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I dreamed the plane was hijacked by Yankee terrorists. It was horrible. They held guns to our heads and made us say the pledge of allegiance in under one minute. They took away our glasses of tea, and forced us to gulp gallons of diet soda. Then, just when I thought it couldnt get any worse, they tried to make us eat cornbread baked with sugar. Mercifully, I woke up before a crumb could pass my lips.


You had a nightmare, the young man beside me said. I didnt know what to do, so I poked you with my magazine.


I stared at him. He was handsome, too handsome for me to have missed when I boarded the plane. Thats what happens when your cruise ship docks in San Juan on its final night, and you suddenly discover you have a taste for Puerto Rican rum.


My name is Tradd Burton, he said, and gave me an easy, good-old-boy grin. Tradd Maxwell Burton.


Abigail Timberlake, I grunted. I do not dispense my middle name to strangers.


You from Charlotte? he asked.


I nodded, and my seatmate became a blur. There was no need to ask where he was from. Tradd Maxwell Burton couldnt say the pledge in under a minute, even if he taped it and played it on fast-forward.


You been on a cruise? he asked.


Howd you guess?


I saw the name of your cruise line on your bag when you put it in the overhead.


Youre very observant, I said, and closed my eyes. The young man had a right to be flattered. Usually I reserve sarcasm for close relatives and other people I care about.


Hey, it wasnt one of those singles cruises, was it? I bet it was. A pretty woman like you


I said nothing. My head felt like a nut in a squirrels jaws. I certainly wasnt up to flirting, even with someone as young and attractive as Tradd.


He droned while I drowsed. My best estimate is that I slept about an hour. When I awoke he was poking me again.


You can stop it, I said. Im awake.


Then put your seat forward in its normal, upright position. Were about to land in Charlotte.


I struggled to open my eyes. At some point my eyes had teared, running my mascara, and fusing my lashes together.


Miss, I mean now.


I pried my right eye open with index finger and thumb. For my effort I was rewarded with a close-up of our stewardess, a battle-ax named Brenda.


You owe me six dollars for the drinks, she barked.


I what?


When we hit that turbulence the captain asked us to take our seats, so I told your husband Id collect later.


I glanced over at the seat beside me. It was empty.





I am vertically challengedfour feet nine inches, if you must knowso I didnt see Mama until the next-to-last passenger, a horizontally enhanced man, cleared my line of vision. Thanks to bellicose Brenda, who got another stewardess to swear she was a witness to the husband I never had, I had no choice but to pay for two phantom drinks. At any rate, Mama looked every bit as grim as Brenda.


Oh, Abby, there you are! Mama wailed and flung herself at my laden arms.


I hugged her as best I could. There, there, I was only gone ten days.


Abby, it was just awful.


It couldnt have been that bad, Mama. You had bridge on Monday, church supper on Wednesday, and werent you thinking of taking that karate class on Thursday? You said something about going for your black belt.


Mama struggled free from my embrace, almost knocking a bottle of golden rum from my hand. You seem to be taking this awfully calmly, dear.


I pecked her cheek. There. Is that better?


Is that all you have to say?


I gave her the once-over. She is just four inches taller than I, so it didnt take long. Same full-skirted, fifties-style dress, pouffed up by a crinoline that shes worn for the last forty years. Matching pumps and handbag. Same permed bob, but with a slight blue tint now that shes in her seventies. No, there was nothing new to compliment.


Mama, I really am glad to see you. Look, I brought you a gift.


Mama blinked. A gift?


Well, nothing really expensive. I shoved a shopping bag at her. The shawl is for you, the conch shell is for Charlie, and the I LOVE PUERTO RICO T-shirt is for Susan. But since neither of them is here, you can have first pick.


Mama recoiled in horror. How can you stand there and talk about souvenirs when youve been ruined.


Mama! I thought we agreed not to talk about my sex life. But if you must know, I didnt even meet a man that appealed to me. I certainly didnt sleep with one.


You didnt get my message, did you?


I felt my newly acquired tan drain from my face. Is it the children?


Charlie, nineteen and invincible, is fond of speeding in the Corvette my ex-husband gave him. Susan, twenty, is fond of older men. Twice she has given herself to the only guy Ill ever love. Both my children are just a hormone or two away from disaster.


Charlie and Susan are fine. Its your shop, dear.


My shop? Was there a fire?


The Den of Antiquity is my life, now that Im divorced and the children are grown. Five years ago antiquing was just a hobby. Then one day Buford the Timbersnake Timberlake announced that he was trading in my forty-plus years for the forty-plus bosom of a twit named Tweetie who was all of twenty. Buford is Charlotte, North Carolinas most famous divorce lawyer, and has more connections than a telephone switchboard. There was no way I was going to get alimony, much less custody of my children.


So, I threw myself into my avocation and made it my vocation. Some of it was luck, but frankly, most of it was just plain old hard work. Sweat equity, my friends call it. At any rate, the day I left for my much-needed Caribbean vacation, the Den of Antiquity on Selwyn Avenue was one of Charlottes most prosperous antique stores, and I say that with all modesty.


Mamas fingers dug into my elbow as she steered me to a molded plastic seat. Sit, she ordered.


My knees had no trouble cooperating with her command.


You were burgled, dear.


Burgled? What did they take?


Everything.


The eighteenth-century soft-paste porcelain collection I got just before I left?


Mama looked away. She didnt need to say anything; she was patting her pearls. Those pearls were Daddys last gift to Mama before he died. She never takes them off, even to shower. Whenever Mamas nervous, she fingers those gems like they were worry beads. Its a wonder she hasnt worn through the nacre.


Not the mahogany highboy from Philadelphia! Or the Jacobean buffet. Theyre both far too big


Abby, dear, the thieves must have used a van or a truck. Even the cash register is gone.


No, its not, Mama. I locked it up in the storeroom. Of course, I dont keep cash in it when Im away, but


Abby, listen to me! They took everythingeven your wastebasket.


I felt dizzy. I needed to lie down. I slumped lower in the hard plastic seat, but it wasnt the same.


Did you say everything?


Mama is a fixer. Pull yourself together, Abby. Youve started at the bottom before. You can do it again.


I fought back the tears. I hate making a public spectacle of myself, and Gate B19 at the Charlotte-Douglas International Airport was beginning to fill for a flight to Raleigh.


Youre right, Mama. I can do it again. Only this time I wont be starting from scratch. Thank God I remembered to give Susan the insurance check before I left.


Mama was shaking her head.


Yes, Mama, I did. I was running late, but when Susan came over to say goodbye, I asked her to drop the check in the mail.


Oh, Abby, if only it were that simple.


Okay, so I forgot to send in the payment on time, and that was second warning. But alls well, that ends well, right?


Dont hate your daughter, Mama sobbed.


My hair stood on end. Fortunately, I keep it on the short side.


Why would I hate her?


Remember, dear, that shes really not much more than a child. And she is sorry. She really is. She would be here right now telling you herself, but


Mama, out with it! I shrieked. Half the folks in B19 turned to stare at me, but I no longer cared. There comes a time when one must choose between decorum and sanity.


Susan forgot to mail the check, Mama wailed, her face the color of marshmallow. Your policy was canceled.


Mercifully I fainted.





I wasnt out long enough. Unfortunately, Mama is somewhat of an expert when it comes to swooning, and carries smelling salts in her handbag wherever she goes. She claims to have revived President Reagan when he passed out in Tokyo, but I say thats absurd. Since Mama has never been east of Myrtle Beach nor west of the Biltmore, I rest my case. At any rate, Mama thrust her vial of vile vapors beneath my nose and brought me rudely back to reality.


What happened? I purportedly moaned.


Get a grip on yourself, Abby, Mama said, slapping my cheek, like it was a slab of yeast dough.


What for? You were right, Mama, Im ruined.


Not necessarily. Perhaps I spoke too soon.


I sat bolt upright, causing a bolt of pain to shoot through my crowded cranium. You mean this has all been some kind of sick joke? You mean I wasnt burgled?


Mamas hand flew to her pearls, her one constant source of comfort. Oh, no, you were burgled, all right. Picked clean. But who knows, Abby, some good may come out of this.


I stared at the woman who had gone through thirty-six hours of painful labor to bring me into this cruel world. She would have saved us both a lot of trouble if she and Daddy had neverwell, never mind. Mama, I am sure of it, has never had sex. I am the product of a virgin birth, which just goes to show you history can repeat itself.


What good can possibly come out of being burgled? Is Oprah doing a show on middle-aged businesswomen failures?


Oprah! Mama clapped her hands. I hadnt thought of her. That might be just the ticket!


Mama, I was just kidding. Oprah only does positive, inspirational stuff now.


But, Abby, thats exactly what this is.


For whom, the burglars?


Oh, Abby, you dont understand. This has nothing to do with the burglars. This has to do with your shop.


Hmm, let me see. You want me to rent it to Oprah to use as a studio? Mama, its a little small for that, dont you think?


Mama had begun to twirl her pearls, always a dangerous sign. Abby, are you going to stop being sarcastic and let me explain?


Unfortunately fainting is not something I can do at will, and Mamas mind is like quicksand, the more you resist it, the deeper you flounder.


Okay, Mama, tell me your plan.


Its really very simple, dear. We charge admissionsay, ten dollars a head. Although we might consider giving a discount to church groups and bus tours. The real money will come when we sell the book and movie rights.


I shook my head sadly. Thats what I deserved for going on a cruise in July. Sure, Mama had always been a mite eccentric, but this was the first real sign of senile dementia. And to think I wasnt here when she might have needed me.


Mama, its you who needs to get a grip on it, I said gently. People arent going to pay ten bucks to gawk at nothing.


My dear mother was so far gone she laughed. But they wont be gawking at nothing, silly. Theyll be gawking at the Her voice trailed off and she pretended to look at a passenger with an ivory-topped walking stick.


What will they be gawking at, Mama?


Oh, didnt I tell you?


I grabbed her by the shoulders. Tell me what?


Oh, nothing, she said, just to get my goat. It works every time. By now Mama must have pastures full of frolicking kids.


My right hand crept threateningly close to her beloved pearls. Mama, dont force me to do something I really dont want to do.


Mama gasped. You wouldnt!


Oh, wouldnt I? Of course, I wouldnt! Not in a million years! But then neither did Mama mean those threats when I wouldnt eat my spinach forty years ago.


Theres an angel on the back wall of your shop, she said quickly. Its the most astonishing thing Ive ever seen. When you open and close the door, it flaps its wings.


I sniffed her face. Mama, have you been nipping at the cooking sherry again?


Instead of getting angry, Mama snatched up the shopping bag. Just hush up, Abby, until youve seen it for yourself. Seeing is believing.
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I stared at what remained of my shop. The Den of Antiquity was as empty as Bufords heart. Mama had not been exaggerating. All my carefully selected merchandise was gone, as was the cash register. Believe it or not, the thieves had even swept the floor; either that, or I kept a lot tidier shop than I remembered.


See! Mama said, pointing triumphantly to the far wall.


What am I supposed to be looking at?


The angel, of course. Cant you see it?


No, Mama, all I see is a blank wall.


Then get closer, Abby. The first time you see it, you need to be pretty close. After that, it just jumps right out at you.


Just to humor her, I trotted over for a closer look. It was my turn to gasp.


Now do you see it?


Hey, I see a bunch of scratches, I growled. And look at that gouge. Just wait until I get my hands on those burglars!


Those arent just scratches, Abby. Theyre the outline of an angel. See, theres its left wing, and theres its head, and over there is its right wing, all stretched out. Her voice rose with excitement. And see, in hisI cant tell if its male or femalehand is a banner announcing the end of the world.


Still just looks like a bunch of nicks and scratches to me, Mama. And thats not a banner, thats a scrap of newspaper.


It says END TIMES, Mama practically shouted. And in bold print. Abby, the writing is on the wall, and youre suddenly blind as a bat.


I can see perfectly well, thank you. Mama, lots of the stuff I buy comes wrapped in old newspaper. And thats exactly what this is. I reached to peel it off, but Mama slapped my hand away.


Dont you dare, Abby. This is a message from God.


On newsprint? Mama, that scrap of paper is probably from the South Bend Timesor some other city with the same letters in its name. As for your angelwell, it was just the light playing tricks on your eyes.


Thats it! The light! She scurried across the room and flicked on the overhead light. She returned panting. Now look!


I rolled my eyes and then focused them slowly on the illuminated wall. Oh, my God!


Its not the Lord, Abby. Its just an angel.


Its pure cheek, I wailed. The burglars, damn their miserable hides, even took my phone jack!


I thought Mama would jump out of her skin. You mean you still cant see it?


Not even a feather. Now Mama, if you dont mind, can we please change the subject? I mean, here I am, standing in an empty shopeverything I own is gonestolenand you want to stand around and talk about fairies.


Mamas mouth opened and closed silently several time. Finally she managed to produce a few faint squeaks.


What? I said with remarkable patience.


The squeaking grew louder. Not fairies, angels!


Just stop it! I screamed. This isnt about you, or what you think you see on the wall. Its about me!


Mama drew herself up to her full five feet and one inch. If thats the way you feel, then Im going straight home.


Goodbye, Mama. Thanks for picking me up at the airport, but I can take a cab home from here. Or hitch a ride with Wynnell or C.J.


She stomped to the door, angrier than Id ever seen her. Well, the nerve of that woman! I was the one whose life had come unraveled, for crying out loud. I was the one facing bankruptcy.


Mama opened the door. Its not too late to say youre sorry, Abby.


I gaped at her in disbelief.


Well, then, Im gone! she said, and the door slammed behind her.





An hour later I was still gaping, this time at Inspector Greg Washburn. Take it from me, the man is a hunk; six feet tall, blue eyes, black hair, muscles in all the right places, which is to say, none between the ears. We were an item for a while, but I broke it off becausewell, the truth is, we didnt trust each other. Of course Greg had no reason for his doubts, while everyone knows Greg had the hots for a bimbo named Hooter Fawn. Im not saying he acted on his impulses, but I want a man who not only has eyes just for me, but who will kindly avert those eyes on a bad-hair day.


I thought you were with homicide, I said.


Very funny, Abby.


It wasnt meant to be.


You didnt know?


I sat down on a floor so clean Mama could serve bridge-club cake on it and no one would complain. Ive been out of town. Or didnt you notice?


Of course, I noticed. I just thought that your mother, or some of your friendsnever mind, its a long story. Yes, Ive been assigned to your case.


Well, let the investigation begin, I said. Try as I might, I couldnt pry my peepers off him. I had tried dating other menincluding a drop-dead-gorgeous detective from Pennsylvaniabut it was no use. All I could think of was Greg, who seemed to have no trouble thinking of women other than me. If only there was some way to make him really jealous.


To my surprise, Greg sat down cross-legged opposite me. He pulled a small leatherbound notepad from the pocket of his navy blue shirt.


As you can see, Abby, the person or persons who robbed your shop, made a clean sweep of thingsuh, sorry, Abby, no pun intended.


Can you tell me something I dont know?


He shrugged. We dusted for printsthere arent any. No sign of forced entry. No evidence of a truck or moving van in the alley, although of course they undoubtedly used one. We even had a guy climb up on the roof


I waved my hand like a schoolboy with a right answer. We schoolgirls were far too polite to wave in my day, even though we had all the right answers.


Wait a minute! What do you mean they undoubtedly used a truck or van?


He closed the notepad and slipped it back in his pocket. It was definitely a pro job, Abby. If I were to hazard a guess, the contents of your shop are halfway to California by now.


California?


He nodded. Im surprised you dont know. What do we have in the east that the Californians dont?


I bit my tongue. There are plenty of Californians with sense. My brother Toy just happens not to be one of them.


A hundred and fifty years of English colonial history.


What?


Were talking about the resale of history, here, Abby. Apparently it happens with some frequency. Especially up north. I thought you would


I tuned Greg out. It had finally sunk in. The czarist samovar I bought at an estate sale in Myers Park last month, and hadnt even gotten around to pricing, was going to end up gracing the credenza of some Hollywood mogul. I found myself hoping that the purveyor of my stolen goods scalded himself where the sun didnt shine. Unless, of course, he or she was innocent, and especially not if he was Steven Spielberg. Im still waiting for the sequel to E.T.


I dont get it, I said.


Damn it, Abby, dont you listen to a word I say?


Of course, I do.


I just got through telling you that this was a professional job, possibly even part of a national ring. Youre probably never going to see your stuff again.


They were treasures, not stuff.


He nodded.


How did they know I was going to be gone?


Maybe they overheard you talking to your travel agent, or one of the other antique dealers on this street. It could even have been someone from church. Theyre not all saints, you know.


But they had a key, right? You said there was no sign of forced entry, and


Where do you hide your key, Abby?


What?


Your key.


Who said I hide a key?


The Wedgwood eyes rolled impatiently.


All right, but I dont hide it on a doorsill. Or under the front mat. Im not that stupid!


He sighed. One of those fake stones you order through a catalog?


Of course not!


Show me.


I sheepishly took Greg to see the clever hollow brick I keep in the alley by the back door. It is much more subtle than those fake stones, and its a real brick. I bought it at the Southern Home & Garden Show last spring.


But except for a rolled-up pill bug and a squashed cricket, the spot was as bare as Mrs. Hubbards cupboard.


Welluhit was there!


Abby, Abby, Abby, whatever am I going to do with you? Greg shook his handsome head.


Not a damn thing! I stamped back into my empty shop, my very footsteps mocking me with their echoes. Greg trotted after me, adding to the mockery.


I was in no mood to see Jane Cox, aka Calamity Jane, standing in the middle of my display area. Given the circumstances, she was, of course, delighted to see me.


Oh Abby, dear, she wailed, and draped herself over me like a flag on a casket, its just so awful. Is there anything I can do to help? Anything?


I bit my tongue, which takes some doing in my case. As the mother of two college kids, I have permanent indentations in my lingual organ.


Dont worry, Abby, my cousin Orville back in Shelby had the same thing happen to him, and it turned out just fine. Youll see.


I struggled free from her embrace. Your cousin Orville had an antique shop that was burgled?


Gracious no, Abby. Cousin Orville dabbles in the future, not the past. He makes organic dentures.


Greg and I couldnt help but exchange glances. Calamity JaneC.J., we call heris as loony as a lake in Maine.


Dont tell me he makes teeth out of ivory, I chided. Elephants may be making a comeback in some countries, but


Oh, no, of course not ivory. Cousin Orville Ledbetter uses pig teeth.


And someone swiped his stock of sow incisors? I asked incredulously.


Greg chuckled. Perhaps the perpetrator was Porky.


Or Petunia, I peeped.


C.J. gave us scathing looks. As a matter of fact, the thieves were


The door to my shop swung open and in strode Tradd Maxwell Burton. Either C.J.s voice trailed off, or my ears temporarily stopped working. As for Greg, the little vein on his left temple was now the size of Europes chunnel.


Tradd Maxwell Burton was even more handsome when viewed through sober eyes. He wasnt tall as Greg, and was blond, rather than dark, but nature had certainly smiled on him nonetheless. Golden hair, golden skin, thick gold chain around thick golden neck, gold-brown eyeseverything about him was gold, except his teeth, which were milk white, and may have been artificial. They certainly werent pigs teeth. At any rate, his shoes, socks, and polo shirt were as white as his teeth, and either hed just stepped off a tennis court, or he made his living advertising bleach.


Abby!


What cheek to address me so familiarly in front of Greg. I loved it. Never mind that hed stiffed me on those drinks. Id wring his golden neck later.


Tradd!


He bent and gave me a quick kiss. The subtle scent of expensive cologne did not escape me. The stuff Greg wore came in big bottles and had one-syllable names.


So this is the famous shop, huh?


Was, I said. Ive been cleaned out, as you can see. Frankly, I dont remember having mentioned to him that I owned a shop. Although, given my condition on the plane, anything was possiblewell, almost anything. I am fairly positive I didnt join the mile-high club.


A sharp nudge from C.J. reminded me of my manners. Tradd, this is Jane, Jane this is Tradd, and that, I said nodding at Greg, is Inspector Washburn. Hes investigating the burglary.


C.J. cooed like an amorous pigeon. Greg grunted.


As well-bred as he appeared, Tradd responded appropriately. He cooed briefly, but not too flirtatiously back at C.J., grunted perfunctorily at Greg, and empathized deeply with my woes.


Tell you what, he said, I know just the thing to get your mind off what happened.


I already ate a Snickers bar, I said.


He laughed and putting a golden hand on my shoulder, turned me so that I faced the front window. Look out there.


Oh, my God, C.J. squealed, is that white Jaguar yours?


Tradd fished a set of keys from the pocket of his tight, white shorts.


And youre giving that to Abby?


Whoa, not so fast. He squeezed my shoulder. Sorry, little lady, but this one is spoken for. I was thinking more along the lines of a nice long ride.


Where to, Anchorage, Alaska? C.J. was incorrigible. She was also grass green with envy, which, frankly, was a nice contrast for her apple-red lipstick.


Hes talking to me, I snapped.


The South Carolina low country, Tradd said.


You mean the beach? C.J. wailed. Man they were sure right about life not being fair!


Tradd chuckled, obviously enjoying C.J.s attentions. Not the beach, exactly, although its about eight miles away as the crow flies. Im headed down to an old rice plantation just outside of Georgetown.


I love Georgetown, I said.


Abby, dont be ridiculous, Greg muttered.


I whirled. Excuse me?


Greg literally took a step back. Georgetown is at least a seven-hour round-trip.


Tradd rocked casually in his white sport shoes. Im not up on brands, but this pair looked like they might easily cost my monthly mortgage.


Well, we wouldnt do it in one day, he said. I had a weekend trip in mind.


Greg blinked but said nothing.


Ooh, Abby! C.J., I knew, would have been glad to shed eight inches and forty pounds just so she could crawl into my skin.


A weekend trip? I croaked. Which weekend?


This weekend. Im headed down there tomorrow. My grandmother is hosting a little treasure hunt and, well, to be frank, I need an experts assistance if Im going to play.


What kind of expert? Greg growled, and then seeing me frown, revealed his pearly whites.


Tradd smiled charmingly. In the war of dental brilliance, it was definitely a standoff.


I need an antiques expert.


Ooh, C.J. caught her breath, I know almost as much as Abby.


I faked a patient smile. Of course, you do, dear. But you have a shop to run. Whereas I


Tradd nodded encouragingly. We play these games from time to time. Its a family thing, I guess. This time its grandmothers turn, so she gets to set the rules. Shes calling this one Find My Missing Antique.


How bizarre, Greg muttered.


Who is your grandmother? I asked. Mama has some distant relatives down along the coast, whom she visits from time to time. Although Tradd and I are clearly not of the same social set, Mama may have heard of his family.


Grandmother is Mrs. Elias Burton Latham III, he said, the pleasure evident in his voice.


C.J. and I both gasped. We had just read an article on the Latham estate in Architectural Digest. Or was that Art & Antiques? At any rate, the article claimed that the Latham family maintained one of the most significant collections of antiques in America today. I remembered that phrase, if not the magazine, because I fantasized for a week that Robin Leach burst into my shop with his camera crew and bellowed the same thing about me for all the world to hear.


The Mrs. Elias Burton Latham III? C.J. asked weakly.


Tradd shrugged modestly. I suppose there could be another, but I dont know her.


Greg cleared his throat. Let me get this straight. Your grandmother has lost some valuable antique and you want our Abby to come down and help you find it?


Our Abby indeed! Where was our Abby when Greg decided he needed to go grouper fishing down in the Florida Keys and ended up groping some groupies instead? And where was our Abby when Hooter Fawn cast her doelike gaze upon Gregs handsome features and I didnt see him for almost a week?


Oh, no, she hasnt lost it, Tradd said, his voice as smooth as a California chardonnay, she hid it. I just need to find it.


How is our Abby supposed to help?


Well, since she is an expert on these thingsyou see, Grandmother wont be telling us what the item is. Its up to us to figure it out from clues.


I still dont get it. Whats in it for our Abby?


I wanted to leap into the air and slap Greg silly, but breeding and geography prevented me. Yes, whats in it for me?


Tradd grinned, causing folks a block away to pull down their shades. Well, besides the obviousI mean, you knowIll pay you five thousand dollars, whether we find the piece, or not.


C.J. clapped her hands. Hot damn! You go, girl!


It was definitely tempting. No, it was downright seductive. I would gladly pay to see the Latham estateif I had any money, which of course, I didnt. But to be driven there by a handsome man in a Jaguar, and have the opportunity to spend two nights in those surroundswell, it was all too good to be true. Dont forget that Mr. Gods-Gift-to-Women had stiffed me for two drinks on the plane.


He seemed to read my mind. Bring a friend, if you like. He nodded at C.J. My brother Rupert is about her age, Id guess, and hes flying in from Houston Friday afternoon. The two of them could make a team.


C.J. grabbed my arm and buried her nails to the quick. Oh, Abby, pleeeeeease!


Its a very tempting offer, dear, I said reluctantly, but five thousand dollars is one Federal sofa in so-so condition. You know that. It isnt going to restock my shop.


C.J. moaned.


Ginger-brown fingers raked back a shock of vanilla-icing hair. Oh, didnt I mention that the winner gets to keep the piece? Im prepared to split its fair market value fifty-fifty.


No, thanks, Mr. Burton, I dont have time for games right now.


Perhaps I forgot to explain that the minimum value of this piece is one hundred thousand dollars.


Well


All right, you drive a hard bargain. You can have the damned thing. After all, its who wins that counts.


Thats very generous of you, but I just have one little problem.


Would that be me? Greg said hopefully.


I glared at him. Actually, its my cat, Dmitri. As you well know, Tradd, Ive just come back from a cruise. Poor Dmitri has been penned up at the Happy Paws Pet Motel for five days, and I dont want to leave him there any longer.


Cant your mama keep him? C.J. cried.


I dont think so, dear, I said crisply. Mama is allergic to cats.


Tradd cocked a sun-bleached eyebrow. Is that all thats keeping you from coming?


Yes. If it was indeed kismet, a kitty wouldnt stand in the way.


Heck, then your problem is solved, because grandmother loves cats.


She does?


Shes absolutely passionate about them. Her last oneMr. Tibbsdied last month. Im sure shed be delighted to see a new set of whiskers around the old place.


Broke and desperate as I was, it was finally an offer too good to refuse. Okay, Ill do it. Ill go. But no hanky-panky, you hear?


C.J.s whoops of joy failed to drown out the sound of Greg slamming the door behind him.
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