Prologue

	

	It was a gloriously warm morning.  I was in my seventy-sixth year and spring had come early for once-- a gift.  I was eager to be in my garden and it had been on my mind that the roses needed some attention to get off to a good start, so I’d brought with me a can of coffee grounds to enrich the soil, knowing how much they loved that. 

	I remember thinking how lovely and still it was that morning, as I knelt on a towel beneath my uncooperative knees, the aroma of the fertile earth on my hands, when I felt a chilly breeze travel up the back of my neck causing me to shudder.

	All at once, a tingling sensation ran up and down the trunk of my body then down one arm, as a tremendous pressure grew in my chest and my breath caught.  My eyes had closed and yet, there was a blinding flash of light as I fell onto my side, and I lay there beside my magnificent, yellow roses.  

	When I opened my old, watery eyes, it was as though a gauzy veil had been lifted, everything was so unbelievably crystal clear.  The tingling had stopped, and I felt remarkably light as a feather.

	I sat up and saw that I was not alone.  Two figures stood nearby.  I shielded my new eyes against the bright sunlight and made out the shapes of two women before their features sharpened, unmistakably.  Funny when you know something isn’t possible, but you must test it anyway.

	“Mrs. Everhart?”  I said.  “Is it you?”

	She smiled and looked to the other woman who then held her hand out to me.  I rose easily and walked toward my visitors.  There, beside my beloved Mrs. Everhart, was

a woman with my face and the striking eyes I remembered from my infancy.

	“Mama?”  I asked, in the small voice of a child.

	I understood then, they had come for me this day; my work here was finished.  There was no need of speech as they encircled me in their ring of love, and in the blink of an eye, we were one with the breeze that rustled through the leaves in my garden, like a whisper.







	

























Chapter One








	
It was a horrible accident.  One of the worst eve
r on the Broad Causeway, in the 
opinion of the tower guard in charge of raising the brid
ge for larger seagoing vessels.



	
“I sounded the 
warning and the red flashers were operating perfectly.  
It’s been an awful stormy night so there wasn’t much traffic, especially at that hour.  I seen this car coming from a distance away, but the bridge wasn’t going up yet.  It seemed like you woulda had to seen the gate arms coming down and the signals flashing and all.  I turned my back for only a second and that’s when I heard it.”



	
“Heard what?”  Investigating Officer Joe Lapansky asked.



“The sound tires make once they hit the mesh grill top that covers the suspension part of the bridge.  It was a high-pitched sound it was.  Shoulda been a much lower sound if they’d been slowing down--maybe the brakes was too wet.  By the time I turned around, that little white car went straight up off the end of the bridge just like that Evel Knievel guy on his motorcycle, you know?  Only this time, when the car came flying down, it landed right on top of the only car waiting on the other side of the bridge.  The cars burst into flames.  Not a single thing anybody coulda done with the bridge going up and the Miss Eliza J. passing under her.  I’ll never forget it so long as I live.”



     
All three victims were pronounced dead at the scene: the lone, sitting duck, teenage driver that had been in the wrong place at the wrong time, and the two lives claimed in the airborne white Plymouth: Erika and Robert Claydon, newlyweds, who’d been on their way home after a late movie.



	At approximately 12:39 a.m., 17 of July 1970, the course of another life, that of the Claydon’s three month old daughter, Margaret, was also tragically altered forever.  While emergency vehicles screamed through the night on their way to the accident scene, little Maggie had awakened in her crib squealing as though she’d had a nightmare.  She’d been fretfully squirming in her baby-sitter’s arms ever since.

	As the emergency vehicles left the scene, Officer Joe Lapansky and his partner Ernie Boudreaux of the Bay Harbour Island Police, proceeded to the Surfside apartment address the Department of Motor Vehicles listed for the owner of the white 1967 Plymouth, one Robert Dennis Claydon.  As the officers approached the apartment’s door, a soulful wail carried out into the corridor.

	Officer Lapansky raised his thick, boxer’s fist and knocked on the door.  A teenage female asked who was there.

	“Officers Lapansky and Boudreaux, Miss.  Bay Harbour Island Police.  We’d like to ask you some questions.  We apologize for the lateness of the hour.”

	Sally Hill peeked out cautiously before opening the door all the way to admit the pair of uniformed men holding up their badges.

	The disgruntled baby was hiccuping between sobs as she sought comfort, finding none on the narrow, bony shoulder of the young baby-sitter.

	“Has something happened?”  Sally asked, knowing something had.

	“Is this the residence of...” Lapansky flipped the little note pad out of his shirt pocket and opened it to the night’s fifth entry, “a Mr. Robert Dennis Claydon?”

	“Yes, sir.  But he’s not here right now.  They told me they’d be back about eleven-thirty.  I told my father I’d be home by twelve, but they’re late.  I shoulda brought my homework with me,” the fourteen-year-old girl rambled.

	“There’s been a bad accident, I’m afraid.  If you’d like to get your parents on the phone, I’ll be happy to explain why you’re going to be late.”

	Sally’s lips parted but she said nothing.  She kept swaying, shifting the inconsolable baby’s weight from hip to hip.

	“Why don’t you go ahead and call your folks, honey?  I’ll hold the baby for you while you call them, okay?”  Lapansky held his arms out to the child.

	Sally wordlessly passed a discontented little Maggie over to the grandfather of seven.  Cuddling her on her back, he adeptly held her in his thick arms.  The baby opened her huge, teary eyes and momentarily stopped bawling to stare up at his wet, navy blue hat.

	“Hey, Ernie.  Get a load of the little tike’s eyes, will you?  Not brown, not green. Kinda like a tiger’s eyes, you know, golden-like.  Poor little thing.”

	Sally walked over.  “She woke up crying like that about an hour ago, all of a sudden.  Hasn’t stopped since.  I don’t know what’s wrong with her.”

	“It’s almost as if she knows....” Lapansky said quietly as he cradled the child in his arms and walked over to the phone, his heart heavy for the fate of the tiger-eyed girl.

	Erika and Rob Claydon had been married only six months when Maggie was born.  No one responded to the article about the accident, the obituaries, nor the description that was placed in The Miami Herald which ran for thirty days, in the hopes that someone would come forward to claim the infant.  Without a single lead or response, the Bay Harbour Island Police Department declared there were no known living relatives and the case of Baby Claydon was turned over to the state of Florida.  At four months of age, now a ward of the state, the child was taken to an orphanage.

	The headmistress at San Sebastian Children’s Home, Mrs. Francine Everhart, had told the young, inquisitive, now almost seven-year-old Maggie that little was known about her parents.  Only their names and birth dates were gleaned from the original police report and that they’d lived in an apartment over a bakery in Surfside, where her father had worked.  It was so little to hold on to, but Maggie smiled at the few crumbs that fed her imagination, absent of any memories of them.

	Maggie was thin and long-legged as a child, always taller than the other children her age.  She was easygoing, curious, affectionate, and grew into a confident, nurturing role model for the younger ones.  Mrs. Everhart had always felt a special attachment to Maggie and took great pride in her every accomplishment, though she was mindful not to favor her in front of the other children.

	Through the years, several couples had expressed an interest in adopting her, but Mrs. Everhart said the ultimate decision lay with Maggie, and home to Maggie was San Sebastian; where she’d lived all her life, had been well-treated, well-cared for, and, as the longest resident in the Home, loved by the staff and children alike.

	Mrs. Everhart had always defended Maggie’s right to stay when the officials from Child Welfare and Social Services came around.  They reminded Mrs. Everhart repeatedly how it was their responsibility to place as many children as possible, and that the child should be encouraged to be placed when opportunity knocked.

	But by the time Maggie was sixteen, Child Welfare was resigned to Maggie’s insistence on staying at San Sebastian until she would no longer be a legal ward of the state.  Maggie and Mrs. Everhart had discussed what that meant so that the teenager would be ready to make the transition to adulthood, prepared to be self-reliant.  Maggie knew the exact day it would come.

	The day she turned eighteen, April 9, 1988, it tore at her heart to have to leave the Home.  Her small suitcase sat in the front hall by the door.  The old cook, Mrs. Owens, made Maggie’s favorites for dinner and baked a beautiful birthday cake in the shape of a heart, with pink and white frosting and nineteen candles; the extra candle a special wish for Maggie to make.  The younger children made her a lovely birthday card and everyone signed it.  Then Mrs. Everhart took her into the sunroom for a private good-bye and handed her a small, white box.

	“For me?”

	“Just a little something from me.”

	Maggie opened it carefully and withdrew a fine, smooth gold chain, bearing a gold charm in the shape of a key.

	“Oh, it’s soooo beautiful!  My first piece of jewelry.  What does the key mean?”

	“I hope the key will open all the doors that lie ahead for you in life, and it’s also the key that will always fit the front door.  Wherever I am, you’ll have a home.  I wish you every happiness, sweet Maggie.”

	Maggie threw her arms around the older woman’s neck; the only mother she had ever known.

	“Thank you.  I love it and I’ll wear it always, close to my heart,” she said, and fastened it around her neck.  The two walked arm in arm to the front door for the last time.  The children and staff had gathered there to say their last good-byes while the cab waited in the driveway.  Maggie would live at the YWCA until she found a job and could afford to live elsewhere.

	“Try to get back every once in a while to visit.  The children will miss you.”

	“Of course I will, and I’ll call and let you know when I get settled in so you’ll know where to reach me.”

	“Good girl.”  The woman hugged her once more amidst parting cries.  Maggie opened the door, walked slowly toward the waiting cab, turned to take one last look, and waved.  She put her small suitcase in the back seat with her and as the car accelerated, Maggie watched out the back window as San Sebastian grew ever smaller until it was out of sight.

	Mrs. Everhart would retire at the end of that year.  She had waited until Maggie had grown to maturity.  The older woman finally felt ready to look upon her golden years with a sigh of contentment, feeling sure Maggie would go and make her mark on the world. 









�Chapter two





	With the small amount of money that had been placed in an account nearly eighteen years ago from the sale of her parents’ few possessions, plus interest, Maggie left that April day and began a new life.

	She found a job as a waitress in a coffee shop and within three months, moved out of the YWCA and took a small efficiency apartment five blocks from the restaurant.  She walked to work most days, but treated herself to the bus when the weather was threatening.  Electrical storms always frightened her.  That made sense after she’d been told there had been a terrible storm the night her parents were killed.  Though she was only three months old when they died, she would always connect the accident with thunder and lightning.

	In the beginning, she used to visit the Home every month, but after Mrs. Everhart retired, several of the original staff followed suit.  As time passed, many of the children she looked forward to visiting had been placed with families, which was how it should be, she told herself.  She wasn’t sure she cared too much for the new headmaster, Mr. Avril Hardesty, who’d replaced the motherly Mrs. Everhart.  He wasn’t a bad sort, but he changed things quite a bit and didn’t seem to share as much time with the children as they needed.

	Maggie thought it sad that the newer children would never know the Home as it had been during her time.  Within two years, there was no one left who knew her.  While her visits were welcomed by the children, they knew she wasn’t there to adopt anyone and soon ran off to play.  Maggie realized it was probably for the best that she wean herself from the Home, and would carry her cherished memories forward with her.  She reached for the tiny gold key around her neck, then went upstairs to her old room one last time.  After sitting on the bed for a few minutes, she knew she would never return.

	Maggie continued to visit Mrs. Everhart every month, or as often as time allowed.  Mrs. Everhart’s husband had passed away some years before, but she’d had the Home and the children to fill her life then.  Once retired, she lived alone and Maggie knew how much her monthly visits meant.

	After leaving San Sebastian that afternoon, Maggie stopped by the restaurant where she worked on her way home.  She walked to her apartment building carrying a small paper bag with her dinner inside--a bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich and piece of pie.  She stopped at the wall of mailboxes as she always did before heading up the three flights of stairs.

	As she reached for the bills and assorted junk mail, a uniformed man came down the stairs, then slowed as she locked the box and pulled out her key.

	“Are you by any chance the tenant from apartment 318?  Ms. Margaret Claydon?”

	Nobody in her entire life had ever called her Margaret.

	“Yes, I am.  Why do you ask?”

	“I just came from your apartment.  Lucky I caught you.  I have a special delivery letter for you, if you’ll sign right here.  Thank you, Miss.  Have a good evening.”

	“You too.  And thank you!”

	She looked at the envelope.  The return address said it was from Calvin Cooper, Attorney at Law, 67909 West Fairbury, New York City, New York.  She didn’t know a soul in New York City.  She read her name and address again; all correct.

	She climbed the stairs up to her apartment and put the paper bag and the mail on the

little round table in the kitchenette.  She eyed the letter feeling apprehensive, yet curious.  She picked up the envelope and studied it again.  The formality of it both excited and scared her.  First she would shower, she decided.  Then, when she was all comfortable in her robe and pajamas, she would eat her dinner and look at the letter.

	She stepped into the hot shower and soon began to relax and unwind a little.  She thought about the sandwich and pie that waited for her.  And that letter!

	The letter that was about to change her life.





















�Chapter three





	After she’d put on a cotton nightgown and towel dried her hair, she poured herself a glass of milk to go with the sandwich and pie.  She took a bite of the sandwich and carefully began opening the envelope, working it delicately to protect the contents.  She took a sip of milk while continuing to gently open the envelope, then took out the single sheet of folded heavyweight paper.  She took another bite of sandwich and wiped her hand on a napkin before unfolding the paper.  A business card fell out.  She read the neatly typed letter aloud softly.





	Dear Ms. Claydon:                                                                                      10/22/92



	My name is Calvin Cooper.  I am the legal representative of the late Mr. and Mrs. Lyle Evans of  Munroe, New York.  My purpose in contacting you is to inform you that you are the sole beneficiary of an apartment building located at 9744 Harper Street, Munroe, New York, according to the Last Will and Testament with attached addendum by the aforementioned deceased(s), signed and witnessed, dated October 9, 1992.

	My intent is to advise that you have thirty days from the receipt of this notice, to contact me and express what you desire me to do with the property.  If you do not comply with this written notification, the property will revert back to the financial lending institution that presently holds the mortgage, and I will attend to the finalizing of the transaction.  You need do nothing further.

	I await your instructions and can be reached at the address or telephone number on the enclosed card.  I am truly sorry for your losses, Ms. Claydon.



Sincerely,

					     Calvin W. Cooper, Atty. at Law





	Obviously there’d been a mistake, Maggie thought.  It had to be a mistake.  Why would these people named Evans leave anything to her?  Except for a few people, nobody even knew she existed.  How had this Mr. Cooper even found out her address?  True, she was listed in the telephone book, but how had he known which state and city?

	She drank the glass of milk to the bottom.  She re-read the letter one more time, then examined the business card.  Of course there’d been a mistake.  She would have to call this Mr. Cooper and let him know, because somewhere out there was another person with her name who was the real heir to this building.  And whoever it was didn’t know she only had thirty days to claim it or she would lose it, and Maggie couldn’t let that happen.

	She thought of looking in the Greater Miami area telephone book herself.  It would be quicker and a lot less expensive than calling New York City, and if she could find the rightful person and explain the mix-up, she would give her Mr. Cooper’s number to call and straighten everything out herself.

	She dragged the heavy, three inch thick directory onto her lap and turned to the page where she found her own listing and ran her finger slowly down the column.  She was the only Claydon.  There were several Claytons, but no Margaret, Maggie, or even M. 

Claytons, so there’d been no accidental misspelling.  Imagine that. Then again, she really never expected to find any other Claydons.  There weren’t any others--anywhere.

	“I guess I’ll have to call this Mr. Cooper after all.”  She looked at the clock and wondered what time it would be in New York City.  She supposed the worst that could happen was that it were later there and Mr. Cooper had already left for the day.  If so, she would try again in the morning before work.  She carefully dialed the numbers on the business card.

	After two rings, a mature female voice answered.

	“Calvin Cooper, Attorney’s office.”

	“Yes, ma’am.  I’d like to speak to Mr. Cooper, please.”

	“In reference to what, Miss?”

	“Excuse me?”

	“What is the nature of your call?”

	“It’s about a letter he sent me.  This is long distance and I can’t afford to talk too long, ma’am.  Is Mr. Cooper in?”

	“To whom am I speaking?”

	“Maggie Claydon.”

	“Please hold.”

	
 
Maggie blew out a great puff of air.  She’d never made a long distance call before, but knew it had to be expensive.  Her rent was due in four days.  Maybe the phone bill wouldn’t come until after her next paycheck.

	“This is Calvin Cooper,” said the deep voice of an older man.

	“Hello, Mr. Cooper.  I’m afraid I need to talk fast because I really can’t afford this call.  My name is Maggie Claydon and you sent me a letter
 that belongs to somebody else.  
They only have thirty days to claim some property or they’ll lose it, so you’ve got to find the right person right away.  I really have to say good-bye now --”

	“Hold on there, young lady.  What makes you think there’s been an error?”

	“I just know.  There has to be.  I’m sorry, but I’ve really got to go.”

	“Why don’t you give me your number and I’ll call you right back, so we can discuss this.”

	“There’s nothing to discuss.  I don’t know this Lyle Evans and I know he sure didn’t know me.  You’ve got the wrong girl, Mr. Cooper.”

	“I say again, let me call you back.  I won’t keep you but two minutes, I promise.”

	People in New York City sure seem awfully pushy, she thought.  

	“It’s 305-555-6650, but I really don’t see--”

	The line went silent.  She hung up the phone and sat down.  It was kind of exciting waiting for the first long distance phone call of her whole life.  She let it ring twice before answering it.  

	Mr. Cooper jumped right in.

	“Now then, tell me why you think you’re the wrong Margaret Claydon.”

	“Like I said, I never heard of Lyle Evans or his wife.  I’ve lived here in Florida all my life and I don’t know a soul in New York City.  Or anywhere else for that matter.”

	“Are you the only daughter of Robert Dennis Claydon and his wife, Erika?”

	“How could you know that?  They died when I was three months old.”

	“An unimaginable tragedy, Ms. Claydon.  You were unaware then, that your father’s mother, Cassandra, had remarried, making you Lyle Evans’ step-granddaughter, referred to in his will as, and I quote, “resorting to oldest and or any surviving relative, by blood or by marriage, in the event of the deaths of Robert and Erika Claydon or offspring thereof, surviving at the time of my own and my wife, Cassandra Claydon Evans’ demise.”  End quote.  So you see, Ms. Claydon, there is no mistake.  You are the sole and rightful heir.”

	Maggie could barely recall the rest of the conversation after hearing she’d had a step-grandfather, Lyle, and a real grandmother, Cassandra.  Lyle and Cassandra Evans...  Her father’s mother’s name was Cassandra.  All these years Maggie had family in New York City?  She’d had family...had.  She shook her head slowly in complete disbelief.  

	“Ms. Claydon?  Are you still there?”  Cooper asked, after an extended silence.

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Well, now that we’ve cleared this up, what would you like for me to do?”

	“Mr. Cooper, I need some time.  This has all come as quite a shock.”

	“Yes, I’m sure it has.  You have thirty days to decide, so take some time to think things over.  You’ve got my card.  Call me when you’ve decided what would be best.”

	“Yes, I’ll do that.  And thanks for calling me back.”

	“You’re quite welcome, Ms. Claydon.  Have a pleasant evening.”

	He sat at his desk thinking about how the young lady had been distressed that she couldn’t even afford the phone call.

	Cooper murmured, “She’s gone through life believing she had no one at all in the world...”  He shook his head.  “Just as well...Lyle Evans was a piece of work.  Never said or did a kind thing in all the years I knew him.  Can’t believe somebody didn’t tear down that old apartment building already.  What could a young girl, all alone in this city, stuck with that old eyesore ever hope to accomplish?  I should have told her...suggested she just let the bank have it back.  Hell, she won’t want it anyway.  She couldn’t afford the upkeep let alone the trip to get here,” he grumbled guiltily.

	Cooper grabbed his topcoat, hat, umbrella and turned out the light. 






























Chapter four





   	"Order's up, number six!"  The new cook Lou hollered, dragging his hairy forearm across his forehead.

	Maggie adeptly balanced the plates on the inside of her arms and moved swiftly to her customer's table.

	"When you're ready for dessert, the blueberry pie's hot out of the oven and the ice cream flavor of the week is chocolate mint.  Enjoy your meal and I'll check back in a couple minutes."

	She ducked into the rest room and checked the soap and paper supply.  The first stall had water on the floor.  Clogged again.  She got out the plunger, did what she could, flushed and mopped.  It was important to keep the rest rooms clean and sanitary.  If the bathroom were a sloppy, unsanitary mess, what would the customers think of the condition of the kitchen, or the cleanliness of the employees?  She'd already reported a fellow waitress once for not washing up properly after using the toilet.  

	The only time Maggie ate the food there herself was when it was slow and she could make herself something, or if it could be saved to bring home with her later.  If it had been her restaurant, things would be run a whole lot better.  She'd complained to management about several inefficient things and made suggestions, but they never changed anything, nor ever said a word about her taking the initiative to improve conditions.                              

	She’d get home exhausted with an aching back and sore feet and would count out her tips.  She was the best waitress they had and still barely made enough to support herself.  Her tips paid for pantyhose and an occasional movie.  Her paycheck covered the rent and bills and if anything was left over, she’d put that in her savings account along with the money she’d had since the day she left San Sebastian, minus what she’d paid for her two uniforms and a comfortable pair of white work shoes three years ago.

	It's not that Maggie minded hard work, in fact, she thrived on it.  She needed to feel a sense of accomplishment, a purpose.  Took pride in doing her best at whatever she did.  Some nights she’d lie in bed and wonder about her life, her circumstances, her genes.  Did she look more like her mother or father?  If her parents were still alive, would she now be working in the bakery alongside her father?  Would she have had a brother or sister to look out for?  Why didn't her grandmother, Cassandra, ever try to find her?  Mr. Cooper had been able to.  Maybe her step-grandfather didn't like kids.  Or maybe Cassandra just didn’t care to take the trouble to find her.

	Was this what life was suppose to be like?  Finding a job to pay the bills and having little else to show for it?  What was her existence contributing to the world?  She didn't touch anyone's life and no one touched hers.  If she never showed up for work again nobody would wonder or worry about what had happened to her, they'd just hire someone to replace her.  The cook would still shout, “Number six, your order's up!”  She couldn't remember the last time a human being had said her name, except for Mrs. Everhart.

	She lay in bed unable to sleep and tossed and turned all night.  By 6:30 the next morning, Maggie had already made her bed and had her coffee.  She usually looked forward to her rare Saturdays off, but she'd felt anxious ever since she talked to that Mr. Cooper two nights before.  She couldn’t really ever consider his proposition seriously, yet neither had she been able to throw the letter away.  That in itself had kept her awake.  

	She had time to stall before calling Cooper back to tell him the only possible answer.  Twenty-eight days left her plenty of time.  She’d go out for awhile and take her mind off the letter.  Maybe go for a walk on the beach, or take in a matinee.  Fresh air and a change of scenery would do her a world of good.  She’d do a little housework and iron her uniform later.

	She walked to Greynolds Park, slipped off her shoes, sat on the grass and watched the children play on the see-saws and monkey bars for a long time.  She’d missed that and the memories it brought back.  She lay back protecting her eyes from the sun and squinted, studying the sky.  She watched the fluffy cloud formations slowly slide by until she was overwhelmed by the sensation that it was she who was drifting, and the clouds were stationary.  Her lids felt heavy as her eyes closed and her breathing slowed.

	She awoke to music that sounded far away at first, ooom-paa-ing like a calliope at an amusement park.  The children excitedly ran towards the music as it grew louder.  Maggie shielded her eyes and saw the small, white ice cream truck, with pictures of mouth- watering treats painted on all sides, slow to a stop.  Smiling, she stood, brushed her clothes off, and followed the boisterous crowd of children.  She treated herself to a cup of vanilla ice cream and ate it with a short, flat wooden spoon as she walked out of the park.

	She strolled along the boulevard savoring the cold, sweet, melting confection as the tropical sun bore down on her bare back and shoulders.  She’d worn her favorite strapless, white sundress with the little red strawberries all over, and the big, deep, strawberry pockets.  Soon Maggie became aware of a tightness that began to draw across the narrow bridge of her nose and felt the dull pull across her cheeks, realizing it had been quite awhile since she’d been out of doors for that long.  Carelessly having exposed herself too long to the brutal sun’s rays, she gently ran her fingertips across her sunburned face and clicked her tongue over her thoughtlessness.

	By the time she reached her apartment and took a cool shower, she had a sunburn

that would only worsen by evening.  In spite of the heat coming off her body, she began to have chills and took an aspirin with a cup of hot tea.

	She wrapped herself in her robe and sat down in the chair by her bed, sipping her tea, and glanced at her nightstand.  There sat the letter from the lawyer.  At once her stomach tightened.  Her enjoyable day was quickly receding and her sunburn made her every move painful.  At the sight of the letter, she determinedly stuffed it in the nightstand drawer; maybe that would take her mind off of it. 

	She turned on the television and found a family classic, The Sound of Music, almost from the beginning.  The aspirin had begun to relieve the chill and she dozed off sometime before the 11:00 o’clock news.  She awoke with a start and set her alarm.  She couldn’t afford to be late to work.  Her teeth began to chatter again, so she swallowed more aspirin and carefully slid beneath the top sheet, which felt like sandpaper against her sensitive, sunburned face, neck, back and shoulders.

	At some point during the night, the aspirin’s effects again wore off and the chill returned.  Her slightly feverish sleep contributed to an already curious dream in which she was wearing her strawberry sundress, riding the bus to work in the middle of winter in what she recognized to be New York City, despite never having been there.

	When the alarm went off, Maggie reached to turn it off as quickly as she could.  Someday she’d get a radio alarm and wake to the sound of soothing music instead of the awful siren that awakened her with an unpleasant jolt each day.

	She dressed carefully, grateful the sunburn was a little more tolerable the second day.  She dabbed on a little refrigerated aloe vera gel where her uniform rubbed, and dotted a little bit across her nose and cheeks while she looked outside the window.  The sun was bright as a giant, bare light bulb as it climbed from the horizon, making her think twice about walking to work today, her bra straps already chafing her tender shoulders.  She had to admit she liked the healthy color in her cheeks despite the discomfort and wished she could get outdoors more often.

	When she got to work, she found out that Peggy Samuels, a cute, little blonde waitress who’d worked there nearly as long as Maggie, had had a fight with the new cook the day before and had quit on the spot.  Maggie had always liked Peggy, who’d shared her sense of pride in service to her customers.  It was a cheap restaurant that catered mostly to blue collar workers and their families, but Peggy always made sure everything was just right, the way her regulars wanted their meals, whether it was dressing on the side or eggs over easy with bacon burned to a crisp.

	The new cook espoused that considering the lousy pay, as long as things got cooked, he’d done his job.  He’d told Peggy that the place was a dump and the customers got what they paid for, and if they didn’t complain, where did Peggy get off thinking it was her place to butt in and have him redo an order?  But when Mr. Oglesbee, a sweet, retired school teacher, who’d for years been coming to the restaurant once a month on his way to pick up his disability check, grabbed his chest half way through his breakfast and haltingly asked Peggy if she was sure she’d given him decaffeinated coffee, she’d sworn she had, but ran back to double-check.

	The two coffeemakers sat side by side, the pots on their burners.  The regular coffee was nearly gone.  The decaf, in its pot with the orange handle, was barley touched, minus a couple inches missing that accounted for Mr. Oglesbee’s cup.  Peggy knelt to check the supply cabinet and found plenty of regular coffee, but could find no extra supply of decaf, not even in the storage room.

	She ran over to the recently hired cook, whose job it was to make the first coffee of
 
the day and was responsible for ordering the supplies every Saturday after closing.

	“Lou, you made the coffee this morning?”  Peggy shouted to his back, over the high, stainless steel shelf where orders waited to be picked up.

	“Yep,” he answered, as he poured batter in the waffle iron without a glance in her direction.

	“When you made the decaf, did you notice there wasn’t any more of it?”

	“Yep.” He cracked two eggs into a circular metal mold.

	“That’s the last of it in the pot then?”  She yelled, over the sizzling grill.

	“Nope.  They’re both regular.  Number four--order’s up!” he screamed, turning his sweat-stained front around long enough to slide the dish, purposely, in front of Peggy’s face blocking her from view.

	“What do you mean, Lou?”  Peggy got nervous.

	“Just what I said.  The decaf didn’t come in this week.  Big deal.  Get off my case.  I’m busy.”

	Poor old Mr. Oglesbee’s heart was pounding frantically from the caffeine and his blood pressure rose so high that the paramedics had to be called.  Peggy kept apologizing to him and stayed with him, holding his hand and wiping his forehead with a cool cloth, as he lay in the booth waiting for the paramedics.  

	Peggy was in tears thinking she might’ve killed him.  She stormed into the kitchen and told Lou off, shouting about what his negligence had caused and how some people couldn’t drink regular coffee for health reasons.  Lou flipped a pancake without missing a beat and proceeded to tell Peggy that what she needed was a good lay so she’d quit her bitching, and how he’d be glad to do her the favor on his break.  She’d slapped him so hard that a pan went flying and started a grease fire.  Some of the customers left midway through their meal during the ruckus, without paying.  The manager took Lou’s side because cooks were a lot harder to keep than waitresses.  Peggy quit before she was actually fired, then had accompanied Mr. Oglesbee to the emergency room.

	Peggy had two little kids she was supporting by herself.  She worked two jobs and went to night school and was trying to save enough money to go back to school full-time someday.  Maggie thought it was unfair that a decent person and good mother had to work two jobs to barely make ends meet; to not be able to be there for her kids, only to lose her job because of someone else’s carelessness.  It was so undeserved, Maggie fretted about it all day.

	Maggie wished she could’ve been there to defend Peggy.  It was dead wrong what Lou did and was allowed to get away with.  Peggy knew the old man was in poor health and must have felt so responsible.  And that slimeball, Lou, couldn’t have cared less about the old man, or that he’d cost Peggy her job, let alone that he came on to her so crudely in front of everyone, only to have the manager side with Lou.  How humiliating!

	Maggie was sorry that she and Peggy had not become friends outside of work.  It might’ve been nice to have someone to talk to, or go to a movie with once in awhile.  They could’ve taken her kids to the beach or to the park together.  She’d keep Peggy in her prayers.

	No doubt the manager would be expecting Maggie to train Peggy’s replacement besides all her other regular responsibilities.  Again and again, Maggie thought how it might be to have her own place and run things the way they ought to be run.  She would’ve never hired the likes of Lou in the first place, even if she’d had to do all the cooking herself.  Besides, Peggy was a good waitress and had been there much longer than Lou.  

	Nobody really seemed to care about people anymore.  If it had been her restaurant, the customer would always come first.  She might never become rich that way, but at least she could go to sleep every night with a clear conscience and feel good about herself.  She believed most people were basically good, but somebody had to set the example and lead the way.  One good turn deserved another, Mrs. Everhart always said.  Maggie wished she could have stuck up for Peggy, knowing it could just have easily been she who’d lost her job yesterday.  

	When she got home from work that night, her thoughts were still about Peggy. Maybe she’d find something better and this was meant to happen, Maggie rationalized.  

	The good Lord surely worked in mysterious ways to be sure.  She said a prayer for Peggy and her kids, for the children of San Sebastian and for Mrs. Everhart, before pulling the sheet up under her chin and drifting off to sleep.























































































Chapter five





	Elvira Meeks was the new waitress who replaced Peggy.  Elvira habitually chewed a wad of gum that she constantly cracked, called everyone Cutie, or Handsome, or Doll, and wore her uniform one size too small.  She talked too much to the customers and much to everyone’s surprise, played Lou like a fiddle and after a couple of weeks, it seemed like Elly had worked there for years.  Not overly bright, though friendly, Maggie told Elly she’d handle the cash register if Elly would check the rest rooms twice a day to make sure there was always paper in supply, soap in the dispensers, and would report any unsanitary conditions.  Elly said, “Never was much good with numbers.  You gotta deal, Dollface.”

	Elly had already tried, unsuccessfully, a few times to fix Maggie up with a friend of Bobby Earl’s; her steady beau of seven years.  Bobby Earl took care of Elly’s car, bought her cheap trinkets, and had renovated Elly’s mobile home.  Marriage hadn’t worked out twice for either of them, so they skipped the paperwork and instead, were mutually satisfied with all the fringe benefits.

	Bobby Earl came by to pick Elly up at work most nights and on this particular night, he’d shown up with a friend named Wally Crunk.  Wally was a mechanic.  Despite having showered, his bitten fingernails still had dark grease caked under and around them. His clothes smelled like rust and his cowboy boots were so worn out of shape, that Maggie thought he was wearing them on the wrong feet.  His hair was still wet and was combed slicked back straight, but as it air dried, little curls and ridges appeared everywhere, and Maggie couldn’t help but steal glances at the top of his head as though it had a life of its own.  His smile was nice and he seemed rather shy, which was more to Maggie’s liking than Bobby Earl’s constant loud chatter and his tiresome habit of squeezing Elly’s behind every two seconds.

	Bobby Earl wouldn’t take no for an answer this time.  He’d promised Elly that the four of them would, by God, howl at the moon together tonight, so accompanied by a spirited wack on Elly’s behind, he winked at Maggie and shoved Wally toe to toe with her; Bobby Earl’s way of introductions.

	Maggie was hardly up for a night out after a long day of work and on the verge of getting her period, suffering the usual cramps, headache and tender breasts.  One look at Elly’s sparkling eyes as the tacky waitress elbowed Bobby Earl in the ribs after Wally had taken one look at Maggie, and Maggie knew there was no way she’d get out of it this time.  She mentioned she wasn’t feeling so hot, but would go if they made it an early night.  Maggie didn’t want Wally to feel rejected, even though she thought it was bad manners for Bobby Earl to have put her on the spot in the first place.

	They went to Eddie’s Place down on NW 27th Avenue.  The bar and pool hall had a country western band that played on weekends.  The noisy place smelled of stale smoke and alcohol with a hint of rust whenever Wally leaned close to be heard over the din.  Everyone else ordered beer, but the unmistakable smell made Maggie nauseous and she hoped that a soft drink would quell her queasiness.

	Maggie didn’t feel like dancing, even if she’d known how.  But she danced a couple of slow dances with Wally to be courteous and to be a good sport, even though all she could think about was getting home to her quiet, little apartment and shedding her clothes, grateful her other uniform was clean and ironed since the one she was wearing now reeked of Eddie’s.

	They were intending to go bar-hopping after Eddie’s, but Maggie politely declined,
 
and asked to be dropped off on the way to Curly’s, which thankfully was not too far from her neighborhood.  Elly was sitting so close to Bobby Earl in the front seat, that Maggie wasn’t sure which of the two was driving.  In the back seat, Wally had his arm behind Maggie and though discomforted, she was more overpowered by the car’s dank and sour odor and decidedly held her breath most of the way home.

	As the car tore down her street, Maggie yelled, “Whoa! Right here, please!” Bobby Earl hit the brakes so abruptly that the sudden halt brought Wally’s arm down hard on the back of her neck, which didn’t help her headache.

	“Sorry about that,” Wally laughed nervously, as he kicked the dirty vinyl seat forward with his ambiguous boot and reached forward for the door handle up front.  He crawled out first, then reached in and caught Maggie’s arm to offer assistance, tugging her forward just enough to smash her head into the top of the car before she landed unsteadily on the sidewalk and inhaled a mouthful of suffocating, white exhaust fumes spewing from the muffler-less, idling car.

	“I had a real good time, Maggie.  Can I call you up sometime?  I know, just maybe I’ll come around to the restaurant and surprise you.  How’d that be?”  Wally grinned eagerly.

	“Wally, you can come if you’d like, but I’ll be working and I won’t really be able to talk to you except to take your order.  And to tell you the truth, I don’t go out much.  I went tonight because I didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings.  I think you’re a nice person, but I’m really not looking for a boyfriend.  I’m sorry, Wally.”

	“Hey, that’s okay.  You win some, you lose some.  Can I at least give you a little friendly kiss good-night?”  Again the winning grin.

	Her eyes watched his hair dance like little springs on the warm breeze before 

putting her hand out to shake.  

	“I don’t believe in kissing on the first date,” she coughed, exhaling oil fumes.

	“Oh.  Okay then,” he pumped her hand.  “Stay pretty, Maggie.”

	The guilt.  She leaned forward and kissed his scratchy cheek.  

	“Bye, Wally.”

	“Get your skinny ass in here, lover boy!”  Bobby Earl shouted, then gunned the engine.

	Wally had barely climbed in the back seat before the car flew away from the curb with the door slamming shut halfway down the street, as their laughter and pollution faded.     













�Chapter six





	Somewhat nauseous, Maggie climbed the three flights of stairs, grateful to be home.  She showered, washed her hair, then crawled into bed with a hot water bottle placed against her lower abdomen.  The heat soothed her cramps.  It triggered a memory of long ago, when Mrs. Everhart had come to her room after receiving the list of children who’d seen the nurse that morning.  She’d always visit each child who’d been to see the nurse.

	Upon hearing Maggie’s symptoms, Mrs. Everhart had patiently explained in simple terms to Maggie that she might not be ill at all, but possibly on the verge of her first step to womanhood.  She’d calmed Maggie’s fears and offered a simple explanation of what puberty meant.  Sure enough, Mrs. Everhart had been correct and soon after, congratulated Maggie and presented her with the hot water bottle.

	Maggie lay in the dark now, remembering their first “woman to woman” talk.  Mrs. Everhart said that Maggie’s body was practicing for the miraculous event of having a baby someday.  Maggie placed her hands across the heat on her stomach.  She wanted a family of her own so very much.  More than anything.

	She thought about her life now.  It consisted of the restaurant and her apartment.  In the four years she’d been working there, she’d managed to save a little money, but nothing in her life excited her or whetted her appetite for the future.  She’d made no friends and seldom dated.  She was still very young, only twenty-two, but life just seemed to plod along the same every day.  Would she be in the same place ten years from now, owning little, with no particular direction in life?  Would she never have a boyfriend, fall in love, get married?  Prince Charming would hardly waltz into the restaurant and fall madly in love with her.  Would she wind up settling for someone like Lou, Bobby Earl or Wally?  Never!  She squeezed her eyes closed barring the vision.

	The phone call and letter from Mr. Cooper popped into her mind.  Was this a chance for something better?  Had she been foolish to not have given it more thought? Those kinds of things happened to other people, but never to her.  It was scary, the thought of leaving behind everything she knew.  But she couldn’t seem to dismiss the idea entirely or she would’ve thrown away the letter and forgotten about the whole thing by now.  A disagreeable knot grew and twisted in her stomach.  

	 Perhaps she should talk to Mrs. Everhart about this quandary.  She usually called Mrs. Everhart every week anyway, but had missed the last week without realizing it until now.  She’d call her first thing in the morning.

	"Hi, Mrs. Everhart.  It's Maggie."

	"Maggie dear!  I've been thinking of you so often lately.  How are you?"

	"Fine thanks, but I was thinking I sure would like to see you.  I miss you."

	"I miss you too, Maggie.  There's nothing wrong is there?"

	"No, not at all.  Everything's fine, but I was kind of hoping, if you weren’t too busy this afternoon, maybe we could visit awhile.  There’s something I’d like to ask you about."

	"I'd love to see you.  Tell you what.  Why don't you come here to the house and I'll make us a bite to eat.  We can sit in the garden afterward and relax and talk."

	"That sounds so nice, I'd love to.  I'm not sure of the bus schedule today, but I’ll try to get there around twelve-thirty.  Is that a good time?"

	"Doesn't matter what time.  Any time's fine, I'll be here.  I can't wait to see you, Maggie.  What a lovely surprise!"

	"I can’t wait to see you, too.  See you soon."

	Maggie showered and dressed in her nicest summer dress for the occasion.  She stopped by the restaurant and bought a fresh apple pie to bring for dessert.  The first bus took her most of the way, but she had to transfer at Eastwood Shopping Center.  The second bus dropped her off less than a block from Ashford Park.

	Maggie always enjoyed the short walk, admiring the regal palm trees that lined the street and the small, green manicured yards bordered by hedges of red and pink hibiscus flowers.  People sat on their porches and read the paper, and children flew their kites and rode their bikes.  A subdivision; that was something Maggie had never known.

	She came to the front walk and turned to find Mrs. Everhart waiting at the screen door with a big, welcoming smile.

	"Hello, hello, hello, dear girl," the elderly woman hugged her.  "Now let me look at you.  Just as lovely as always.”

	"You're as beautiful as ever too and I’ve missed you, Mrs. Everhart.  Here, I brought dessert."

	"How thoughtful.  Did you bake this yourself?"  She peeked inside the bag.

	"You know I didn’t!  One of these days I'm going to try it though.  It's from the restaurant.  Freshly baked this morning."

		"Well, lunch is ready.  Come on in and let's eat, so we can get to dessert!" 

 	After enjoying tuna sandwiches on toast and creamy tomato soup with fresh cheddar cheese grated on top, Mrs. Everhart brought the pitcher of iced tea and the apple pie out to the tile-topped table for two in the privacy-fenced backyard.  They faced a raised bed of pastel pink and yellow roses on their left, lush ferns that encircled the trunk of a big oak tree in the center of the yard, and a small vegetable patch along the side of the house on the right, flanked by a mass of tall, happy sunflowers.

	Maggie appreciated the peaceful setting.  “It’s so pretty here.  To think that you did all this by yourself!  If this were my backyard, I'd spend all my time out here.”

	"Thank you, dear.  Gardening is always a pleasure for me.  I just never had the time to really work at it until I retired.  Working with my hands gives me great satisfaction, especially now that I have more time than I know what to do with," she smiled wistfully.

	Maggie wondered, "Do you miss it?  San Sebastian, I mean?"

	"Of course I did at first, yes.  I missed the children, their voices, expressions... a little piece of me went out the door with every child that was placed with a new family.  But the biggest piece went with you, Maggie.  It was time to move on after you'd gone."

	Maggie reached out and held the old woman's hand, unable to speak at the depth of her feelings for this woman who had been the closest thing to a “mother” she had ever known.  Mrs. Everhart squeezed Maggie's graceful hand in return.

	"Maggie, have you many friends?  Anyone special in your life come along?"

	"No, not even close,” she envisioned Wally Crunk.  “I’m fine, I really am.  It's just that I got this letter awhile ago.  I was hoping you could give me some advice.”

	“What sort of letter?  From whom?"  The woman cocked her head curiously.

	"From a man in New York City.  A lawyer."

	"What did he want?"  Her expression changed to one of growing concern.

	"To tell me I had inherited an apartment building left to me by my grandmother and step-grandfather.  You never heard from a Lyle or Cassandra Evans all the years I lived in the Home, did you?"

	"Of course not, Maggie.  Do you think I'd have kept that a secret from you?"

	"No, of course not.  I didn't mean to imply that.  It's just weird to spend your whole life believing you have no one, only to find out you did, too late.  They never tried to find me.  They just didn’t care to try, I guess.” Maggie absently flattened the pie crumbs on her plate with the fork.

	"I'm sure that wasn't the case, Maggie.  Who’s to say what kind of relationship your parents had with their parents before they died?  You were only three months old and don’t forget, your parents were very young themselves."

	"I guess you’re right.”  She looked out over the rose garden.  “Anyway, I thought this Mr. Cooper had made a mistake, that it couldn’t have been me.  The letter said the rightful heir only had thirty days to claim the property, so I called the number on his business card, but he knew my parent's names and said there was no mistake."

	"My goodness!  You must have been very excited!"  She said, impassioned.

	"I’m not sure what I felt.  It was strange to think I had grandparents somewhere.  I sure never expected to find out I had family in New York City."

	"What about other relatives?  Did this Mr. Cooper say there were more members of the family?"

	" I must have been the only one, or the last surviving relative.  That's how come he found me.  I'm the last Claydon.  There weren't any other children.  Apparently my mother had no sisters or brothers either."

	"I see.  So what do you propose to do about this property?"

	"Nothing.  Mr. Cooper says if I don’t want it, it will just go back to the bank."

	"And that's what you want?"  She studied Maggie’s face closely.

	"I don't see what else I can do.  I sure don't know anything about running an apartment building and there's no way I can afford to move to New York City!"  Maggie laughed at the ludicrous notion.

	"Maggie Claydon, I asked you if that's what you really want to happen.  I don't believe it is."

	Their eyes met.

	"You can't be serious, Mrs. Everhart."

	"A girl like you spends her whole life wondering about her family, her roots, without one single visitor the whole first twenty-two years of her life.  And then one day, finds out she had a family who left a piece of themselves behind and it's yours for the taking, and you're going to let little things like distance and the price of a ticket keep you from finding out about who they were?  What they were like?  Why you’re the person you are today?"

	Flustered, Maggie answered, "You mean just up and quit my job?  Fly off to where I don't know anybody, to a place I've never been and live who knows where, and pretend I know the first thing about running an apartment building?"

	"Is your life so happy and meaningful, your job so rewarding, that it's unthinkable that there might be something better, more fulfilling than what you've got right now?  You haven't got a single thing holding you here from where I'm sitting.  Only memories, and you can take those with you wherever you go.  Maybe it's time you got on with the rest of your life.  You'll never forget the past, Maggie.  You had no control over the circumstances.  But only you can decide what you want to make of the future."

	Maggie stood and walked under the big oak tree.  Was it really so impossible to give it serious consideration?  Lately she’d been questioning her purpose in life, how she wasn’t contributing anything in any way, not touching or being touched by anyone, just working to exist.  Maybe Mrs. Everhart was right about there being nothing to stop her from leaving, that she needed this challenge, this leap of faith in herself.  How could she have so easily been willing to give away something that was the first real link to her family, something that could, at last, mean she belonged somewhere?  If she tried and failed, she could always sell the building later, couldn't she?  She could be a waitress in New York City the same as in North Miami Beach, couldn’t she?

	She walked back over to the table.  

	"I guess I ought to at least find out how much a bus ticket is to New York City."

	Mrs. Everhart smiled, "I've saved some money for a rainy day, so if you're short, call me.  I would hope you'd come and say good-bye anyway."

	"Of course I would!  You’ve always been my real family," Maggie’s eyes filled.  

	She’d been right in coming to see the woman she’d always loved and trusted.  The old woman loved Maggie enough to unselfishly want her to make a new life, even if it meant leaving her behind.















































Chapter seven





	Maggie was so wrapped up in her thoughts that she nearly forgot to get off and transfer buses at the shopping center.  It was after four o'clock by the time she got home, collapsed on her bed and lay staring up at the ceiling.

	She wondered whether she was crazy to really consider going through with it.  Mrs. Everhart had always been an inspiration to her, who clearly felt she should go.  Maggie, at twenty-two, knew nothing of life except waiting tables and at that, were it not for her employee discount, would barely have been able to eat three meals a day.  

	How much money did a landlord make and how much was the rent?  What if she needed a second job to make ends meet and it was too far to catch the bus?  She had no car, no license to drive.  And what about the weather in New York City?  The heating bill would be expensive in the winter.  She managed without air conditioning in Florida, but heat would be a necessity.  She didn't own any warm clothes, least of all a winter coat!

	She would call Mr. Cooper and tell him it was impossible, that's all.  The bank would take the building back and probably sell it for what they could and that would be that.  But what if it took a long time to sell it?  Who would be the landlord until they did?  What if something happened like a fire or a robbery, or the heat stopped working in the middle of winter?  Would a bank care about the people who lived there?  Bankers sat in a bank.

	Maybe she should call Mr. Cooper and ask him all these questions first, so she could put her mind at ease before telling him no.  Definitely no.

	"Holy cow!  What day is it?"  She sat bolt upright on her bed.  She had a calendar somewhere.  Where had she put it?  She checked her dresser drawers, then the closet.  She ran to the kitchen and went through her pile of bills on the counter looking for the letter from Mr. Cooper.  She'd had thirty days, but what was the date on the letter?  What day was it today?

	She rifled the kitchen drawers knowing she hadn't thrown it away.  The nightstand by her bed-- she’d put it in the drawer.  She went to the bedroom, yanked the drawer open and there was the calendar beneath the letter and the business card.  She looked at the date on the letter, then the calendar.  Today had to be the last Saturday of the month because the rent was coming due this Friday.  She counted the days from October the twenty-second, the date of the letter, to November the twenty-second, today's date.

	"Oh no!"  She covered her face with the calendar.  Thirty days had already passed.  "How could I have let this happen?  Why didn’t I go and talk to Mrs. Everhart right away?"  She fell back on her bed.  A moment later she sprang up and ran to the phone with the lawyer's card in her hand and methodically dialed.

	There was no answer at his office.  

	"How could no one be there?"  Because it was Saturday, the answer came back.  By Monday morning it would be far too late.  She looked again at the card.  “His home number’s right here---I'm not only late, I'm blind!"  Her hand shook as she dialed the number.  "Please answer the phone.  Please."

	"Hello," a female said after the fourth ring.

	"Hi.  Hello.  Is this Mr. Cooper's residence?"

	"Yes it is," the kind voice reassured.

	"Is he at home?  I really need to talk to him today because by tomorrow it will be too late, if it isn't already."

	"Dear me, sounds like I best run and get him.  Would you hold on for a moment, please?"

	Maggie squeezed her amber eyes closed trying not to think about the money ticking away with the passing seconds.  She would need every penny, if it wasn't too late.

	"Calvin Cooper."

	"This is Maggie Claydon, Mr. Cooper.  I'm calling about the apartment building my grandparents left me, remember?  I'm sorry it's taken me so long, but I've decided I'd like to take it on and keep it in the family.  I know it's been thirty-one days already, Mr. Cooper, but that's counting the day I got the letter and I need to know if that day counts.  Have I lost it?"  Maggie closed her eyes awaiting the answer.

	Cooper looked up at the ceiling and shook his head.  He knew he should’ve told her more about the property; its state of disrepair; the decline of the area; the difficult tenants; the complaints that had fallen on her step-grandfather's deaf ears.  How could he let this young, inexperienced girl walk into all these problems without warning her?

	"Ms. Claydon, before we go any further, I feel an obligation to tell you what you're up against."

	"You mean the bank?  Won't they understand if it's only one day past the deadline?  And that's only if you count---"

	"No, it isn't the bank I'm speaking of."  Good Lord, the bank will be only too glad to be rid of the headache.  "I suppose I should have told you more about the place when first 

we spoke, but to be honest with you Ms. Claydon, I never dreamt you’d want to do this.  How old are you, if I may ask?"

	"I was twenty-two last April."

	This is a disaster.  She's just a child.  

	"Ms. Claydon, we have to talk.  Let me call you back.  I noted your number on your file last time, so I still have it.  I’ll call you right back."  He hung up the phone in the kitchen, went to his study and closed the door for privacy.  Should he try to talk her out of it?  She sounded spirited, headstrong.  He could stall, tell her he'd just spoken with the banker and the time had expired.  But that wasn't ethical, nor was it his place to discourage her.  He would simply state a few of the numerous problems she would face and see if she weakened.  He certainly couldn't tell her not to come.  If it weren't for the letter he'd sent, he wouldn't be in this position.  He’d done his job and he knew better than to be swayed by his personal feelings.  It was her decision to make and after that, it was out of his hands.

	"I'm sorry for the delay, I wanted to switch phones.  Now then, Ms. Claydon."

	"Why don't you call me Maggie.  You've been so nice to me, calling me back and all so we could talk some more.  Truth is, I have some questions I wanted to ask you."

	"Fine, Maggie.  Go ahead and ask and I'll do my best."

	"First of all, you haven’t said if I’m too late already.  Am I?"

	"No.  I'm sure the bank would be lenient over one day."

	She sighed a great sigh of relief, wanting it more than anything suddenly.	

	"I was wondering, how much will the rent be on the apartment?  And how much money did my grandfather owe the bank that I have to pay back?  Oh, and I don't have a car or even a license, but I don't mind walking or taking the bus.  But how far is the apartment from where I could catch the bus, or get to the grocery store?  And I was wondering... about how much do you think it would cost to heat the apartment in winter, ‘cause I was thinking I might look for a second job to see me through until I know if I can handle the expenses with just being the landlord.”

	Dear God.  Cooper massaged his temples.  

	"Ms. Claydon--Maggie,  I don't know where to begin or how to tell you this.  But there's a lot of work that needs to be done to the building.  I'm afraid your grandfather wasn't on the best of terms with the tenants.  He had, more or less, let the place run down and truthfully, it isn't located in the most desirable of areas.  You'll have seven apartments plus your own to be responsible for, as well as the maintenance for the building and grounds, and the people who live there are much, much older than you, and not easily dealt with."  Cooper felt as though he’d barely scratched the surface.

	"You haven't told me how much the rent is on my grandfather's apartment.  Let's start with that."

	"As the landlord, the apartment is paid for by the profit on the other seven rentals."

	"Are you telling me I can live there and not pay any rent?"

	"It's part of the agreement that the landlord pays no rent."

	"Then I won't sweat the small stuff, Mr. Cooper.  I'm not afraid of hard work.  The tenants deserve to complain if things have been neglected for a long time.  It's their home and they've got their rights.  Don't you worry, Mr. Cooper, I'll put everything right that my grandfather let go.  My lease is up here in January and I’ll need to give a one month notice where I work.  A waitress quit the day before yesterday and they're short handed as it is.  Do you think the bank will give me thirty days to move, once they know I'm going to take the property over?  If it’s a problem, I can probably pay this months rent to cover that apartment until my lease here is up, then I’ll get my security deposit back.  What do you think the bank will say, Mr. Cooper?"

	"If you're sure about this, the bank will want it in writing, so I'll be sending you something to sign.  Don't worry about the vacant apartment, leave that to me.  Ms. Claydon, Maggie, are you absolutely sure you want to do this?  It's not going to be easy, I assure you."

	"I'm sure.  I've got nothing to stay here for and for the first time, I'll have something of my own, that belongs to me, left me by my grandparents.  I never had a family and this is the closest I've ever been to being a part of one.  Don't you think that's important enough to try to hold on to, Mr. Cooper?"

	This girl might make it work.  

	"Give me a call and let me know what day and time you're arriving.  And Maggie, call me collect next time.  Just dial the operator and tell her you want to make a collect call."

	“Oh, all right Mr. Cooper.  I’ll be taking the bus.  Is the station very far out of your way?”

	“Not at all.  Not to worry.  Just let me know when as soon as you know.  And remember, call me collect.”

	“I will.  I’m looking forward to meeting you, Mr. Cooper.  Thank you again for everything.”

	“I’ll wait to hear from you then.  Good-night, Maggie Claydon.”

	He thought of his own dear daughter and tried to imagine if she’d had to make her way in the world all alone.  Cooper sat still for a long moment before pulling the chain on the little antique desk lamp, sitting in the darkness.  He reached into his back pocket for his monogrammed handkerchief and blew his squarish nose before rejoining his wife, Evelyn, for dessert and coffee.









































































Chapter eight



	Maggie gave her notice at work and told her apartment manager she wouldn’t be renewing her lease in January.  Whatever she owned that was worth taking would fit into two small suitcases and a medium sized carton.  

	The day before she left, she stood in front of San Sebastian Children’s Home for the last time and stared at the swing set she’d played on, then looked up to the window of what had once been her room.  She vowed she would someday give something back to the world in some small way for her good fortune, blew a kiss to the children and left.

	Next she went to visit Mrs. Everhart, who had packed her a cold lunch and dinner for the first day of the trip on the bus and had put the meals in a large thermal bag, which Maggie was to put in her refrigerator overnight to keep cold.

	"How are you fixed for money?"  Mrs. Everhart inquired.

	"I think I'll be fine.  I've got my savings and my security deposit back.  My ticket's bought and paid for.  All I have left to do is stop and buy myself a winter coat.  Mr. Cooper said it's freezing and that it's snowed already, so I'll need to have a coat for when I get there.  Do you suppose I’ll be able to buy such a thing anywhere around here?"  Her eyes flew open at the possibility that it might be impossible to find at the last minute.

	"You stay right there."  Mrs. Everhart left Maggie in the garden with a glass of milk and a plate of shortbread cookies.  Maggie walked to the roses and inhaled their soft scent, noticing how each plant was marked with a popsicle stick at its base, detailing the color and variety.  Someday, she thought, I'm going to have a lovely garden, too.

	“Now then, try this on,” the silver-haired woman approached her holding a coat open and ready for Maggie to slide into.  "I know it smells a little of camphor.  Not much use for a heavy coat down here, but it was practically brand new when I stored it a couple years ago after I’d gone to visit my sister, Theadora, in North Dakota.  There."

	The sleeves were a little short, but the hemline was perfect on Maggie's five-foot seven-inch slender frame, where Mrs. Everhart took up the length with her stockier build.  It was a beautiful, warmly lined, camelhair coat with a tie sash at the waist and detachable hood.

	"I can't take this coat!  What will you use the next time you go and visit your sister?"

	"It so happens that she's moving down here this summer.  Winter's not easy on old bones, child.  So I'll have no need for it and I'll enjoy knowing you're wearing it.  The gloves are in the pocket.  I haven't a scarf; my sister took a liking to that.  Make sure to get yourself a nice warm one and don't forget, you'll need good, waterproof boots for the snow."

	Maggie threw herself into the kind woman's arms just as she had when she was little, crying to be leaving her, suddenly feeling as though she couldn’t possibly.

	“I know... I know it’s hard...” the woman rocked and comforted her.  

	"If I send you a ticket, will you come and visit me when the weather gets warmer?"  Maggie’s voice trembled like a small child’s.

	Mrs. Everhart pulled back and looked into Maggie's damp face. "I don't see why not.  Perhaps not this summer, but maybe next.  Give you time to adjust and get a feel for the city so you can show me around.  In the meantime, call me when you get settled in and give me your address and telephone number.  Let me hear from you once in awhile."

	"I love you, Mrs. Everhart.  I always will."  She thought her heart would break.

	"I know honey, and I love you.  Always have."  They embraced for a long time.  "You've got a long three day trip ahead of you, so make sure you get plenty of rest tonight.  And Maggie, if you ever need anything, don't hesitate to call.  I have all the faith in the world in you.  Remember the little gold key you wear around your neck means I’ll always be with you.  I know someday you'll find the happiness you deserve, Maggie.  Be a good girl and take extra good care of yourself for me, until I see you again."

	Maggie sniffled all the way home on the two buses, oblivious to the people who wondered about the sad girl who toted around a large thermal bag and carried a heavy winter coat in the sweltering, eighty-six degree Florida heat.

	She was perspiring heavily after walking home from the bus stop in the blazing sun with the coat and heavy bag slung over her shoulder.  She stopped at the corner and bought a boxed chicken dinner and a beer for later on, since her refrigerator was empty.  Once home, she put the bag in the refrigerator, laid the coat on top of the box by the door and took a cool shower.  She ate the fried chicken cold that last night in her apartment and set her alarm for five-fifteen a.m.

	She checked one last time to be sure her money and bus ticket were safely in her purse before turning out the light.  Tired as she was, she tossed and turned with excitement and apprehension.  Tomorrow would be the beginning of a whole new life.

	She reached up and held the little gold key around her neck and felt Mrs. Everhart’s arms around her telling her she was loved.  It was the first time anyone had ever said that to her.  She’d always known it, but they’d never said the words to each other.  She was bound and determined that she would do her best to make Francine Everhart proud of her.





