for the past fifteen years.

State prisons are tough places. The population is younger and poorer than the federal. There’s always a question of who controls what and how long you’re in for. Like Audrey, when she
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