CHAPTER ONE

“Testing, testing.” The mike made one of those horrible screeching noises, and Candy playfully covered her ears. “Oops, sorry folks.” She smiled at the people gathered around her and nodded to a few familiar faces. “Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome to the Candy Bar.”

Candy, dressed in a skimpy animal print dress and cowboy boots and a straw hat, was scanning the crowd, ready to introduce me. 

The timing couldn’t have been worse. I had a champagne glass in one hand and an appetizer in the other. Knowing I would be expected to shake hands, I popped the bite-size quiche into my mouth.

Size does count. Trust me. Like so many good things in life, it was bigger than I’d expected. Bigger than the Hope diamond, bigger than my last guy’s. . .whatever. 

I tried to swallow but it made me gag. For most women that is a common enough complaint, but this was a more serious problem. I couldn’t breathe.  

Candy was smiling at me and my mouth was stuffed, causing my cheeks to pop out like a happy little chipmunk’s. Still, I nodded and wriggled my fingers at her as though I was having the time of my life.

“Thank you for coming here tonight to pay tribute to one of our local artists. As you can see by the wonderful paintings on the wall, she is a very talented young lady. And gorgeous to boot. Susie Levine, come on up here.”

Oh, my God. I couldn’t swallow the damn thing, and everybody was craning their necks to see me. I took a hesitant step toward the stage, and my mother decided right then to give me an encouraging nudge.

The nudge was just enough to lodge the miniature spinach quiche in the back of my throat. I began to choke, terrified at any second I might hurl. I pictured these elegant, somewhat snooty people, dressed in everything from Versace to J.Lo, ducking from the small green chunks as they floated through space in slow motion. 

“Susie, go on up there.” My mother took my arm to move me along. “Everybody’s waiting for you.”

I pulled away, giving her a wild-eyed look.

“Not now, Susie,” she said sternly. “You are not going to do one of your disappearing acts. Not tonight.”

The thing is--given a chance it’s my nature to screw things up. So why had I expected tonight to be different? Especially considering I’d been a head-case all day, running around like some kind of battery operated bunny.

Panicking, I clamped my hand over my mouth and attempted to swallow the green lump that was determined to cut off my air supply. Unable to speak I tried to convey with my eyes that I was in the midst of a full blown quiche crisis. 

“What is the matter, Susie? Have you got something in your eye?” Mom leaned closer. “Can’t see anything.”  

Finally I gave up sending her covert messages and spun around on my heels. I collided with someone and didn’t notice I’d sloshed his red wine because. . .well, because, quite honestly, my eyes were glued to the man behind him. Brett Hamilton, my first school-girl crush. 

I had been friends with his sister Kara and spent a lot of time hanging around their home, partly to be with her, mostly to moon over him. He’d been a senior in high school while I was a flat-chested, pre-puberty kid in sixth grade, but that hadn’t stopped me from dreaming that one day he’d say, ‘Susie, you’re the only woman for me.’ 

Didn’t happen. He gave his football jersey to the home-coming Queen and they were married a few years later.

But now he was smiling at me, and my heart did a little pitter-patter. He stepped toward me, and in my excitement I sucked in a deep breath that made me choke, freeing the obstruction in my throat. My mouth dropped open, and out flew the piece of green mush.  

A well dressed elegant man with fine features and slicked back silver hair was standing between my dream and me, and he got quiched. A waiter cruised by carrying a silver tray loaded with drinks, and I grabbed several napkins to swipe the guck from the man’s Armani tux and murmured my apologies.

“Are you all right, young lady?” the man asked, as I cleaned his tux and he gazed down my cleavage. A fair exchange, in my opinion.

I shook my head. I knew that at any second I might crumble and dissolve into humiliating tears. 

“Susie?” Candy still had the mike in her hand and was calling me. “Don’t be shy. Get up here.”

I didn’t dare look at Brett. Frantically, I pushed past people but they were everywhere, closing in. I was losing it--not necessarily a rare occurrence for me--but I fought the wave of humanity between me and the ladies room and plowed through. 

By this time I was hyper-ventilating and needed to chill. I sat on a toilet seat and blew into some rolled toilet paper in lieu of a paper bag. In--out. Slow, measured breaths. In--out. 

My mother came in. “Susie, are you in here?”

I raised my feet so she wouldn’t see them below the door and kept silent, waiting for her to leave. Finally the door slammed behind her, and I was alone.

As I sat on the hard, cold seat, I thought about Brett and wondered what he was doing here. This was a by-invitation-only event, and he didn’t have one. Not that I minded seeing him, but why tonight of all nights? And where was the lucky beauty queen? Sipping champagne and snickering at the spectacle I’d made of myself, more than likely. 

Shit, shit, shit!

I was the frickin’ star attraction. Those were my paintings that people came to see. They might be mediocre at best, but that didn’t alter the fact that everybody in the bar tonight, maybe with the exception of the two of them, came to celebrate me. I didn’t need to hide in a bathroom stall. Wonderful things were waiting for me just behind that door. I only needed the courage to open it.

Aha! But that was the crux of the matter. I lacked courage. I hadn’t wanted this damn art show; I wasn’t ready to display my paintings to the world, but my well meaning friends had talked me into it. In their defense, I must admit they did all the work, sent out all the invitations, and told me all I had to do was turn up. Which I had. Unfortunately, so did all the other people.

But still, it was my night to shine. My night, not some damn has been home-coming queen who rode off in the sunset with the man of my dreams. Well, fuck her, and the horse.

Filled with renewed determination, I straightened my shoulders and pushed my way out of the stall. I walked over to the counter of mirrors with my head held high. I stared at my reflection and spoke aloud.

“You are talented,” I said sternly. “And you’re beautiful. You. . are. . not. . a. . loser.” I glared at my image, daring it to refute me. Seeing the wild look in my eye, it wisely kept silent.

After washing my hands and gargling with a minty mouth wash, I ran a brush through my long blonde hair, then tugged at the strapless top, and straightened the red gown over my hips. I used a cool paper towel to pat my forehead, and mop the perspiration from my brow.

Suddenly, I stopped what I was doing. What the hell? What was wrong with my eye? I leaned closer to the mirror. One eyelid was drooping lower than the other.  

I tried to hold the lid in place and widen my eye to see if it would stay there, but the muscle had gone slack. What the frig was going on? My throat closing and this lax feeling in my face? This wasn’t right. 

Oh, no! The botox. I’d only used a little bit—not even the entire capsule. 

Before coming here I’d seen a crevice on my face bigger than the San Andreas Fault line. I kept a small supply tucked away in the back of my fridge. Just In Case. For those unexpected emergencies in life when you just never knew, but suddenly someone or something came along, and you had to look your very best. You needed to dazzle, not merely shine. 

I hurried to get the syringe and the botox capsule and felt no trepidation when I inserted the needle into my brow and plunged the compressor down. 

Although I’d never done it to myself, I was no virgin to the experience. Still, the moment I felt my face begin to freeze I got panicky and dropped the syringe without giving myself the entire shot. Maybe my instincts knew something was wrong, because right now they were screaming at me. 

Fool, moron, imbecile! 
I might not be the brightest penny in the kitty, but I realized I had more serious problems than just rude instincts. I began to freak out, guessing I’d probably paralyzed a part of my face since my one eyelid refused to stay up, and hung loose like a flap of foreskin.

I touched my nose, my cheeks, my forehead, and everything was numb. Goose bumps pebbled on my flesh, and yet I felt feverish at the same time. A sick, panicky feeling crept all over me. Hell, maybe I was going to die, right here in this bathroom. How long would it be before somebody found me?

I’d be lying on the floor, unconscious, foaming at the mouth, and Candy would walk in. Her scream would raise the alarm, and Lydia and Fran would come running. Then they’d collectively sit on the cold tiled floor, and weep over my dead body, wishing they hadn’t insisted on this stupid art show.

Okay, that was not going to happen. 

I had to calm down. My breathing was fine; my heart-rate steady. I was not going to keel over dead. I just felt like I had Novocain all over my face. It was similar to being in a dentist chair when your jaw is numb, only it was my entire face. Frickin’ ass scary, but I hadn’t given myself a lethal injection. It was just Botox, I told myself. It was sure to wear off. Still, maybe I should tell someone just in case. 

But who to call?

My three best friends were just outside the door. But they already thought I mistreated my body with all the surgery and liposuction I’d had. Most of it had been necessary, but the lipo, the repeated Botox and Restylane and corrective peels were mostly for vanity. Okay, okay—strictly for vanity. 

Good friends or not, they couldn’t possibly understand the importance of beauty to me. I mean, if I had the choice between say, a beautiful face, a billion dollars, or Brad Pitt, beauty would win hands down.

Perhaps you had to be born a freak before you’d appreciate the importance of how you looked, and how people looked at you. Since none of them had the same early childhood experiences as me, they could not understand my obsession. 

Under no circumstance did I want my family to know. 

That left one person--Helga, my therapist.  

I hit speed-dial. After several rings her message machine came on. I was about to hang up when I heard her voice. It sounded hoarse, as if she’d been sound asleep.

“Helga, it’s me. I’m sorry to be calling so late but I need you.”

She sighed. “Susie. I’m fast asleep. Call me in the morning.”

“Don’t hang up. Please? It’s important and I need you.”  

Helga muttered something about me being too needy and that I should get a life.

“Helga! Cut me some slack. This is serious.”

Isn’t Helga an awful name for a therapist? Helga Wiese. The name makes you think of army boots and perhaps a swastika or two. But she’s cool. The problem is when she retired I told her she couldn’t and that I needed her, so maybe she had a point that I was too needy, but she could have chosen a better time to make it. 

“Susie, we have boundaries. You know you are not supposed to call me at all hours unless it’s an emergency.”

“This is an emergency.” I dug my nails into the palms of my hands to stop myself from shrieking. “I’m worried sick. I think I messed up my face.”

I quickly told her the details while mentally gathering the courage to check the mirror again. Take a deep breath and look. It won’t be so bad.

I glanced at the mirror and screamed.

“Susie!” Helga yelled in the phone. “Calm down and call your father. Whatever it is you’ve done, he’ll help you.”

“No way.” I started to sob. “Helga, my harelip is back. I’m so ugly I can’t look at myself.”

“You are not. You have a distorted view of yourself. Now, don’t look in the mirror. Just feel your nose, your mouth, and tell me what you feel.”

I did as she said. “It feels the way it’s supposed to.” Hope flared in my chest. “It feels normal.”

“See, Susie. It’s just your perception of yourself that’s distorted. Not your perfect face.”

“You think so?” Oh, please let it be true.

“I’m sure of it. But it wouldn’t hurt to call your father just the same.”

“I can’t. He already thinks I’m a screw-up.”

“Then he won’t be disappointed, will he?” she said sweetly.

Just as I was trying to think up a smart retort the door cracked open.

“Hey, there you are.” It was my friend, Fran. We work in the same law firm and everybody thinks she’s frumpy and makes a joke of her, but not around me.   

“Don’t be hiding in here,” she said. “Everybody wants to meet you. Your paintings are creating quite a buzz.”

I kept my head averted, and mumbled, “I’ll be right out. Thanks, Fran.”

I got back to Helga on the cell-phone. “Look, Dad would drop-kick me if he found out about this, so that’s not an option.”

“Perhaps you should have thought about that before you injected botulism into your face,” Helga suggested in a sing-song manner.

I started to say, ‘bite me,’ but controlled the urge. I really did think the world of Helga. And she is the only person in the world who really knows me inside out. Besides my family, that is. They have me figured out pretty good, but find me lacking. I can’t please them no matter what. With Helga, I don’t have to try. She accepts me, flawed and all, and is normally quite supportive.

“Yeah, well, I didn’t know it was going to be bad, now did I? And besides, I needed it.”

“And how did that work out for you?”

Her support system was failing me right about now, and I was getting a bit pissed off. “Look, don’t worry. Go back to sleep. I’ll call you tomorrow.” I hung up on her, and felt a tiny bit smug.  

A group of young, attractive girls came in, laughing as though they were having a wonderful time. I was the one who should be out there drinking champagne, flirting with hot guys in tuxes, wowing the art world, wowing Brett, instead of hiding out in the ladies room with my face sliding toward the floor.  

I knew I had to leave before anyone saw me, so I walked past the girls and back into the bar. In the corner I saw Lydia at the piano and her boyfriend, Jed. He was sitting next to her, and they were gazing romantically at each other and didn’t notice me. 

Candy was pouring flutes of champagne, and Fran was walking around with a silver platter filled with the delicious mini crab-cakes she’d made. Brett was sitting at the bar chatting up one of the pretty cocktail waitresses.

And me? 

I ducked behind some people and bee-lined it toward the exit. The lights began to flicker, and the brick walls were slick with sweat. I heard Candy laugh, and shout to her customers that magic was in the air.

As I pushed through the door, I felt a tinkling pass through me. It was so quick and fleeting that it might have been nothing. I would describe the sensation like a champagne fizz, a light airy sparkle, nothing more. I do remember thinking how I’d like to be truly beautiful from the inside out. Any other thought I may have had was whisked away when I stepped outside.

Thunder rumbled in the black sky, and then a flash of lightning came bolting down toward me. I jumped and shrieked. The sky lit up like the fourth of July as electricity sparked and flashed and danced, reminding me of Rock concerts, magic mushrooms, and light shows. 

By the time I reached the car I was drenched and shaken. Running to the car I’d half expected to get zapped, but somehow I managed to get the door open and slide inside. From my place of safety I watched the lightening rip open the sky and thought how incredibly beautiful it looked in all of its menacing, malevolent glory. I’d never seen the night as eerie before; like something out of a Tim Burton movie, and my fingers itched to paint it. 

With a final flash of lightning came the wish--to view the world as I was seeing it tonight--vividly, with passion and depth so I could be the greatest painter ever.

CHAPTER TWO

The moment I opened my apartment door, Merrybell, my Persian cat, wrapped her head around my legs. I could feel her tiny whiskers tickle my ankle bone, and the sensation caused the fine hairs to stand up on my arms. 

“Not now, kitty.” Gently, I pushed her away and headed for the bathroom mirror. I turned on the light and used the magnifying mirror to study my face. 

I desperately wanted to believe Helga was right, but all I could see was the ugly mug I’d been born with. It felt all right when I touched it with my fingers, but I still wasn’t convinced. 

A teardrop fell onto my hand. I looked at it, frowned, and flicked it away. I had to get a grip. This could not be real. Bad botox couldn’t mess up years of corrective surgery. Of course, it couldn’t. I was okay. My deformity was gone forever, never to return. The fact that I couldn’t feel my lip twist in that hideous harelip meant it wasn’t there. Didn’t it?

The mirrors were wrong. All of them. 

I picked up a hairbrush and threw it, hoping to shatter the image reflected there, to break it into a million pieces, but it didn’t even crack. My heart was heavy as I turned away and headed toward my bedroom’s walk-in closet.

I hung up my gorgeous new dress that I bought from MaxMara for tonight, slipped on my nighty, removed my make-up, and snuggled on the sofa with my cat. She purred as I stroked her and confided my darkest secrets.

“I didn’t belong at the art show, ‘Bell. I was out of place, just as I’ve been most of my life.” Cat licked my face and purred in agreement. “You know me. I always thought I had mixed up genes, or there was a mistake in the hospital. Someone fucked up, either upstairs or down. I never belonged with my family, that’s for sure.”

My father, a plastic surgeon, was tall and handsome, with perfect silver hair. Mother used his skills to retain her youthful, stunning good looks. Leanne too, was tall, slim, and attractive, and so far had avoided going under the knife. 

As for me. Not only was I born with a cleft lip but I never grew taller than five feet four, my teeth had needed straightening, my thighs were too big, my nose didn’t tilt the right way--the Levine Way--and that was just a few of my crimes. But Dad had fixed me a little at a time, and now on the outside I was a very attractive girl.

I was, I repeated firmly. Botulism could make my face go slack but it couldn’t bring a harelip back.

I heard the phone ring but didn’t get up to answer it. My answering machine picked up and I heard my friends’ concerned voices.

“Susie? Where the hell are you?” That was Candy. “People wanted to meet you and you’d disappeared.”

The next was Fran. “What happened to you? We are worried. Give one of us a call, okay Hon?”

Lydia was the final call. “Hey, girlfriend. Just checking in to make sure you got home safe and sound. Give us a jingle.”

I would have liked to reassure them, but I couldn’t. If I explained about the botox they’d drag my ass off to emergency, and then the guy who gave it to me would get into trouble. He might lose his job or be charged with something, all because he’d said yes when I asked if I could have some of those free samples the competing companies hand out. I had to protect him.   

I did call him up and ask if I was going to die. He said I’d be all right, but that it could take a few months for the paralysis to go away completely. To be safe, he suggested I go to the ER and say the sample packages came from an unreliable source. But I didn’t want to hang around the emergency room and have people looking at me like I’m some kind of freak.  

I wouldn’t be able to go to work looking like this, and I definitely didn’t want my friends seeing me. I had to get out of Dodge.





*

I drove to the end of the line. Next stop Cuba. It was hot and muggy, the sun was shining, and nobody gave me a second look. Key West had enough kooky characters so I blended right in. 

The first thing I did was search for affordable lodging. I wasn’t sure how long I’d be staying, but possibly a week, maybe more. Someone suggested a B&B on the fringe of town, and to my delight it had a lovely shaded garden, which was ideal for me to relax if I wanted, or to work when I got the urge. 

After I unpacked my bag, I called my sister.

“Yes, I’ll be glad to look after Merrybell, but you’ve got to tell me where you are.” Leanne wheedled, “Come on. I’m worried about you. You left right in the middle of your show. What happened? Did you panic, honey? Is that it?”

“Yes, yes, that’s what happened.” I jumped on the excuse. “I’ll be all right in a couple of days. Please, don’t worry about me. I just need a little R&R. You know how I get under stress.”

“Yes, you’ve had a lot on your plate lately, what with work, night school, and this show. The whole family is so proud of you for starting that paralegal course.”

“Yeah, well, they don’t need to be. I’ve only been going for seven months and it’s tough.”

“I know it is, Sweetie. It’s going to be very hard work continuing your day job and completing a two-year degree course, but you can do this. We’re all rooting for you.”

I worked as a receptionist for a law firm, and they practically promised to promote me to a paralegal as soon as I was done with the course.

“We’ll see. I’m starting to think I bit off more than I can chew.” 

“Oh, Susie, life is never easy for you, is it?”

“No, I guess not. So, you’re cover for me?”

“Of course. I’ll make an excuse to tell Mom and Dad so they won’t worry, and I’ll pick up Merrybell and bring her home. McKenzie will love taking care of her. She wants a pet so bad. Just promise me you’ll call me every single day.”

“I will, and thanks. She eats one of those small cans once a day and a little dried food.”

“I’ll tell her. She’ll baby that cat to death, don’t you worry.”

“I know she will.” McKenzie is Leanne’s perfect little six-year-old. A darling, beautiful little girl and I would give anything in the world to have one just like her.

“I love you guys. You’re the best sister in the whole world. And it won’t be long, I promise.”

“One week. I want you home in one week. Okay?”

“Sure.” I sincerely hoped to be. I didn’t want to lose my job, but on the other hand I couldn’t possibly greet people as a receptionist with a droopy eye. 

And so I went around Key West wearing big, dark sunglasses, even in the bars and restaurants, and kept my chin up and my spirits high. Margaritas helped, of course. But it wasn’t just the refreshing taste of those icy, tangy drinks sliding down my throat that made me feel good. It was the rich new awareness of everything around me.

Maybe the botox I’d injected hit more than a nerve. Maybe it freed the artistic side of my brain, because I was definitely seeing. Sights and sounds were exploding on my senses, and I was sucking it all in. 

Little things caught my eye. The sunlight glimmering on the water, a cloud drifting by, images of everyday life registered with me differently. I had always had an artist’s eye and paid attention to detail, but now, wow, things just popped right out at me. It was like viewing the world through a kaleidoscope or having X-ray vision. 

The sunsets are legendary in Key West, and painting them was pure pleasure. My father thinks art for me is a hobby, but he doesn’t understand. Painting a beautiful picture fills me with happiness in the way a birdsong does. It makes me smile inside. 

My senses were awakened, and small insignificant things brought me unbelievable pleasure. Walking the beach barefoot and wiggling my toes in the sand, for example. The taste of an ice cream cone melting on my tongue. Things I used to take for granted became a rich, rewarding experience, and I wanted to gobble everything up.  

It was the third week of July and the annual Hemmingway look-a-like contest was taking place. When I finished painting for the day, I hung out at Sloppy Joes with a few of the old guys. We enjoyed our drink related music, and chillin’ in typical Key West style. One Hemmingway wannabee was a computer analyst who designed programs for Microsoft. Another was a pharmaceutical sales rep from New Jersey. The third was a violinist for a blues band in New York’s Village, and the sweetest one of all was a biker named Bill.

I carried around charcoal and paper everywhere I went. I sketched pictures of them, and the bar and the beach, and the people on the sidewalk. I was a sketching fool, and I’ve never been happier.    

 “So, Susie,” one of them asked. “You planning on leaving us soon?”

“I don’t think so.” I fanned myself with a coaster. “The only one missing me is my cat, and if she’s anything like me, she’s probably taken off too. We’re both working on commitment issues.”

He gave me a quizzical look. “You ain’t told nobody where you are?”

“My sister knows. She’s looking after Merrybell for me.”

“I don’t get it. A good looking girl like you hanging out with a bunch of old fuddy-duds like us. You running away from a boyfriend, or something?”

“I’ve gone AWOL.” I pushed my sunglasses up my nose. “I took a temporary leave of my senses.”

I grinned, and they chuckled.

A big man was standing at the entrance of the bar. His stance was familiar, but with the sun behind him I couldn’t see his features. He scanned the room searching for somebody, and instinctively I tried to make myself small.

His voice boomed, “There you are,” as he strode purposely toward me.

I cringed. The fact he was here meant Leanne had folded under pressure and told him where to find me. The traitor. When we were kids she had tried to protect me, covering up my blunders, taking the blame for things I did because she felt guilty for being the “beautiful one”. Looks like her guilt ran out.

I tried to slide down further in my chair, but I couldn’t hide from my father now anymore than I could as a child. 

He took me by the arm. “Come on, Susan. It’s time to go home.”

That’s the nice thing about dad. He’s not the mushy type.

“Hey, Dad. How’d you find me?”

“It doesn’t matter how. It’s just a good thing I did before you do something stupid.”

I bristled. “Like what?”

“Like get into stuff you shouldn’t, and have to go back into rehab.”

“That was seven years ago.” I glared at him, and raised my voice. “One mistake and you can’t ever let me forget it. Can you?”

My new friends asked, “You all right, Susie?”

I nodded and shrugged. Pulling out my wallet, I put a twenty on the table. “Guess my vacation is up. But it was a wild ride.”

Dad tilted back my chair, and I stumbled as I rose. He gave me a disgusted look. “What are you on? Drugs, booze, or both?”

I pulled my arm out of his grasp. “None of your business. I didn’t ask you to come here, and now, politely, I’m going to ask you to leave.”

He propelled me forward, and I tried to hold my ground.

One of the Hemmingway’s stood up and pushed my father in the chest. “You heard the lady. Back off.”

My dad told him to take a hike in some other words, then the Ernest fellow got really earnest and pushed his belly into my dad, knocking him backward over the chair.

Dad’s about six feet and a hundred eighty, and he’s a triple A personality. Not the kind to be pushed around. He scrambled off the floor and lunged at my protector.

Unfortunately, he lunged at the wrong one and careened into one of the innocent Hemmingway by-standers. This guy didn’t like having his gut rammed by my father’s head, and used his fist to ward him off.

Father went flying, and I ran to his aid. I tried to pull him up but he flailed at me and got me right in the face. All three Hemmingway’s tackled him at once. Tables were upended, chairs went flying, and Dad and I were in the midst of a free-for-all.

I was scared for my dad, so I grabbed him by the arm and hissed, “Keep low and follow me.” The two of us hunched down, sneaking around the tables and chairs, making our way toward the exit. No one seemed to notice. They were too hell bent on throwing punches.

Dad was looking a little disheveled. His tie was twisted around the back of his neck, his pants were dirty, and there was blood on his shirt. Oh, oh. His nose was bleeding.

“Dad, I’m so sorry. Let me go back inside and get some napkins to clean you up.”

He squeezed his nose with his thumb and index finger and kept his head back to stop the flow of blood. “Don’t you dare go in there,” he growled. “My car is over here. Come on. Let’s get out of this dump.”  

Once we got to his car, he had tissues in his glove compartment. I made an attempt to clean his shirt, but he brushed my hand away.

“Don’t touch me, Susan. I’m so mad at you right now that I might lose the little control I have.”

“I’m sorry, Daddy.”

The bleeding had stopped, thank goodness. He was using a bottle of water and the tissues to clean his face, and soak up the stains on his Brooks Brother’s blue and white striped shirt.

“How many times in my life am I going to hear that?” He glowered at me. “When are you going to stop screwing up? You’re twenty-seven years old. You should be behaving responsibly by now.” He peered into my face, “Is there something wrong with your eye?”

“No,” I turned my head away. “I have a sty or something. No big deal.”

“Why are you here, Susie? What happened with your job?”

“Nothing, Dad. I just needed a little break, that’s all. I’ve been under a lot of pressure lately with the course and the exams, besides working, and getting ready for the art show. I needed some quiet space. That’s all.”

He sighed. “Why don’t you just do one thing and one thing well?”

“I paint well,” I said defensively, “but that doesn’t cut it with you.”

“Try earning a living off it,” he sneered. “That’s why they call themselves starving artists.” 

He backed out of the parking lot and got to the main road. “Which way?”

“Right, at the stop sign.” I directed him to the B&B, and we drove the short distance in strained silence. Silence was preferable to speaking because we’ve never had the ability to communicate with each other. Sadly, all our conversations lately ended in argument.

Dad drove away, and I packed my paintings and belongings into my car, checked out, and began the long trek home.


*

The two lane highway through the Keys takes forever even without traffic, but I was in no particular rush. I was trying to figure out how to keep the name of the guy who’d supplied the bad botox a secret. I’d have my eyes poked with red hot needles, eat a bowl of squiggly maggots, and have my tongue ripped from my throat before giving him up. I couldn’t let Mike get into trouble for not standing up to me.

Oops. I just said his name. Mike Zimmerman. He’s a pharmaceutical rep, and a hottie, and I refuse to get him into trouble. Dad had been so upset by the bar brawl he had accepted my excuse of a sty. But I wouldn’t be so lucky a second time. He’s got x-ray vision when it comes to me.

Since I had two hours to kill, I decided to call my friends and tell them I was on my way back.

“Hey, Fran. I’m in my car and on my way home. Did you miss me?”

She didn’t laugh. “Dammit, Susie, we were worried about you.”

“I know. I’m sorry about the show. I really am. You all worked so hard to make the evening a success and I blew it.”

“We don’t care about that. We’re just concerned about you. And I think we’d like some kind of explanation as to why you split.”

“I panicked, okay?” I blew my bangs out of my eyes and gave a weary sigh. “I had an anxiety attack, and I fled the scene.”

“No phone calls or emails?” Her voice rose. “The only thing we get from you in two weeks was one lousy postcard sent to the Candy Bar. And it didn’t say anything except that you were fine.” 

I can’t lie. Every time I do I feel so guilty about it that I wished I’d been honest in the first place. So, after a couple of seconds I confessed. “Okay, okay. The truth is, I had a bad reaction to botox and partially paralyzed my face.”

“Jesus, Susie. Would you stop messing with that shit?”

“I needed it.”

“Like a hole in the head.” She breathed heavily. “You are going to do some permanent damage to yourself one of these days if you keep this crap up.”

“No, I won’t. Usually I leave it the professionals. I think I will from now on.”

“You are beautiful just as you are. None of us understand why you strive so hard for perfection. Do you want to end up like some of the ladies we see who’ve had too many facelifts, and have these scary, plastic-looking faces?”  

“Barbie doll faces,” I muttered. Thinking, what does she know? If she could see the real me behind this feature perfect mask of mine, she wouldn’t be so quick to judge.

“It’s a good thing you’re coming home, Susie. For one thing you need to get back to work before you get fired. And we have another problem on our hands.”

“What’s that?” Company policy stated a doctor’s certificate was required for more than a week’s absence, but I came from a family of doctors. It should be no problem getting someone to cover for me.

But I had a funny feeling she had a more serious concern.

“Billy’s missing.”

CHAPTER THREE

Billy was Candy’s sixteen-year-old son. He’d been acting out lately and getting into all types of trouble at school. It was hard for Candy, raising him all alone. He was too big physically to make him behave, and she couldn’t make him see reason. Plus she worked nights at the bar, and he had little supervision.

It wasn’t her fault. It was just the way it was.

“You’d have thought that last brush with the law would have smartened him up.” I liked Billy, I really did. I just wished he didn’t have to learn his lessons the hard way. Like me.

“Yes, but I guess it didn’t.” Fran released a weary sigh.

“Right. Thanks for telling me, Fran. I’ll go see her tomorrow.”

It was after ten when I finally got home. I’d called Leanne from my cell, and she said she’d bring Merrybell back in the morning.

I walked through my apartment and noticed a few wilted plants. I gave the fan-tail palms a healthy watering and left my patio door open to air out the place. I stepped out and saw a bright full moon, and a million stars twinkling in the sky. The night seemed to embrace me.

Maybe it was the idea of being home that was making me feel especially attune to things, in touch with the cosmos, or something unusually deep. Whatever it was, I liked this new awareness I had been feeling lately.

I walked back inside, listened to my taped messages, and felt like a creep for letting my loved ones down. It seemed no matter what I did, it wasn’t good enough. I sold real estate for two years and made some good money at it too, but then something happened and I had to quit. So I become a LPN to satisfy my Dad, but I’d hated working in the hospital. It had depressed the hell out of me. 

I’m a certified masseuse and practiced that for awhile, but it had been hard on my hands and had made me too tired to paint at night. And that’s all I’ve ever wanted to do. 

I think I knew from about the age of three that I enjoyed artwork. I did finger painting in nursery school and loved creating new colors. And by the time I was four I could color inside the lines and draw nice pictures. My teachers praised my work, and I wanted my mom and dad to be proud of me too. I did a finger painting on my bedroom wall, and instead of being praised, I got spanked for it.

I remember how upset I was when they wall-papered over my masterpiece. At night when I was supposed to be asleep, I would peel a tiny bit of the paper off so I could see the pretty colors I’d painted underneath. 

Guess I was rebellious, even then.

Finally around two in the morning, I crawled into bed and slept like a lamb until the phone woke me up. It was Leanne, telling me she’d return Merrybell around noon.

I hung up, stretched and yawned, and climbed out of bed. The first thing I always do is step on the scale, and this time I actually screeched when I saw the digital read out. Five pounds of ugly fat. 

I put the kettle on for a cup of green tea and changed into running shorts and a ribbed cropped top. Sipping on the tea, I read the Accent part of the newspaper, and then headed out for my usual three mile run.

It was hot and muggy, but I pushed myself to go the distance. I was out of shape. Too many margaritas and too little exercise had taken their toll. Breathing deeply, my lungs were bursting, but I didn’t stop. I had to run further, faster, get this ugly fat right off me before it stuck. When my legs were burning and felt like rubber, I stopped, put my head between my legs and sucked in air. I heard a cyclist behind me and tried to get out of the person’s way. 

I stumbled, and the cyclist had to swerve to avoid colliding with me.

“Hey, are you all right?” he called out.

“Try the road next time,” I snapped. It was a pedestrian path but bikers shared it too.

He stopped and hopped off the bike. He took off his helmet and I lost the last of my breath.

It was Brett. Of all the people in the whole city of Miami, not to mention the entire world, why did it have to be him? And why did he keep showing up at the most embarrassing moments of my ridiculous life? Here I was, ready to collapse on the sidewalk like a mass of quivering jelly, and he has to come along. 

What was he doing here, anyway? Last I’d heard he was a New York firefighter. I wondered if he’d returned for good. And where was his wife? She hadn’t been at the Candy Bar the other night. He’d been chatting up one of the waitresses.

I kept my head down, hoping he wouldn’t recognize me. “I’m fine,” I mumbled. “You can leave now.”

“I’m not leaving until I know you’re all right. You’re pale and shaky.” I detected something in his voice, like maybe he was laughing at me. “I’ll stick around and see if you need a little mouth–to-mouth.”

My head snapped up. “Don’t you dare.”

“Susie?” He was smiling. “I thought I recognized you. How are you? I mean seriously. This humidity is a killer and I saw you running flat out.”

“I’m okay.” I tried to suck in a breath, but it hurt. It probably wasn’t the smartest thing in the world to be running like I was trying out for a marathon, in the August heat. But nobody had checked my IQ lately.

He led me toward a bench, and we both sat down. Obviously, he was determined to wait it out with me.

His fingers drummed the back of the bench. “I can’t offer you a ride or I would.” He cocked an eyebrow, “Unless you care to ride on my handlebars?”

I managed a little smile. “I’ll just rest a minute and take it easy going back. No need to sit here with me.”

“I want to.” His hand left the bench and began to rub my back. I was self conscious about being all hot and sweaty, but I didn’t mind the feel of his hand on me. Not at all.

“I saw you,” I said quietly. “The night of the art show. At the Candy Bar.”

“I was coming over to congratulate you and then you ran off. I stayed around, hoping to talk to you, but you didn’t come back.”

My eyes flew to his. I wanted to ask him what he had intended to say to me, but I was afraid of sounding pathetic. I mean, he’s the kind of guy a girl like me could never get.

I became aware of my body odor and shifted further away from him. “I had a nervous stomach that night. Probably too excited about the show.” I stood up and began to stretch out. “Last I heard you were living in New York.”

“I left after 9/11. Didn’t have the heart to stay.”

“I’m sorry.” I put a leg up on the bench next to him and leaned over to reach the toe of my shoe, feeling the stretch in my hamstring.

His eyes followed the movement.

“Hey, how’s Tami doing? And I’m sorry, but I don’t know. Do you have children?”

“No. No kids.”

“Oh. Well, say hi to Tami for me.”

“I would, but she stayed in the City.”

Now, that was some interesting information.

He got up, walked over to his bike, and straddled it.  His eyes did a quick once over of my body, and he knew I caught him looking. 

He grinned. “You’ve grown up, Susie, and look good. Real good.”

I gulped. Ohmygosh! Was he flirting? It sounded like he was flirting. He’d looked at me like I was hot.

I gave him the full benefit of my perfect orthodontist smile, and he looked a little dazzled. Hmm. Maybe I should use it more.

“It was great seeing you again, Brett. And thanks for stopping.”

“Anytime. That’s what firefighters do. Rescue people. So, if you ever need saving, or have a kitten stuck in a tree, give me a call.”

He was flirting. And damn, but it had my pulse racing. I didn’t need to run a mile. I just had to look into those dreamy eyes to get my metabolism juiced up.

“I’ll remember that.” I flashed him another smile, and he winked at me before walking away.

I jogged home at a more leisurely pace, quickly showered and waited for Leanne. I wolfed down half a bagel with a light touch of no-fat cream cheese, and then she showed up, with Merrybell under her arm.

Cat hissed at me.

“I love you too,” I told her. She scampered off.

Leanne gave me a hug, which I tried to shrug off. 

“Come on, Susie. Don’t be mad. I didn’t want to tell Daddy where you were, but we all know how persistent he is.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. So I guess you know what happened, right?”

“Oh, Susie, it could only happen to you.” She shook her head and her shoulder- length hair bounced. “He’s still hopping mad, and to make it worse, everybody is teasing him about his black eye. His pride is injured.”

“I know. I feel terrible, but what can I do? He won’t accept my apology.”

“I know. He’s stubborn.” She smiled at me gently, “Come, let me see your face.” She took hold of my chin and checked me out. “Doesn’t look bad. But you should have gone to Dad right away. You don’t wanna mess with such a pretty face.”

I stuck my finger in my throat and pretended to gag. “So, what did you tell them about my disappearance? I told Dad I was stressed out, which is partially true.”

“Yes, I know. You try so darned hard, but nothing makes you happy.”

“I should go to Europe for a couple of years and paint. That would make me happy.”

Leanne pursed her lips. “Here we go again. What about being a paralegal? We thought that was what you wanted.”

“It’s better than changing bed pans.” The year I’d worked as a licensed practical nurse was the worst year of my life. I’d hated every minute.

“So, go to Europe. What’s stopping you?”

“A little thing called money. I don’t get my inheritance from Grandma until I’m thirty, and Dad isn’t going to pay for me to wander around Europe, or go to art school.”

“No, you’re right. But he does only want what’s best for you.”

“Sure.”  

I don’t know why I feel so resentful toward my dad all the time, instead of showing gratitude. I’d been the ugliest babe born on March 10th, 1978 in Dade County, and probably still hold that record. So if it weren’t for Dad, I’d be dateless. 

Leanne gave me a quick hug. “Come for dinner on the weekend. How about Saturday? I have someone I’d like you to meet.”

“Oh, no,” I groaned. “Not again.”

“This guy is really nice. He’s an old school chum of David’s.”

Just what I needed. A man who makes his money looking up ladies skirts. David was a gynecologist, and trust me, even though he was my brother-in-law I had a hard time looking him in the eye.

“Okay, Leanne. I’ll do dinner. What can I bring? Appetizer? Dessert?”

“No, I have everything under control.”

Of course she does. “Okay. Give McKenzie a big hug and kiss for me.”

She left, and I gathered up my nerve to call mother.  

“Hello, Mom. How are you?” I spoke with such warm enthusiasm in my voice that even I could hear the insincerity.

“Drop it, Susan.” Mother sighed. “You are not going to weasel out of this. I plan on staying good and mad at you. What were you thinking? Running off in the middle of your art show, especially after your friends went to so much trouble for you, too. And your paintings looked very nice. I over heard many favorable compliments about your work.”

“Yes, well--”

“Well, what?”

“I guess with all the excitement over the show I needed to get away for awhile and have some down time.”

“Call it anything you want, but you did one of your classic disappearing acts. As always. When the going gets tough, Susan gets going.” My mom sighed dramatically. She really was the drama queen. “You could never handle pressure. The slightest demand on you has you scurrying for cover. Not at all like your sister.”

“I know, Mother. Leanne is perfect. I’m not, never will be, and that’s the problem, isn’t it?”

“I didn’t say she was perfect, but she is certainly stable, and manages to balance both marriage, motherhood, and a wonderful career. You can’t even balance yourself.”

Ouch. That hurt. I bit my lip and fought back bitter tears. “Mom, I did some etches and paintings while I was away. The B&B where I was staying said they were really good, and put a couple in their lobby for sale.”

Her voice softened, “That’s great, Susie. I don’t mean to be hard on you. It’s just that you act without thinking half the time. But I do love you.” 

“Love you too, Mom.” I said automatically.

She sighed, “I know you are not on the best of terms with your father, but we have to keep peace in the family, and your dad is one stubborn man.”

“Yes, I know.” I wanted to ask why he’d come for me when he never showed me kindness. But I didn’t. There were a lot of things I’d like to ask about my father, like why did he run around on her, and why did she choose to look the other way? But there were certain things we didn’t talk about.

For instance, I didn’t like their behavior anymore than they liked mine. I had to admit, I didn’t always make the brightest choices. Like the time I ran off with Jamie Jackson, a hard-core rock singer. I toured around the country with him for two whole years until the booze, the drugs, and the lifestyle became too much. That was mistake number one.

After leaving J.J., I returned to Florida, and Daddy promptly put me in Hanley Hazleton for a couple of months to dry out. It wasn’t too bad. I met a nice fellow there who was kicking some pretty bad habits, and we hooked up in some very strange places. We did it in the laundry room on top of the dryer. I remember how it was vibrating and when it got into high gear, so did the two of us. 

Another time I was in the shower and he sneaked in. We were pleasuring ourselves, and one of the other girls began pounding on the door, desperate to go. He tried to scurry out the window and got stuck with his bare fanny half-in, half-out. We were caught in the act, so to speak, and they kicked us out. 

But it was fun while it lasted.

