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New Beginnings

(Book 1)


Chapter 1

 


 


It was the perfect day for a pep rally. The
sky was blue with clouds scattered toward the east. Connie Acosta
couldn’t believe how warm the weather was for a fall day. Usually
at the first pep rally of the school year, she always stood on the
sidelines in a bulky sweater. But this year was different. For the
beginning of October the temperatures were still in the seventies,
a treat for suburban mothers in Staten Island, New York. Standing
out in the cold had never been her forte.

All the teachers were already standing on the
sidelines when she arrived. She had just run a few errands for her
husband, Teddy, who was the high school football coach, happy to
have made it back in time for the start of the pep rally.

“Connie, over here,” Rita,
the principal, waved her over.

Connie joined Rita at the platform stage
under the goal posts. Up on stage was a podium with a microphone
and eight black and red football helmets. Earlier, Teddy had
revealed to her that eight of the junior varsity football players
were being moved up to the varsity team, which was why she had gone
shopping to pick up the gold uniform numbers to give to the new
varsity players, a ritual Teddy had done since he took over the
team.

“How was your summer?” Rita
asked, hugging Connie.

“Great. Teddy and I went
down to Florida for two weeks. How about you?”

“I did my usual. Did the
summer school stint and then went to California for a week to visit
my daughter, son-in-law and granddaughter.”

“How old is she
now?”

“I can’t believe she is
already seven. Time goes by so fast.” Rita slid her sunglasses onto
the top of her head. “How’s the attorneys?”

“Both my sons are doing
well. They opened their own law firm Acosta and Associates and
brought their cousin into the firm with them. Unfortunately neither
one is close to giving me a grandchild. ”

Rita patted her on the back. “Don’t worry it
will eventually happen.”

The music began and the marching band came
onto the field playing the school’s song, causing everyone in the
stands to stand up and sing along before cheering at the end of the
song. As the band played their next song, they got into their
position on the opposite sidelines making room for Teddy to jog
across the field to the podium. When he past by the faculty, he
high-fived each of his colleagues, until he came to her. Teddy gave
her a quick hug without exchanging words and continued up to the
podium where he stood waiting for the band to finish playing.

“How pumped up is Teddy this
year?” Rita asked, leaning into Connie.

“Really pumped. The moment
our vacation ended, he had the boys down here practicing
everyday.”

“So I heard. I few of the
parents thought he was being obsessive with the practicing, but I
assured them in the end it pays off. Teddy has won the state
championship eight years in a row.”

“That’s my husband.
Sometimes I think football is his soul mate.” She
laughed.

“Welcome and thank you all
for coming out to attend our first pep rally of the school year,”
Teddy’s voice echoed through the stadium.

The cheerleaders ran out onto the field with
their black and red pompoms, making the students go crazy
screaming. They performed a routine and ended it with the girls
forming a pyramid with the cheerleader captain standing on top.

“Thank you
ladies.”

The girls disengaged and stood in two
parallel lines with their pompoms raised above their heads.

“It is my pleasure to
introduce the varsity football team,” he spoke, his voice rising
through the PA system above the band that began playing
again.

The players jogged in one at a time between
the cheerleaders. Connie looked up at Teddy who stood watching with
a huge smile on his face. She knew how proud he was of his boys. He
put a lot of time into making sure the boys were physically fit and
kept their grades up. Teddy was a stickler for making sure all the
players maintained at least a B average in all their subjects. If
they didn’t, they were benched.

Connie couldn’t be any prouder of her
husband. Thirty-eight years earlier she stood on this same field
cheering for her Teddy, who was a senior, while she only a
freshman. She spent her first year of high school dating the high
school quarterback, any girl’s dream come true. Teddy went on to
college, got his teaching degree in physical education and returned
to teach at the same school he attended.

“It’s with great joy that I
introduce you to our varsity football team.” While everyone
cheered, Teddy bent down to lift up the first of the eight helmets.
“This year I will be adding eight junior varsity players to my
team. These boys worked hard and each maintained a B average
throughout the school year. They cursed me when I benched them for
failing back to back tests, but in the long run, all my boys in the
past went on to college with full scholarships.”

The stadium exploded again in cheers. The
band began playing again and the cheerleaders did another routine.
The music and cheering was so loud, that no one heard the siren of
the police cars driving onto the football field.

“Your husband is full of
surprises,” Rita yelled over the music. “I can’t believe he got the
police to come here to escort in the new players to the varsity
team.”

“Neither can I. This is just
as much a surprise for me too. But that’s my hubby.”

The police cars slowly approached the stage
as the band played louder and the cheerleaders surrounded the
police cars. Connie was impressed with how Teddy still had the
knack of keeping surprises to himself, in fear that she might
accidently let it slip out.

“Please move away from the
cars,” a voice echoed through from the speakers of the police
car.

Everyone cheered even louder, sending the
whole stadium into a roar. But when the words were spoken again,
there was an authority to the voice that sent chills through
Connie, as well as the rest of the stadium, with everyone becoming
silent when another police car and two unmarked cars sped into the
stadium.

Connie watched as the cops got out of their
cars, and men in suits with gold shields on silver link chains hung
around their necks walked right up to the podium. Rita touched her
shoulder, squeezed it and whispered, “I’m sorry.”

“Theodore David Acosta?”
blared over the PA system.

“Yes,” Teddy
answered.

“You’re under arrest for the
distribution of illegal drugs and steroids.”

Connie felt her knees wobble. Her Teddy
wouldn’t do something like this. The police must have the wrong
man. The stadium was so quiet that she could hear her heart
beating. This couldn’t be happening.

She dashed to the stage, fumbling up the four
stairs to get to Teddy, but instead, was held back by an officer
dressed in uniform. “You’ve made a mistake. You have the wrong
man.”

“Please step
back.”

“I want to see my
husband.”

Two officers held onto her husband as they
led him to the police car. Connie pushed her way toward the car.
She had to set things right. By now the students were off the
bleachers and down on the field, making it nearly impossible for
the police cars to move or for her to get near him.

“I have to ask all students
to report to the school auditorium,” Rita said into the microphone.
“And for those who are on the playing field, you are to vacant
immediately.”

As the students slowly walked off the field,
Connie made her way to the police car her husband was sitting in.
There were still too many students on the field to get close enough
to him. Now it was all starting to make sense why Rita whispered,
‘I’m sorry’ to her. She must have known all along what was going to
go down. After all the years they have been friends, Connie thought
she would have given her a heads up; so much for being friends
since freshman year of high school. Once she talked to Teddy, she
would be able to straighten things out.

“Mrs. Acosta, what’s going
on?” one of the cheerleaders asked.

“I’m not sure. But I’m
certain this is a huge mistake. Mr. Acosta would never give his
players illegal drugs,” Connie explained.

“Go right now to the
auditorium,” Rita said, pointing to the building behind
them.

Connie pivoted in her Vera Wang flats to face
Rita who had a solemn look on her face. “What’s going on here,
Rita?”

“I’m so sorry, Connie. I
wanted to tell you, but if I did I would have lost my
job.”

“The accusations the police
made against my husband are serious. How long have you
known?”

“Not until the other day. I
had no idea what was going on until one of the parents came to me
after talking to the police. I have no idea what evidence they have
against your husband, but from what they told me they have enough
to convict him.”

“I can’t believe this,”
Connie cried.” My husband has given his life to these boys. At
times I thought he cared about his job more than his
family.”

The sound of the police car starting,
directed her attention back to Teddy. He sat handcuffed in the back
seat of the police car, leaning forward in his seat. Connie walked
up to the car window with tears rolling down her cheeks. She stared
into his cobalt eyes and immediately knew the truth. Teddy could
never look her in the eyes and lie, and this time was no
exception.

“What have you done?” Connie
screamed on the top of her lungs to Teddy through the closed
window.

Teddy didn’t drop his gaze. Instead he
mouthed, ‘I’m sorry’ before putting his head down. A heavy hand
touched her shoulder. She turned around to face the plainclothes
police detective.

“Mrs. Acosta, will you
follow me.”

“To?”

“I’m Detective Reed. I need
you to come with me to answer some questions.”

Frazzled, she nodded her head and followed
him into the unmarked car, sliding into the back seat. On the way
to the police precinct, she didn’t utter a single word. Instead she
sat quietly, with her hands folded on her lap, looking out the
window, trying to figure out what went wrong.

At the station, Detective Reed had her
sitting in an interrogation room. He had promised her she could see
her husband once the other detectives finished talking to him. As
she sat there, she reflected on their thirty-three year marriage,
wondering how much of it was a farce.

Through the past few years, thoughts that he
was having an affair had crossed her mind many times, especially
when he said he had football meetings. But she trusted him and put
her crazy ideas out of her head. “Oh my God,” she mumbled. What was
she going to tell her sons?

The door opened and a tall lanky detective
walked into the room. His gold shield was around his neck and his
gun attached to his belt. “Mrs. Acosta, I’m Detective Higgins,” he
said extending his hand.

Connie shook his hand and sat down in the
metal chair at the table. “What’s going on Detective Higgins? My
husband would never give his players drugs.”

“Mrs. Acosta, I have a few
questions to ask you,” he said sitting across from her.

“I’ll answer any questions
you ask. I want to get down to the bottom of these accusations
too.”

“Great. Then we’re both on
the same page.” He lifted his finger and within a minute, another
detective came into the room and handed Detective Higgins a folder.
The door closed behind him, leaving just Detective Higgins and her
alone. Higgins leaned the folder against his desk, opened it up,
flipped threw a few papers before closing it and looking up at her.
“Can I get you a cup of coffee or a bottle of water?”

“No, thank you. I just want
to straighten out this mess and bring my husband home.”

“That’s not going to happen,
Mrs. Acosta.”

“Why not?”

“My partner and I have been
working on this investigations for the past eighteen months. We
have enough evidence against your husband to land him a
conviction.”

Connie shook her head with tears streaming
down her cheeks. “I don’t understand. My husband wouldn’t do
that.”

“Where were you last night
at about nine o’clock?” he asked.

“I was watching reruns
of Everyone Loves Raymond
on TV land.”

“And where was your
husband?”

“He was at the school
setting up for today’s pep rally.”

Detective Higgins opened the folder and slid
an eight by ten picture across the table to Connie. She lifted up
the black and white photo of Teddy standing outside the Staten
Island Ferry Terminal, handing a man in a black hooded sweatshirt
cash in exchange for an envelope. The time stamp on the picture
read 9:23 P.M. He had called her around nine o’clock saying he had
to finish up a few things and would be home in a half hour. She
squeezed her eyes shut trying to hold back her tears but
couldn’t.

“Is that your husband?” he
asked.

Connie swallowed hard. “Yes, it is.”

He slid another picture over of Teddy handing
one of the football player’s three pills outside the school from
his car window. Time stamp: 4:47 P.M. Higgins continued to slide
one picture after the other to her with Teddy handing various other
players pills. The pictures were so close that Connie could see the
laugh lines around his eyes and the gray hairs escaping his scalp
through his dark brown hair.

“You’ve been following Teddy
around?”

“Yes we have. Detective Reed
is with Mr. Acosta right now.”

“Can I see my
husband?”

Higgins pushed his chair back and stood.
“Give me a few minutes,” he said before leaving.

Connie looked down at the pictures on the
table and felt her face heat up. What the hell had Teddy been
thinking? This was by far worse than him cheating on her. How could
he have given those boys drugs to enhance their performance? Connie
stood and paced around the closet sized room. Her thoughts were
running in all directions. There wasn’t one single thing positive
she could see out of what her husband did. She was always the one
telling people there is always a positive side out of every
situation. This by far screamed negativity is all directions.

Teddy wasn’t the man she thought he was.
After all these years of marriage, you think you know a person, but
this came out of left field. He had made a mess of things, and
there was no way she would be able to get him out of it, or would
she want to.

The door opened and Detective Higgins stood
in the doorway. “If you would come with me, Mrs. Acosta, you can
see your husband for a few minutes before we bring him down to
booking.”

Connie slid her handbag over her shoulder and
followed Higgins across the room and down a long corridor to the
last door on the left. All sorts of thoughts went through her mind,
not having a single clue to what she would say to him. The bottom
line was he could have killed one of those boys by giving them
enhancement drugs. Damn. Was winning that important to him that he
was willing to put his players health in jeopardy? And what was she
going to say to him?

“Sweetheart,” Teddy called
out when she stood in the doorway.

Connie walked into the room with her arms
crossed tightly across her chest. He walked over and hugged her,
but she didn’t return the sentiment. Instead she stepped back
breaking free of his embrace.

“What’s wrong?”

Rage filtered through Connie. She stared
right into his eyes and couldn’t see an ounce of remorse for his
actions. “How can you stand there and ask that question? You know
exactly what’s wrong.”

“I had to take one for the
team. Don’t you see I brought the school eight consecutive state
championships? Each championship brought me more
prestige…”

“Prestige? You brought
nothing but shame not only to yourself but our boys and me. How
could you put winning before us? You’re lucky that nothing happened
to any of those boys. You could have killed one of
them.”

“Connie, calm
down.”

“You would have been in
better shape if you cheated on me. That I could understand, not
that I deserve that. But this? Your actions are
indescribable.”

“What are you
saying?”

“Are you denying the
charges?” Connie asked, her hands resting on her hips.

Teddy put his head down. “I’m sorry. I need
you.”

“No, you don’t.” Connie
walked out of the room without looking back.


Chapter 2

 


Two months later, Teddy was found guilty on
all charges and sentenced to twenty-five to life. During the trial,
facts of his infidelities came to light. He didn’t have just one
affair. Seven women came forward to testify against him stating
that he asked them if he could leave his stash at their house.

Throughout the ordeal, Connie stood by his
side, not letting on to anyone that once the trial was over she was
filing for divorce. She had spent time at two of these women’s
houses having tea, thinking they were her friends. The other women
looked like whores he pulled off the street. Her sons stood by her,
respecting her decision to divorce their father. For some strange
reason, she felt that her sons suspected their father’s deception,
but kept suspicions, if any, to themselves.

The attorney fees left her flat broke. The
family home was the only asset she had left. After careful
consideration, she knew she couldn’t live there anymore. Their
names were smeared all over the newspapers and the media camped out
in front of the courtroom and their house. Her friends all backed
away from her the day after the news hit the front page of the
Staten Island newspaper. When she walked down the street, people
would whisper after she walked by, making her feel so
self-conscious. She needed to get away. Lifting up her landline,
she dialed her best friend Sara Mazza’s number. Sara had relocated
to southern New Jersey ten years previously with her husband. Five
years after they moved there, she got divorced. By then she had
fallen in love with the small beach town.

“Hey, what happened to your
cell phone?” Sara asked.

“I left it in the car and
I’m too lazy to walk out to get it,” she said, sitting down at the
kitchen table with a mug of coffee in her hand.

“What’s going on up
there?

“You can’t even imagine.
I’ve been shunned by my friends. Teddy made a mess of things. He
turned our lives upside down.” Connie lifted the mug to her lips
taking a sip. “I can’t even go into Starbucks without people
staring at me.”

“Screw everyone. Pack your
suitcase and come stay with me for a couple of weeks while you
figure out what you want to do.”

“That sounds great. But I
don’t want people to think I’m running away.”

“You aren’t running away
from anything. You did nothing. Teddy’s the one that caused this
backlash, leaving you to pick up the pieces.”

“I agree.”

“Come on down. I promise you
if you stay here long enough you’ll be looking to stay. Whenever
you come here, you’re only here for a couple of days and we’re
usually out gallivanting, not giving you enough time to see what’s
down here.”

“It’s an adult community. I
guess it’s safe to say we’re not going to get ourselves into
trouble.”

“You’ll be surprised.” Sara
giggled. “I’m going to run food shopping to pick up a few things.
Do you still eat that hummus crap?”

“Of course I do. But don’t
go crazy. When I get there, we’ll go stock up.”

“Should I expect to see you
in a couple of hours?” Sara excitedly asked.

“Let me pack a couple of
things. I plan on going shopping in the boutiques in Long Beach
Island.”

“Be careful.”

“I always am.”

 


Connie sped down the Garden State Parkway at
around seventy-five miles per hour. The traffic was light,
especially when she took the express lane. With the roof down on
her convertible, the wind swept through her hair blowing her
shoulder length light brown hair in all different directions. The
freedom of the air electrified her. These Indian summer days had
always been her favorite; being the last days she would be able to
drive with the roof down. When she left her house, and drove over
the Outerbridge Crossing, she sensed a feeling of relief. This was
exactly what she needed, a change. Both her sons had sympathized
with her. From their reaction, Connie got the distinct impression
that they knew about their father’s indiscretions. She wanted to
ask them, but decided that putting her sons on the spot to answer
questions about their father wouldn’t be fair to them. They
insisted she go to Sara’s and take as much time as she needed to
figure out what she needed to do. Her younger son Todd offered to
stay at the house on weekends to get out of the city. While Calvin
said he’d check on the house on weekdays and handle the mail. To
Connie this was a win-win situation.

At the halfway point, Connie stopped at the
rest stop. After a quick trip to the ladies room and an iced
coffee, she took a deep breath taking in the ocean scent in the
air, a definite change to the smell of exhaust coming from the
Staten Island Expressway. Everyone seemed so pleasant, smiling and
saying hello. Already she could feel that things were heading in
the right direction. She was starting over again with her best
friend, Sara.

After Sara moved down to the Jersey Shore,
their early morning phone calls dwindled down to once a week, until
they eventually stopped. Once Sara got divorced, their friendship
went back on track. But lately, Sara texted her more than she
called saying she was busy. Knowing Sara since they were thirteen,
Connie knew Sara was keeping something from her. Connie would break
her.

Connie walked out into the parking lot,
sipping her iced coffee from the straw. As she approached her car,
a woman stood leaning against her car with her hands on her
hips.

“Is this your car?” the
woman lashed out.

Connie’s eyes widened. “Are you talking to
me?”

“You bet your ass I am. Look
at this?” she pointed to the passenger side of the car.

Connie walked around her car and didn’t see a
thing. “Lady, I have no idea what you’re talking about. So if you
don’t mind, would you please step away from my car?”

“Not until you see what you
did. You New York people think you can do whatever you want without
any repercussions and I’m going to be the one to do something about
it.”

“Whatever I did, or you
think I did, I’m sorry,” Connie sarcastically said in her best New
York accent. “Now please get off my car.”

“You still don’t know what
you did.” The woman walked away from Connie’s car and walked to the
passenger side. “How the hell do you expect me to get into my car?
You did not park between the lines. Instead of taking another
parking spot to accommodate your car, you squeezed into this spot
to be closer to the rest stop.”

Connie waved the woman off. “If you think I’m
going to stand here and argue with you about how I parked into a
spot, you are mistaken. I don’t have to explain anything to you. I
pulled into a spot, got out of the car and didn’t check the
passenger side of my car. Now if you would excuse me.”

“Who do you think you are?
Why don’t you own up and admit you were wrong?”

“I’m out of here.” Connie
dropped her handbag on the passenger seat and got into her car.
After dropping the “F bomb,”” Connie started her car. Lucky for
her, the car parked in front of her started backing out. Slowly,
she rolled up through the spot, to the surprise of another car
waiting for the spot. The driver rested her hand on the horn when
she saw Connie’s car.

“I’m not taking the
spot.”

“You’re an arrogant New
Yorker,” the woman who she had just argued with yelled to Connie as
she pulled out of the parking lot.

Connie laughed as she drove back onto the
Garden State Parkway. There always had to be one troublemaker in
the crowd. At least this time it wasn’t her.

The farther down south she drove, the more
pronounced the scent of the ocean became. Connie got off exit
sixty-nine and drove down Main Street until she saw the sign Camp
Mirage. After making a right, she pulled up to the guard’s window.
She gave her name, which had been on the visitors’ list since Sara
moved there and drove in. It had been sometime since Connie been
here to visit Sara. The last time she came, six months ago, before
the arrest and trial, colorful flowers lined the walkway and the
lake, which were now replaced with yellow and orange mums. The
trees had started to change colors, along with the colored lights
on the waterfall. The last time she came the lights were red, white
and blue. This time the colors were green, yellow and orange.

Connie drove down a few blocks, turned left
before making another left into a cul-a-sac. As soon as she pulled
into Sara’s driveway, Sara appeared on her porch, waiting for her
to get out of her car. The moment Connie’s feet stepped onto the
asphalt, got out, Sara stood by her side and hugged her before
helping Connie get her luggage out of the car.

“Thank God you’re
here.”

“Why?”

“I’ll tell you about it
later. Right now I want to get you settled in before we sit down
and catch up.”

“That sounds like a plan.”
Connie followed her into the house and into the bedroom she had
always stayed in. On the nightstand, a single tall pillar candle
burned, giving the room a coconut scent.

Sara opened the door of the walk-in closet.
“I cleared all my crap out of here. The thrift store was ecstatic
when I brought them clothes with price tags on them.”

“Thank you, Sara. I really
appreciate your hospitality.”

“Don’t sound so formal. This
is your place too.”

“I never said I was
staying,” Connie said.

“You never said you weren’t.
So while you unpack, I’ll put up a pot of coffee.”

Connie placed her two suitcases on the bed.
She opened them and hung her blouses, jeans and dresses in the
closet. The second suitcase was filled with T-shirts and everyday
essentials, which she put into the dresser’s drawers. In the
carry-on bag, she took out pictures of Calvin and Todd and placed
the two picture frames on top of the empty dresser. She placed the
empty bags into the closet and followed the scent of coffee. On the
kitchen table sat an apple crumb cake. Connie picked a crumb off
the top.

“What bakery did you buy
this from?”

“None. I made
it.”

“No freaken way.” Connie
picked another crumb off the cake. As she reached for another one,
Sara hit her hand.

“Let me get you a dish. I
know you love crumbs, so I put extra ones on top.”

“Since when do you bake? You
were never the Betty Crocker type.”

Sara placed a dish in front of Connie along
with a fork and knife. “Tell me about it. Once I started getting
involved in some of the clubs down here, I picked up the culinary
skills of baking. Whenever there is a party here, I am one of the
official bakers.”

Connie went hysterical. This was not the Sara
she had been best friends with for all these decades. Her friend
would go down to the local bakery, buy two-dozen cupcakes to bring
home, put them in a shirt box and bring it down to the cupcake sale
at school. Hell, Sara was the takeout queen of Staten Island.

“Boy are you a totally
different person since your divorce. And this place, has seemed to
have changed you.”

“You haven’t heard anything
yet. But first, I need to talk to you about something,” Sara said,
placing two mugs of coffee down on the table. “But first, I want to
know what’s going on with you? Are you okay? What did your boys say
when you told them you were coming here?”

As Sara kept throwing questions at her,
Connie continued to pick crumbs off the cake until Sara caught her
and stopped talking. That’s when Connie cut herself a big piece of
cake, pushing crumbs off the top of the cake into her dish.

“Everything is fine. This
has been a very trying time in my life. I surely wasn’t for any of
this. Not only did I find out that my husband is a drug dealer, but
he is also a cheat. I went to the gynecologist and he sent me for
blood work to make sure that bastard didn’t give me any kind of
disease. But I think the worst part of it was finding out that
Teddy had been cheating on me with multiple women.”

“Multiple? How
many?”

“Seven who came forward, but
I’m sure there are plenty more. Then to add to my devastation, I
find out he has two illegitimate sons.” Connie took a forkful of
cake and slid it into her mouth. “Dear God, this is
amazing.”

Sara held up two fingers. “Two kids?”

“That I know of. God knows
how many other women haven’t come forward.”

“Why didn’t you tell me
this? Why did you keep this from me?”

“I couldn’t process this
myself. I’m still in shock. My sons were right there in the
courtroom when these women got on the stand and admitted to having
an affair with Teddy. The part that bothers me the most is that
everyone in Teddy’s circle knew about his infidelities. Women who I
thought were my friends didn’t give me a heads up. I feel like such
a fool.”

“That’s how people are. They
don’t want to get involved in other people’s personal business.”
Sara waved her hand over her back. “It’s all in the past. This can
be the start of a new life for you.”

“Here? All I saw here the
last time I came was old people walking around.”

“There are a wide variety of
people who live here. Two couples in their late forties just moved
in, besides, there are some people in their seventies that have
more energy than our kids.”

“You’re nuts.”

“I’m going to bring you to
the clubhouse to show you these people in the gym. Of course, there
are some really old people in here, but the younger ones are starting to out
weigh them. You have to pick the right activities to get involved
in. The summer is usually the best time to meet people, especially
at the pool. Maybe we can even join a bocce ball league. I always
wanted to play.”

“Are you kidding me? Bocce
ball?”

“Hell yeah,” Sara said
cutting herself a piece of cake. They have all different leagues
here. But I wouldn’t worry. Once you get the lay of the land, and
get to know people, you won’t see anybody by age. Some of these
women can bench more weight than you.”

“That won’t take much
because I don’t lift weights.” Connie picked away on the crumbs on
the cake, glancing up at Sara who seemed preoccupied in her cell
phone than the cake.” Are there any good looking men
here?”

“There are a few. But not
like the old days. It’s a score if you find one our age with a full
head of hair.”

“Honestly, I’d rather have
to dye my hair every four weeks then have thinning hair.” Connie
stood and put her dish in the sink. “You have to put that cake away
before I eat every single crumb off the top.” Connie laughed while
sitting back down.

“So I can see.”

“I don’t sneak around to eat
the crumbs.” Connie reached over, dug out with her finger a big
thick crumb off the top of the cake, and popped it into her
mouth.

Sara stood, lifted the cake off the table,
and brought it to the counter to cover with aluminum foil. “I know
by tomorrow the crumbs will be all gone except for the cake.”

“Hey, some things never
change. I’m a crumb kind of a gal.”

“I miss this banter between
the two of us so much. It’s not the same over the phone as it is
when we’re together,” Sara said, leaning against the kitchen
island.

Just looking at Sara, Connie knew that Sara
was keeping a secret. She sensed there was something going on with
Sara during Teddy’s trial that she had been keeping from her. Could
it be she had a secret lover she wasn’t telling her about? She
doubted it because since they were teenagers they shared every good
and bad moment in their lives. Out of habit, Sara began braiding
her long blond hair, something she had done since she was a kid.
The braiding also meant that there was some kind of adventure going
on. When Connie caught Sara’s glance, Sara grinned. Oh yeah, there
was something going on.

“Are you going to stand
there in that position all day, or are you going to tell me what’s
on your mind?”

“What do you mean?” Sara
asked, biting her lip to stifle a grin.

“The look in your eyes, the
grin on your lips tells it all. What’s going on down here that has
peaked your curiosity?”

“Oh how well you know me,”
Sara said, sitting down across from Connie. “You can’t imagine what
going on down here.”

“Don’t leave me in suspense.
Tell me.”

“Something strange. Things
are disappearing in the clubhouse.”

“Things? Could you be more
specific without dragging this out for an hour,” Connie
said.

“I guess.”

They both laughed. The dynamic duo was back.
The clocks were turned back thirty-eight years, back to their high
school days when they were both working on the school’s newspaper
as reporters. Back then they were always getting in trouble, but
the adrenaline surge made it all worthwhile.

“It seems that someone is
stealing the pictures off the walls, one at a time from the
clubhouse. They disappear, but this is the crazy part. A few days
or a week later, they are left at the backdoor,” Sara
explained.

“Are you kidding me? That
sounds absolutely ridiculous.”

“It is, but that’s what has
been going on down here for the past six months.”

“Do you think someone is
playing a joke? I don’t think senior citizens are going to take
pictures off the walls, only to return them within the
week.”

“I thought the same thing.
Residents through the years have donated most of the pictures. But
I think it goes a lot deeper,” Sara said.

“What do you suggest we
do?”

“I’m glad you asked. As soon
as I put a plan together we will figure this out.”


Chapter 3

 


The next morning, Connie woke to the sound of
lawn mowers. She dropped her feet into black thong slippers and the
first thing she did was walk into the kitchen to put up a pot of
coffee. When the gardeners left the cul-de-sac, Connie poured her
coffee and went out onto the deck. Even though everyone shared a
common yard, residents still put their own personal touches on the
land surrounding their property. Sara was lucky to have her house
mid-circle on the street, so her backyard faced the wooden fence of
the manmade lake, which was empty due to the dry summer and early
fall they were coming out of. This morning, there were chipmunks
and bunnies running through the yards and wooded area. Staten
Island used to be like this when she had moved there as a kid. Now,
you couldn’t find open fields, or woods anywhere on the north or
east shore. Now, living in this outer beach town, she saw all the
things that her parents fell in love with when they moved from
Brooklyn to Staten Island.

Connie stretched her arms above her head,
down her side and back to her coffee mug. Being here, in this small
town reminded her of her childhood, and being able to hang out with
Sara whenever she wanted, without hearing Teddy’s complaints made
it even better. The one thing she had to do before she became too
comfortable was to find a project to occupy her time. She didn’t
mind spending a few weeks at Sara’s, helping her out with the
groceries, but she wouldn’t be a financial burden on her. Many
years ago, before they had both gotten married to their loser
husbands, they had talked about opening their own business. Maybe
now was the time to bring those teenage dreams to life. But what?
Most small mom and pop stores didn’t make it past the first two
years. People weren’t spending money, however, people needed to
eat. Even though the supermarkets have delivery services, being a
personal shopper might not be such a bad idea. Using the catch
phrase, ‘farm fresh’ might work. Connie finished her coffee, rinsed
her mug and took a shower. When she returned back to the kitchen,
Sara sat at the table with her coffee mug in her hand while reading
the newspaper.

“Good morning,” Connie said,
pouring herself another cup and sitting across from Sara. “Anything
good in the paper.”

“Nothing at all. I thought
I’d take a look through the want ads.”

“I thought Larry was paying
you alimony.”

“He is. But it isn’t going
to last forever.”

“At least you’re getting
alimony. With Teddy in jail, I get nothing. Now I’m going to have
to scramble to make money.”

“Please.” Sara waved her
off. “As long as you’re here you don’t have to worry about
anything.”

“But I do. I can’t live here
rent free forever. You have your own bills that need to be paid. I
need to work so I can have all those extras that I’ve become
accustomed to during the years. I doubt I’m going to find anyone to
give private baking lessons here in Barnegat.” Connie brought her
coffee mug up to her lips, taking a sip. “That’s why I’ve been
trying to come up with something for us to do,
together.”

“Oh my God. I can’t believe
you remembered our plan from our teenage years.”

“How could I forget? We said
we were going to open our own company and take it all the way to
the stock market. It’s a shame we let marriages get in our
way.”

“I hear you. But we did get
our kids out of the deal.”

“Which is a good thing. My
sons are my life. They supported me throughout this whole ordeal.
They stood by my side the whole time. I couldn’t be any
luckier.”

“So getting back to the
company thing, did you have anything in mind?” Sara
asked.

“I was just throwing around
in my head the possibility of being a personal shopper for the
elderly people here.”

Sara nodded her head. “That’s not a bad idea.
I know a lot of people who get their food through a shop at home
service but always complain the produce isn’t always fresh.”

“So you like my
idea?”

“Like it, I love it. What
about if we also do a shopping service during the summer for the
people renting houses on Long Beach Island? All they have to do is
pack their bags and come into a house full of all their favorite
foods.”

“I’m liking this.” Connie
lifted the piece of aluminum foil off the crumb cake and with the
knife they left in the pan from the night before, she cut herself a
piece of cake. “We need to plan out the details. The only problem I
see is how are we going to get customers.”

“You have to be very careful
down here on how you advertise. As a resident of the community you
aren’t allowed to offer your services for profit. But for the
summer renters on the Island, I have a friend of mine who works for
one of the big real estates down in Long Beach Island. I’m sure
she’ll help me get started.”

“That’s great. We have the
whole winter to work on the plan. But I think we should start
looking for customers in the community to start.”

“Hmm.” Sara leaned back in
her chair and crossed her legs. “I have an idea. At twelve o’clock
in the ballroom there is going to be a luncheon. Since you
technically aren’t a resident, I will introduce you around and let
you do your thing promoting the business.”

“Okay. I think I can handle
that.”

Sara was already out of her chair. “I’m
jumping into the shower. I’ll call my friend Barbara and ask her to
save a seat at the table for you.”

 


They walked into the clubhouse with time to
spare. Immediately, the lady sitting behind the desk said hello to
Sara. Sara nodded and kept walking. Before they left the front
lobby, at least seven people had stopped to say hello to Sara. Sara
introduced her to each of the women but was extremely doubtful she
would remember any of their names.

“Before we go into the
ballroom, I want to show you a few of the pictures that disappeared
and then reappeared.” Sara led her into the library. “These
pictures here have all been removed and returned.”

“What did you take stock of
all the pictures in this place?”

“No. Look over here,” Sara
said, pointing to the side of the picture where there was a white
dot. “I put these dots on the pictures when they were brought back
in so I didn’t lose track of which pictures were coming and
going.”

“You’re nuts. There has to
be…” Connie pivoted around while counting the pictures, “eight
pictures in here. Were they all taken?”

“No.” Sara walked around the
room pointing to the ones that weren’t touched. “There are still
three pictures in here that haven’t been touched. It doesn’t seem
like the thief is taking the pictures in any specific order. One
day it will be in here, another in the billiard room, the card room
or the hallway. I haven’t been able to pin down any
pattern.”

“Does anyone else know that
you’re monitoring these thefts?”

“No. They would either think
I was nuts or I was the one behind the missing pictures. That’s why
you couldn’t have come at a better time. And besides, it will be a
way of keeping your mind off everything you have just gone
through.”

Connie nodded. “More like hell. But I’m
trying to leave that behind. No one knows me, or the emotional
rollercoaster I’ve been on. I’m starting new.”

“Yes you are. I think this
is the perfect distraction for both of us. Now, let’s get to the
luncheon so you can make some connections.” Sara walked into the
ballroom and handed the woman sitting at a small white card table a
check. “This is for my friend Connie.”

“Nice to meet you Connie.
I’m Loretta.”

“Nice to meet you too,”
Connie said.

Sara nudged her forward and whispered in
Connie’s ear, “She’s a bitch. Watch out for her.” Sara led her to
the table near the stage. “This is my crew. Everyone, this is my
friend Connie. She’ll be staying with me for a couple of
weeks.”

Everyone acknowledged her before going back
to their previous conversations. Connie sat down and took a glance
around the room. For the most part, her overall assessment of the
people in the room was old. Connie couldn’t see herself living in
this kind of environment for a long period of time. She was used to
being around people who were much younger than her, especially when
she gave baking and cake icing lessons.

“Lunch is being served.” A
woman standing on the opposite side of the table with a metal cart
handed out paper plates with a spinach wrap and a scoop of potato
salad.

“That’s it?” the woman
directly across from Connie asked. “I paid twenty dollars for
this,” she said, holding up the plate.

“Hey, don’t complain to me.
I’m just the server.”

Connie leaned into Sara. “Oh my God,” she
whispered.

“You haven’t seen anything
yet. It only gets better. Consider this your entertainment for the
day. You will see more things here then you will see in a
lifetime.”

“I can imagine. Just sitting
here listening to the conversations going on around me is going to
make me pee my pants. These people are absolutely
crazy.”

“You better believe it. This
place is like a comedy club.” Sara laughed. “But a word of advice.
If you don’t eat fast enough, they will have your plate wrapped up
and in their tote bag before you can blink.”

Connie lifted her wrap and was ready to take
a bite when the woman sitting next to her stopped her. “Wait.”

“Wait for what?” Connie
asked.

“I got a ham and cheese wrap
and I hate ham.”

“Sorry, I don’t eat ham
either,” Connie said, taking a bite of her grilled eggplant
wrap.

“I can’t believe you did
that,” the woman lashed out. “I bet you didn’t even pay for this
luncheon.”

“Betty, what are you
complaining about to my friend?” Sara asked.

“Did she pay for this
lunch?”

“Yes, I paid for her. What’s
the problem?”

“My sandwich. What did you
get, Fran?” she asked the lady sitting across the table.

“I have turkey and Swiss
cheese,” Fran said.

“How about you, Shirley?”
Claire asked.

“Tuna, lettuce and
tomatoes.”

“This is bull.” Betty stood.
“Does anyone want a ham and cheese wrap?” she asked loud enough to
reach them two tables away.

“I’ll switch with you,” the
woman waved across the tables. “I have eggplant and I hate
eggplant.”

Claire walked away from the table and Connie
turned to Sara. “She’s kidding me, right?”

“This is all the time. Just
think, Claire is one of the better ones here. Just ignore her. Our
mission here is to network.”

“And that’s what I plan on
doing.”

By the time Connie finished eating her lunch,
she was deep in conversation with Claire. In a matter of twenty
minutes, Connie knew everything there was to know about Claire.
Hearing that her husband Bruce had suffered with lung cancer for
over two years, and she had only been a widow for over a year it
had opened the door to a different kind of heartache.

Sara nudged her. “Coffee is ready. Why don’t
you get yourself a cup and mingle a bit.”

“Mingle. I don’t know anyone
here.”

“You’ll manage.” Sara turned
back to her conversation with the woman next to her whose name
Connie had already forgotten.

Connie stood, taking her empty paper plate
with her, following the other residents to the garbage pail. She
looked around the room and spotted the coffee urn along with a
table of desserts on the opposite side of the room. The first thing
she did was glance over to the dessert table. People were standing
around the table, filling their dishes with the sweet cakes and
treats. Connie walked over to the counter and took a paper cup from
the pile.

Connie felt a tap on her shoulder. She turned
around to face a man, who stood looking at her with huge piercing
sapphire eyes and a smile on his face. He had short gray hair,
giving him a distinguished look, unlike the other men she had seen
so far.

“Hi. Haven’t seen you in
quite some time.” He rested his finger against his cheek. “I think
the last luncheon.”

Connie didn’t want to call him out on his
pickup line, so she just went along with him. “I don’t quite
remember your name,” she said, ignoring his question.

“Victor. But my friends call
me Vic.”

Connie shook his hand. “I’m Connie in case
you forgot.”

“How could I forget you?” He
smiled. “You have to be one of the prettiest woman
here.”

“Thank you.” Connie took a
step back. Nice line of crap he just came up with. “You don’t seem
like you belong here either. You look too young to be in an adult
community.”

“Thanks, but unfortunately I
am. I just turned sixty-two six weeks ago. Now you, don’t look a
day over forty.”

“I’m fifty-two and unlike
many of the other residents, I dye my hair every six weeks for it
to look like this.”

They both laughed. “Let me get you a cup of
coffee while you grab us a couple of cookies.”

Before she could answer he walked away,
leaving her standing by the cookie table holding a paper plate.
Making her way through the crowd, she was able to slide in to pick
out a couple of cookies and two mini cannoli. When she turned
around, Vic stood only a few feet away.

“How about we go sit at my
table so we can have our dessert?”

Connie shook her head and followed him over
to his table where only four people sat. Following his lead, she
sat down next to him and placed her dish on the table.

“I’m surprised you got the
cannoli. Usually those are the first to go.”

“It was like going through a
war zone. These people really take their food seriously. Over at
the table I was sitting at, the lady next to me practically flipped
out because she got stuck with a ham sandwich.”

Vic chuckled. “For a lot of people, these
luncheons are their entertainment for the week. You should be here
during the summer when they have barbecues.”

“I can just imagine.” Connie
took a sesame cookie off the plate and took a bite. “These aren’t
bad. But I have to admit the sesame cookies I make at Christmas
blow these away.”

“You’re a baker?” Vic asked,
winking at her. “I wouldn’t mind you baking for me when I have to
visit my grandchildren.”

I’m sure you
wouldn’t. “I usually bake for my family and
friends at the holidays.”

“You can come by my place
anytime to bake.”

Connie laughed. “How did I know you were
going to say that.”

“Hey, you can’t condemn a
man for trying. But seriously, that was a good pickup line.
Besides, I’m only staying with my friend Sara for a few
weeks.”

“Where are you going when
you leave?”

“That’s a good question,
Vic. I’m not sure where I’m heading. This is just my temporary
resting place to find out what I want to do.”

“Bad divorce?”

“Something like that,”
Connie said not wanting to tell him or anyone else her business.
The last thing she wanted people to do was find out the animal she
was married to. However, his idea of baking did sound like a good
plan to go along with the shopping thing she had discussed with
Sara earlier.

“Divorce at this stage of
the game is hard, especially after being married for so many years.
But I did everything I needed to do for my family despite my
unhappiness. But one thing I can assure you, I will never regret
having my daughters. They are my whole world.”

“Our kids have a strange way
of doing that to us. No matter how bad things get, my boys have
been my whole life, from the moment they were born until now. I’m
waiting for the day I have grandchildren to spoil.” Connie sipped
at her coffee and took a seven-layer cookie from the dish. “I make
awesome seven layer cookies too. My boys, still to this day find
their way to my kitchen when they know I’m making them.”

“Now I’m getting
jealous.”

“Don’t be. If I’m still here
for the holidays, I will be baking.”

“Who are you staying
with?”

“Sara Mazza.”

“I know Sara. She’s runs a
few of the clubs down here. A lot of people call her the mayor. She
knows everything that’s going on around here.”

“We’ve been friends since we
were teens.”

“That’s right. So stop
hitting on my friend,” Sara said.

“I was doing no such thing.
We were just talking about her baking.”

“Are you ready to go?” Sara
asked.

Connie stood. “Yes.”

“I hope to see you around. I
promise you, you’re going to love it here.” Vic smiled.

“I’m sure I
will.”


Chapter 4

 


“What did Vic have to say?”
Sara asked as they walked back home.

“Nothing out of the ordinary. But he did
come up with something that I think can be beneficial for both of
us.”

“I can’t imagine Vic having
much to say that would give you any good ideas.”

“He started talking to me
about baking. That’s when I came up with the idea. We talked about
personal shopping, but what about if we also did baking. From
everything I have seen from all the times I’ve been here, the one
thing that I haven’t come across is a good bakery. Most of the
cookies they sell come from a generic bakery that ships the cookies
throughout New York and New Jersey.”

“I think you have something
here,” Sara said, walking down her cul-de-sac.

“Yes. And we can start
small, just from word of mouth through the community.”

“I think it may
work.”

“I know we do. We have to
sit down and map this out.”

Sara pushed her front door open and they
walked in. “Vic is one of the younger active men from down here.
He’s harmless. He also seems a bit on the needy side. He won’t do
anything unless one of his buddies are with him.”

“He definitely isn’t from
New York. I can’t count on my hand how many times I’ve eaten lunch
and dinner by myself. Hell, I would have never seen a movie if I
waited for someone to go with.”

“Just watch out for
him.”

Connie crossed her hands under her chest. “I
get it. I think you like him.”

“Not in the least. He is
not my type at all. I have my eye on another man I have met at the
pool. I just wish he would come down to some of the events we have
at the clubhouse.”

“You mean you didn’t track
him down.”

“No,” Sara frowned. “I
didn’t have the chance to. Even though I spent most of that
afternoon talking to him, he was at the pool watching his two
grandchildren. Before I was able to get any personal information
from him, his daughter came and that was it.”

“Why don’t you look him up
in the phone book?”

Sara took the community phone book out of
the drawer and handed it to Connie. “You tell me if you can find
him. You’d have to comb every page looking for the name Jack.” Sara
laughed.

“Oh damn. Hopefully you run
into him again. Apparently he must not only be handsome, but also
charming for you to like him.”

Sara blushed. “He’s not my usual suspect,
tall and athletic, instead he’s medium height and built. And it
doesn’t hurt that he has a full head of salt and pepper hair.”

“Wow. You’re acting as if
this is your first crush since your divorce,” Connie
teased.

“It is.”

“No way!”

“He’s the first man I’ve
felt a connection with. Besides, crushes are for kids.”

They both giggled. “Oh, nonsense. You’re
never too old for romance.”

“That goes for you
too.”

“I don’t think so. I’ve had
enough of love and heartache to last a lifetime.”

“Give your emotions time to
settle down. You already caught Vic’s eye. If you stick around here
long enough, you never know what’s going to happen.”

“I’m only here for a day. I
haven’t even given thought to what I’m doing yet.”

“There are always homes for
sale here, if you choose to stay down here.”

“I know. But first I have
to figure out what I want out of the second half of my life. I’m
serious about starting a business together. That was always on my
bucket list since we were kids. Between the two of us, we will find
the right business and be successful in it,” Connie said, sitting
down on the couch in the family room.

“Let me get my pad and pen
so we can brainstorm.”

Connie sat back on her couch, and crossed
her legs at her ankles stretching her body out. Sara hated
exercising, but Connie needed to at least walk the treadmill three
times a week to keep her muscles loose. So much had happened in
such a short period of time, that she wondered if she would ever be
able to adjust to her new surroundings. She didn’t know if she was
ready to commit to adult community living.

“Tell me what you’re
thinking?” Sara asked.

Telling Sara what she was thinking would
bring up all the past again, something she didn’t want to talk
about. “Cookies, cupcakes, tarts and cakes.”

“There you go. The first
four categories to build on.”

Connie watched Sara draw a plus sign on the
paper. In each box she put what she said, underlining each. Under
cookies she drew a little circle and looked up.

“Go ahead I’m
waiting.”

“For what?” Connie asked
leaning back on the couch, pulling her knees into her
chest.

“What you’re going to make?
Let me start. Sesame seed, seven layer,” she wrote underneath.
“Chocolate Chip, “S” cookies, coconut balls, chocolate balls, fig
cookies, peanut butter cookies.” Sara wrote each one down after she
said it out loud. “How about those red velvet cupcakes you make. I
have never tasted cupcakes so moist. I wish you would share your
recipe with me.”

“Here we go. You know that
is my signature recipe. I can’t risk anyone getting their hands on
it.”

“You sound like the
Soup Nazi from
Seinfeld.”

“Stop it. Why don’t you
continue making the list? You know what I make.” Connie
frowned.

Her head felt like it was
about to explode. Every time thoughts of moving on crossed her
mind, she couldn’t help but pedal back into her past.
Teddy, you
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