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for Myrna Hardcastle and Lynda Smallman

my anchors in stormy seas



Chapter 1
Florida has two seasons. In the rainy season we get hurricanes, in the dry season we get touristsâ€¦both can be nasty. But when they come together it's murder.

October was early for tourists and with Halloween just around the corner, it was late for hurricanes. This should be our quiet time. But down in the Bahamas a tropical depression was forming. We weren't unduly worried. Hurricanes need warm water to sustain them. At that time of the year, we reasoned, the Atlantic Ocean would be cooling. So the further north the swirling mass traveled, the more likely it was to starve for waters hot enough to feed it. Blinded by optimism, we ignored the fact that South Florida was in the grip of a record-breaking heat wave. With temperatures in the nineties, making it more like sultry July than October, hurricanes were able to feed farther north. But really, at the tail end of the season, how bad could it be?

Circling in the steamy waters of the Caribbean, slowly gathering strength, the storm laid its plans. It stretched and grew stronger and started to prowl northward, looking for prey. West of Jamaica its wind speed passed thirty-nine miles per hour, making it officially a tropical storm. It was given a name now. The thirteenth named storm of the year: her name was Myrna.

When they give a storm a name you start to pay attention. The word
hurricane
begins to shimmer at the back of your mind. There's nothing like one of those beasts hovering offshore to remind you that life is pretty much a crapshoot. You assess your options, check in with family to see if they need any help, and start making a list on the back of some unpaid bill of things to take with you and things to do before you run.

For me, Sherri Travis, family wasn't a problem. My mother, Ruth Ann, was in North Carolina visiting my half-sisters, and as for my father â€” well, let's just say we weren't real close and leave it there. And after living my whole life in Florida, thirty years of hurricane seasons, I really didn't need a list but a list is always comforting â€” made me feel like I was actually doing something besides sitting there waiting to have the shit kicked out of me.

On Tuesday morning we woke to find Myrna lurking malevolently south of the Florida Keys, barely moving but growing in intensity minute by minute. Even as we watched, anxious to see whose fate she held in her eye, Myrna surged to a category two hurricane. That's why we barely paid attention to the murder of the female tourist out on the beach at the Bath and Tennis Club. We were too busy worrying about staying alive.

Lines at the lumberyard grew longer as the wiser and the more nervous among us began boarding up windows. At grocery checkouts every shopping cart held half a dozen jugs of water along with some batteries and everyone filled up their gas tanks while comparing strategies and offering advice to the person at the next pump.

By noon the circling mass arced northwest, slowly heading for the entrance to the Gulf of Mexico: good news for Miami and the Gold Coast, bad news for those of us living along the West Coast of Florida. Moving a little faster, dancing into the gulf, Myrna sang, “Look at me, look at me!” We looked.

Myrna's winds strengthened. In a few hours she could blow up our coast for a real good visit, and she would not be a welcome visitor. Everyone had a plan now, and what was important in life shrank to those items we could fit into the family vehicle. All those other possessions we'd coveted and worked so hard for were about to be abandoned to the mercy of the storm. Around town, businesses closed and a cavalcade of cars crept slowly up to the entrance of the schools. Parents weren't waiting for any official closing to pick up their kids.

Now that she had everybody's attention Myrna stalled at the mouth of the gulf, coyly hiding her intent. Ready for flight, we hovered between panic and false bravado. Late Tuesday, spinning north by northwest at eight miles an hour, she veered sharply to the west into the gulf, heading towards Texas and Louisiana. A collective sigh of relief blew out behind her â€” not that we wished anyone any harm, you understand, we just didn't want Myrna to hit us. Living on a barrier island off the west coast of Florida, storms slam us hard. Only fifteen miles long tip to tip, Cypress Island had barely cleaned up the debris from the last storm. We figured it was someone else's turn.

All over town cars were emptied of treasured photo albums and heirlooms before the outdoor furniture was dragged from the family room back out to the patio and someone was sent out to replace the milk dumped down the sink two hours earlier.

But we celebrated too soon.



Chapter 2
At seven o'clock Wednesday morning I flicked on the weather station. Overnight Myrna had bulged to a category three hurricane. Once again the devil woman had changed her mind and was now bearing north towards the Florida Panhandle.

Myrna's worst excess would miss us, but high winds, heavy rain and tidal surges were expected along coastal areas.

I called Marley Hemming, my best friend since childhood and the woman who'd stood beside me when I married Jimmy Travis. Come to think of it, maybe she wasn't that good a friend or she'd have burnt down the damn church before she let that particular disaster happen.

“David and I are going out on the bus to pick up the homeless and move them to shelters inland,” Marley told me. David Halliday was the Baptist minister Marley was madly, passionately, in love with â€” the man on whose behalf she was practicing for sainthood.

“That'll be an easy job. There aren't any homeless on Cypress Island. City council doesn't allow homeless people,” I told Marley. “They send them off island along with the trash. Nothing that offends is allowed to stay.”

“Strange you're still here then.”

“Oh, two demerit points for you, Sister M.”

“You know I'm talking about the mainland. There're lots of people living rough. No matter where Myrna hits, we'll be in for some vicious weather and people will need proper shelter.”

“You were much more fun before you found Jesus.”

“I expect you to help. There'll be more mouths to feed than normal and who knows how long they'll have to stay in shelters. Start making sandwiches.”

I headed for Defino's Grocery store.

The town of Jacaranda at the north end of the island was once a fishing village but it's gone upscale. Now Jacaranda is full of condo developments and gated communities with multimillion-dollar estates, and while there're a few pockets of us old-time Floridians left, most of the ordinary people have been priced off the island. Every morning the support staff essential to keep life running smoothly for the rich on the island stream over the humpback bridge at the north and the old swing bridge at the south end of the island on their way to jobs as maids, waitresses and gardeners.

Jacaranda was already starting to feel deserted, but for now the sun shone, the air was fresh and satin smooth on the skin and the only hint of what nature had in store for us was the stiff breeze blowing onshore. But I knew what to expect and it made every weather-beaten wall, covered in scarlet flowers, heartbreakingly precious. Turning down Banyan Street, I thought the town never looked more perfect. The joy of it caught in my throat.

Jacaranda may have gone upscale but there's still a lot of old Florida left. Tin-roofed houses with white picket fences stand shoulder to shoulder with clapboard churches. Scarlet, vermilion and orange-blossomed vines climb over every fence and peek out of hedges, colors and scenes that most days would have tourists clambering for their cameras but today those tourists were scrambling for safety.

On main street two guys were fitting green wooden shutters over the bow-fronted display windows of Albrighton's Drugstore, one of the original buildings from the twenties.

Eddy Albrighton, third-generation druggist, stood on the sidewalk beside bales of straw covered in pumpkins carved by Mrs. Waterson's senior art class. Eddy watched the ancient shutters being screwed into place for about the millionth time in his life. He smiled broadly and gave me a big thumbs-up.

Two blocks east, the facade of Defino's supermarket was covered in raw plywood but the front door was wedged open. Eighty years ago Defino's was the only store on the island. The original gas pumps still sit out front, shaded by a spreading Jacaranda tree that turns lilac blue in spring.

Mr. Defino, sixtyish, short and bald, looked up and called, “Hi, Sherri,” as I came in.

“Emptying the dairy case again?”

“Yeah, sounds like there's a good chance we'll lose power so everything perishable has to go. It's the third time in three months.”

“Why do we live in this stupid place?”

He laughed. “As if anyone stood a prayer of getting you off the island.”

This truth was ruining my love life. I rattled a grocery cart over uneven plank floorboards. Only three loaves of bread were left on the shelf. I took them all, adding jars of peanut butter and some jam and asked, “Are you going to ride out the hurricane?”

The door to the dairy case slid shut. “No way. Lynne and I are going to use Myrna as an excuse for a little holiday.”

I cleared the shelves of the last chips and cookies. “Where're you going?”

“Orlando. Mickey never grows old. Besides, I like to show my Florida driver's license and get all those discounts. Love the tourists paying more than I do for something.”

He was stacking the last of the ice cream into a cardboard box as I came to the dairy cases at the back of the store.

“Whoa, mama,” he said, pointing at my cart. “How many people are you hunkering down with?”

“It's my good deed for the year.” I told him about Marley's plans, which led to me inheriting boxes full of stuff.
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