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Chapter One

Mother Takes Auction!

My dearest ones! You are in luck, because I, Vivian Borne (aka Mother), am scripting this opening chapter. Normally this honor goes to my darling daughter Brandy, but due to the poor girl being down in the doldrums, I am taking necessary measures.

We simply must get this book off the ground to meet our publisher’s deadline!

And I must thank those of you who have written in to say that you consider me the better writer. That, of course, is not mine to say, but I would admit—if pressed—that Brandy displays certain literary shortcomings. For one thing, she uses far too few exclamation points for emphasis! For another, she takes off on one pointless discursion after another.

And talk about malapropisms and foul paws—Andy Griffin, indeed! Despite the best efforts of our indefatigable editor and my humble self, we cannot seem to catch all her boo-boos and blunders. When I pointed out this embarrassing error in Antiques Flee Market, Brandy said, “So I confused Sheriff Taylor with a talk show host. No biggie.” No biggie my patootie! That gaff insulted both Andy Griffith and Merv Griffin aficionados.

(Didn’t you just love it when Merv would show off the lovely lining of his sport coat? But I digress.)

Of late Brandy had taken to her bed, heartbroken over the departure of the (most recent) love of her life, Chief of Police Tony Cassato, whose current location remains (as of this writing) unknown.

My contact at the PD, Mona the Mole (my code name for the female dispatcher, whose name isn’t Mona, though she does have a mole) has hinted that Anthony C. may have disappeared into the Witness Protection Program. Prior to moving to Serenity, the chief had given testimony against the New Jersey mob, resulting in a recent attempt upon his life.

But our M.I.A. chief is not all that is bothering Brandy. I believe some of her trouble is postpartum depression; even though she was a surrogate mother, her body doesn’t know that. (And I certainly couldn’t be the cause of any melancholia!) And so, dear reader, I do hope you will cut her some slack if she seems a trifle short-tempered.

In our previous nonfiction accounts, Brandy has taken great care to bring you, our fan base, up to date with each subsequent missive, and this has become quite the tedious chore, for author and reader alike. Besides, recapping an ever-growing plot might discourage new readers by bogging them down in data not needed to understand the new narrative, even while burdening them with “spoilers” that might damage their enjoyment of earlier episodes.

After all, who really cares how we got from A to F? Anyone can jump on board the F train without first having taken the A train (a little jest for the over–sixty crowd). I have faith that our readers can absorb and retain past and present information provided along the way—they are mystery aficionados, after all!

As I have told Brandy time and again, these narratives would be well served by getting right into the story. Enough of this shilly-shallying! Of course, some small background is, I suppose necessary... .

Sixteen months have passed since Brandy (divorced; age thirtyish) came home to live with me (widowed; age available on a need-to-know-basis) (you don’t need to) with scant more than the designer clothes on her back and her little shih tzu, Sushi (blind; age sevenish).

Since then, an abundance of murder and mayhem has delivered itself upon the small Mississippi River town we call Serenity, which has resulted in much sorrow, misery, and tragedy. It’s been simply exhilarating!

This particular autumn morning, however, was rainy and dreary, and I knew such gloomy weather would only encourage Brandy to remain under the covers unless I sprang into action (with as much spring as two hip replacements will allow, at any rate). Wearing my favorite pantsuit (emerald-green velour), I sailed into her bedroom.

“Rise and shine!” I said, clapping my hands, marching around the bed in full parade mode, wishing I had cymbals or perhaps a bass drum. “We have places to go, things to do, and people to see!”

Brandy, a tangle of blond hair protruding from beneath the leopard-print coverlet, muttered something. I couldn’t be positive of what she said precisely, though it just might have been unkind. Since my ears were suffering a terrible wax build-up presently, I gave her the benefit of the doubt.

When Brandy failed to stir further, I grasped the edge of the cover and yanked it back, unveiling a snoozing Sushi, who lazily lifted her little head and aimed her white-clouded Exorcist orbs my way.

And growled.

“You,” I scolded, “are aiding and abetting,” waggling a finger at the small brown and white fur ball.

Sushi pouted, but at least she didn’t relower her head.

To Brandy, I announced, “Dear, are you aware that we have not sold a single item in our booth at the antiques mall this month?”

She said nothing.

“I will take that as a ‘no,’ ” I said. “Well, dear, we need to find more merchandise ... otherwise, I don’t know why we bother renting space.”

She said nothing.

I said, “You know I rely on the extra money the booth brings, and now with your sister living with us, well, I’m starting to feel the pinch.”

And I was. A financial pinch nearly as painful as my too-tight girdle. (No SPANX for me—I’m an old-fashioned lass, like my stomach.)

As our longtime readers know, Peggy Sue (attention, you readers taking the F train!) is my older daughter, now in her very attractive early fifties, recently widowed and forced to move in with us, after discovering that her husband had bequeathed her a mountain of unexpected debt.

With a deep sigh, I delivered the clincher: “But I suppose we could take in a boarder, just to make ends meet. Naturally, of course, that will necessitate your sharing the bathroom—”

“I’m up! I’m up... .”

“Very good, dear ... breakfast in half an hour. Plenty of time for a nice, long hot shower.” At the door, I glanced back. “And slap on a little lipstick—you’ll feel better!”

I’d seen that little homily on a placard in a gift shop, and its truth reverberates within me still. Why, I wouldn’t consider going anywhere without first putting on Estée Lauder’s lipstick (“Pink Passion”). Did you know that Estée built her whole cosmetic empire on a single shade of red? Just goes to show what a smart gal can accomplish! With a tube of lipstick, that is.

Down in the kitchen, I began to prepare our breakfast—cinnamon coffee cake, crisp bacon, scrambled eggs. This may sound fattening, but I had an eventful morning planned, and neither Brandy nor I could afford to run out of gas. (NOTE TO EDITOR: Perhaps you would prefer “steam”—“gas” in reference to a meal has an unfortunate resonance.)

Anyway, Brandy had become too thin as of late. As a Dane myself, I feel she should look like a Dane—a Danish strudel, that is!

With coffee cake baking in the oven, and bacon sizzling on the stove, I whisked together eggs, cream, and butter. Now, Nero Wolfe may insist that scrambled eggs are only worth eating if cooked slowly for forty-five minutes, but Vivian Borne didn’t have that much time on her hands. Besides, I’m surprised that stout know-it-all could wait forty-five minutes for any meal... .

Sushi, drawn by the aroma of bacon, slumber forgotten, was dancing at my feet.

“Oh, now you’re friendly?” I chided. Forgiving the little doggie her earlier bad manners, I snapped off the end of a cooled bacon strip and handed it down to her. She might have been blind, but she had no trouble “seeing” food.

Outside, the dark sky growled, as if it, too, were a hungry dog, albeit a trifle bigger than Sushi. (NOTE TO BRANDY: Darling, notice the mood and wit provided by the occasional writerly metaphor.) (Or is that simile?)

While waiting for Brandy to appear—and to hasten our departure—I fed Sushi, making sure she had plenty of water (diabetic dogs drink a lot), then gave her a shot of the insulin needed to counteract her disease.

Finally Brandy materialized and sat herself down in the dining room at the Duncan Phyfe table that had been in my family since I’d been in diapers (and I don’t mean Depends). Cheerful as Christmas, I served up our sumptuous breakfast on Royal Victoria china plates I’d snagged at a garage sale. (I’d gone extra early and had to rouse the residents out of bed; but I forgave them, first-time sellers who needed to learn that an 8 A.M. listing means 7 A.M. (Or 6 A.M., in my case.)

Brandy, freshly showered, her shoulder-length blonde hair sleek and squeaky-clean, was wearing a forest-green cardigan over a crisp white blouse, and tan slacks. (I couldn’t see what was on her feet, as they were under the table, but most likely some designer shoes bought at a fraction of the retail price—that girl has a nose for a bargain. . . also, longer arms than the next gal.)

Brandy has such a lovely, heart-shaped face—big brown eyes, small nose, high cheekbones, wide mouth—typical features courtesy of my Danish side of the family. But I suspect her nature must harken back to the Vikings—impetuous, head-strong, obstinate, and sometimes reckless. She certainly didn’t get those characteristics from moi.

In addition, Brandy can often be defiant, as evidenced by the red lipstick she had clown-smeared on her mouth.

“You look so much better, dear ... almost human,” I commented, ignoring her crimson lips.

“Thanks ... almost.”

I cocked my head. “Have you had your Prozac this morning?”

Oddly, Brandy had felt the need for the depression-easing pills ever since coming back to live with me.

“Yes, Mother—have you had your Prolixin?”

“Why, of course, dear.”

Unlike Brandy, I didn’t really need my medication, but I took the bipolar drug, just to keep the peace.

Once upon a time, in the early seventies, I admit I might have been better off taking Prolixin ... such as when I mailed all our doorknobs to then-president Nixon. In my defense, Tricky Dick had expressed a fondness for Victorian hardware, and I was merely trying to support our leader in troubled times.

Then, after the Watergate fiasco, when I found out what a stinker Nixon had been, I wrote and asked for the doorknobs back; but the FBI insisted they’d never gotten to the president. So I asked, Where were they? And they said—

Oh, well, I suppose what they said isn’t terribly pertinent to the tale at hand, which could go on for quite some time, and as I’ve told Brandy again and again, we need to get right into the narrative.

(Something wonderful, though, did come about from all of that tit-for-tat with the federal boys—they created an FBI file on me. Can you say as much?)

(I’ll save the story about sending roller skates to Neil Armstrong for another time.) (I thought it might add zest to his next moon walk.)

I told Brandy, “You’ll be glad to know that I have already fed Sushi and given the little darling her insulin.”

Her eyes flared. “The correct dosage, I hope!”

“Yes, yes. I checked it twice.”

Would the child ever let me live down the time the little doggie had that teensy-weensy seizure because I hadn’t been wearing my glasses?

“So,” I said cheerfully, “we are all of us, women and canine, well and truly medicated ... and ready for the new day.”

Brandy looked pointedly at the empty chair opposite. “I notice you didn’t blow your bugle and get Peggy Sue up.”

“No, dear. She’s utterly depressed ... whereas you’re only mildly in the dumps. Besides, I don’t need her this morning.” I gave her the Uncle Sam pointing finger. “I need you.”

“That sounds ominous... .”

“Not at all, dear. We’re just going off to—”

“See the wizard?” Brandy raised a palm like a traffic cop. “Please. I don’t want to hear your plans for me—not on an empty stomach.”

“Perhaps that’s wise.”

She took a big bite of scrambled eggs, chewed, then muttered, “These sure weren’t cooked for forty-five minutes.”

The child was clearly testing my patience.

And I was just about to launch into a lecture about feeling sorry for oneself—using the story about the man with no shoes who met a man with no feet (or was it a man with no gloves who met a man with no fingers?)—when I noticed (despite the smeary lipstick) Brandy’s tiny upturned smile.

This signaled the end of her funk.

Brandy stabbed a hunk of coffee cake with her fork. “Okay—I’m ready for action. What’s our mission? Where do we attack?”

“An auction, dear, at a storage facility. We’ll be bidding for the contents of units in arrears of rental payment.”

Brandy put down her fork and gave me a long unblinking stare, waiting for me to explain myself further.

So I said nothing. I know well, from my years of the theater, of the power of silence. That less is more. That running things into the ground gets you nowhere. At all.

Finally, Brandy said, “I don’t want to go.”

“Why ever not, dear?”

“Because that’s despicable—taking advantage of people who couldn’t pay their rent! The last thing people like us should be doing, with the kind of financial hassles we’ve had—that Peggy Sue has right now—is going out preying upon ...”

But she ran out of steam. Or maybe gas.

So I said, “I don’t think it’s at all despicable, dear. Why, we’ll be giving someone’s possessions a new lease on life! Possessions that would otherwise languish forgotten, left to rot and mold and face the fate of an evitable landfill. Think of Planet Earth! Besides, who’s to say these folks couldn’t pay the rent? Maybe they wished to abandon the contents.”

“Why would they?”

I shrugged. “Some people simply don’t want the items anymore, or they can’t bring themselves to throw them away. Or perhaps moving to another locale, the expense of a rental truck or trailer is beyond their means. In any case, we are doing them a favor.”

“A favor? I don’t think so. This doesn’t feel ... right.”

Wherever did the child suddenly get such a conscience? Not from me. And certainly not the Vikings.

“My darling girl,” I said, “most of the contents of these units are junk.”

“Then—why bid on one?”

“Because,” I said patiently, as if talking to a small child, “sometimes in all that trash? There’s treasure to be found!”

A pause, and then a clap of thunder punctuated my point. If I’d known that thunderclap was coming, I might have added a nice Long John Silver “Matey!”

Brandy, looking at the rain beating against the window panes, whined, “But it’s lousy outside.”

“All the better! You know what they say—inclement weather today keeps bidders away!”

“Yeah, the smart ones.”

Tiring of the child’s negative attitude, I pushed back from the table. “You know, you need to consider, as you grow older, that those frown lines will become permanent.”

She grinned broadly with her clowny lipstick emphasizing her sarcasm. “Better?”

“Ugggh! You look like Cesar Romero playing the Joker.”

“I was going for Heath Ledger,” Brandy sighed, then used her napkin to wipe the crimson color off her lips. “Okay. You win ... like that’s a surprise. Let’s go hunt for treasure in the trash.”

Thunder cracked again. Matey.

“Now there’s a good girl!” I enthused, standing, pushing farther away from the table. I ticked off on my fingers: “We’ll need raincoats, umbrellas, and Wellies.”

“And a rowboat.”

But she was smiling. Looking not at all like Cesar Romero.

 



Okay, Brandy taking over.

In previous books I usually have allowed Mother to write only one chapter, appearing around halfway through, when it’s a little late for readers to bail. So I apologize for subjecting you to her so early. On the other hand, some people get a kick out of her. Trust me—it’s more fun to read about than to live through.

Also, I do apologize for confusing Andy Griffin and Merv Griffith. Mother is right to give me a hard time on that account. But she was herself incorrect about Estée Lauder—the woman built her empire on face cream, before expanding into cosmetics.

So there.

Anyway, I still wasn’t convinced that what we were about to do—bid on past-due storage units—was morally right, or at least that we weren’t at real risk of earning some seriously bad karma.

Don’t get me wrong, I’m no Miss Goody Two-Shoes—I was, after all, responsible for the bust-up of my marriage, losing custody of my twelve-year-old son, Jake, to my ex, Roger. Readers looking for perfection in their protagonists may have noticed, in Mother’s preceding section, that they are in the wrong place.

But confiscating other people’s possessions—legal or not—gave me a skin-crawly feeling. I wouldn’t want a stranger pawing through my stuff, would you? (That is, you wouldn’t want a stranger pawing through your stuff.)

And I couldn’t very well ask Mother to go alone, because she can’t drive. I don’t mean she doesn’t know how to drive, rather that she lost her license—and I don’t mean misplaced it. Due to various vehicular infractions—little things, like carving through a cornfield and hitting a cow, by way of inventing a shortcut to make community-theater curtain time (Mother, not the cow), or running over a mailbox and scattering letters like oversized snowflakes.

That Mother wouldn’t be allowed behind the wheel for another three years was good news for Serenity. But it meant bad news for her chauffeur. Me.

After gathering our rain gear, Mother and I headed out to my gently dented burgundy Buick. For once Sushi hadn’t begged to go with us, having headed upstairs to get back under the covers to sleep off breakfast. Smart doggie.

“Where to?” I asked, raising my voice above the rat-a-tat-tat of the rain on the car roof.

“Take the River Road north about three miles. To Lucky Four Leaf Clover Storage.”

I grunted. Not so lucky for certain renters today.

Traffic was light along the twisting, hilly two-lane highway, which really was lucky, because visibility was poor thanks to pounding rain (and worn-out windshield wipers). With the mighty Mississippi to our right, and limestone bluffs to our left, I had to concentrate on keeping the hydroplaning car on the road.

Mother, for a change, kept her chatter to a minimum, talking only now and then about the storage facility owner, one Big Jim Bob, who—according to the all-knowing, all-seeing Mother—was raised in Serenity, moved away some years later, then came back to take up the storage unit business.

Amid the intermittent chatter, Mother was saying, “Big Jim Bob gave me a tip on one of the units up for auction.”

“Why would he do that?”

And anyway, why would I believe a tip from anyone named Big Jim Bob? (Maybe Jim Bob, or Big Jim or even Big Bob ... but not Big Jim Bob. That was one good-ole-boy name too many.)

“We’re old friends,” Mother said.

I had come to know that when Mother emphasized the word old in this fashion, it meant she and the man in question had once enjoyed an amorous relationship. Jonathan Borne had passed away nearly thirty years ago, shortly after I came along. And Mother, being a statuesque, attractive woman, was not content to become a wallflower. But she was content to remain a widow, and keep her independence.

Navigating a sharp curve, I asked, “So what’s the tip?”

As if intoning the location of a pirate’s map, she said, “I am informed that I should try to win the bid on unit number seven.”

“So, then—your old friend’s been inside and knows what’s in it. That can’t be legal.”

“No, dear. Only the renter has a key to the padlock. But Big Jim Bob has reason to believe the unit may contain some nice antiques.”

“Why?”

“Because Big Jim Bob talked to the woman when she took out the unit, and she mentioned her collecting had gotten to the point of overflow. She even asked if the unit was climate controlled.”

“Well, that says antiques, all right—”

“Oh, I do hope we get it!”

Throwing a little water on Mother’s fire, I asked, “What’s to prevent Big Jim Bob from breaking the lock on the unit, helping himself to the good stuff, then putting on a new lock?”

Out of the corner of my eye I could see Mother frown. “Only the ruination of his reputation, and a charge of theft if caught,” she responded, adding quickly, “but I know Big Jim Bob, and I assure you he’s a gentleman.”

Know was further code for ... you know.

More water needed.

I risked a glance. “You mean, he was a gentleman, back when you ‘knew’ him. But where has he been since? And why did he come back?”

Mother gazed at me, eyes narrowed to near normal size behind her large buggy lenses. “You seem awfully suspicious today, dear ...”

“Well, I—”

Then, to my surprise she chirped, “And I most heartily approve!”

A word about Mother and me, on the subject of renting a storage unit of our own. Four words, actually: over my dead body!

Currently, our (mostly Mother’s) overflow flea-market / yard-sale finds were stored in a stand-alone garage next to our three-story, 1920s-style house. And I have made it clear to Mother that, should the overflow keep flowing over, under no circumstances would I ever consider renting a storage unit. Because I knew what the inevitable would be: she’d die peacefully in her sleep, smiling like an angel, and leave me with all that garbage!

Okay, so maybe Mother was right on one point: some folks do abandon their units because they don’t want the stuff. Or, anyway, want to deal with it.

“Pull in here, dear,” Mother said, pointing to a sign shaped like a shamrock, the words LUCKY FOUR LEAF CLOVER spaced cutely out on the four leafs. But what exactly was “lucky” or “cute” about having your possessions overwhelm you so much that you had to rent a sort of garage away from home to house the junk?

I drove into a gravel lot, dodging water-filled potholes, then pulled up to the white, boxy low-slung facility, home to several dozen units, each garage door shut and padlocked.

We exited the car—Mother holding a red umbrella with enormous wingspan, and me sporting a 1970s vintage clear plastic number shaped like a bell, that covered me down to my waist—and joined the handful of bidders that had braved the weather, huddling under their umbrellas.

I couldn’t see too clearly through my plastic bell (maybe that’s why this type of umbrella went out of style), but I did recognize a lanky guy as a fellow dealer at the antiques mall, although I couldn’t recall his name.

Next to him were a man and woman, sharing an orange umbrella, both middle-aged and maybe a little too fond of food. He had eyebrows in need of a trim, and she wore an ill-fitting short brown wig.

The other bidder was a muscular young man in a black Harley T-shirt, his arms exposed possibly to show off his biceps and formidable forearms. Too manly to carry an umbrella, he just stood there letting his dark hair get matted by the rain.

Mother’s mouth was moving, and when I didn’t respond due to my Maxwell Smart “cone of silence,” she kicked me. Kicked me!

“O www w!” I said, rubbing my shin with my other, uninjured leg. “Whatcha do that for?”

She ducked down, stuck her head under the umbrella, and her eyes gleamed up at me, like those of a coyote who smelled blood.

“Get rid of that thing,” she snarled. “I need you sharp—front and center!”

She did her Sgt. Bilko troop-summoning hey-harr-uppp.

Mother withdrew, and I came out from under the umbrella, snapped it closed, then saluted.

A shiny red pickup truck rolled up to where the six of us were gathered, then the truck’s cab door opened, and a blue-jeaned leg with a brown pointy-toed cowboy boot swung out and down to the ground.

“There’s Big Jim Bob himself!” Mother burbled, suddenly a giddy schoolgirl.

How I hated it when she ran into an “old” somebody she had “known.”

While the man was big—over six feet, two hundred plus pounds—he was not the potbelly redneck his name had promised. He had thinning gray hair, tired eyes, bulbous nose, and a mouth that had become a mere slit between sagging jowls. He’d been handsome once. Once.

Still, when Big Jim Bob spotted Mother, the eyes suddenly twinkled, and his broad smile gave him an instant face-lift.

Beneath the umbrella of hers that we now shared, I leaned closer to Mother and whispered, “There’ll be none of that.”

“None of what, dear?”

“Making goo-goo eyes.”

“I’m not making goo-goo eyes.”

“I know goo-goo eyes when I see them, and you’re making them, so stop.”

“If you say so, dear.”

Big Jim Bob was retrieving a wide-brimmed black cowboy hat and tan oil-cloth coat from his truck, which he put on. Then he greeted the group with a “Howdy, folks.” Whether his drawl was an affectation or the result of living down south, I couldn’t tell ya’ll.

“Nice to see you, BJB,” Mother gushed.

BJB. Gag me with an antique spoon.

“Nice to be seen, Vivian,” he said to her. “Every day ’bove ground is a good day.” Then to the small assemblage: “And thank ya’ll for coming out in such fine weather for ducks.”

Everybody managed a damp laugh.

Then he made a “gather around” gesture, and we crowded in, knocking umbrellas, bumper cars at the carnival.

“ ’fore we get to the auction,” he began, “ah’d like t’make a few announcements. Firstly, there’s only one unit up for bids. Number seven. T’other one’s rent got paid, last minute. As some of ya’ll know, ah try hard t’contact past due renters ’fore goin’ t’auction ... and any money ah make goes toward their past due rent. Ah’m not here t’take advantage.” He paused, then added, “That said, we’ll proceed.”

Big Jim Bob stepped back to his truck, and from the cab produced a wicked-looking steel cutter, which he used on the padlock of unit seven, only a few yards from where we stood.

As he rolled up the garage door, everyone moved closer, craning their necks to get a look into this magical cave of pirate treasure ...

. . . but Big Jim Bob obstructed the view with his large frame.

“For you first-timers,” he said, “here’s the rules—each one of ya’ll can come forward t’get a real good peek. But that’s all. There’s no goin’ in. You have a minute to get your eyeful.”

Since that didn’t make sense to me, I asked, “How are we supposed to know what we’re bidding on?”

Big Jim Bob turned his weary eyes toward me. “Well, that’s the point, little lady. Ya don’t. When everythin’s boxed up—like in this here unit—you’re takin’ a chance. Kinda like a big ol’ grab bag. Your proverbial pig-in-a-poke.”

I never had any luck with grab bags, as a kid—best I ever did was wax lips twice and a paddleball once.

Mother, moving from beneath our umbrella, muscled her way to the front of the bidders.

“Ladies first!” she announced.

The ill-bewigged woman blurted, “Well, uh, I’m a lady... .”

“Ladies of a certain age,” Mother said, already with her toes at the very edge of the threshold.

Nobody tried to stop her.

I was impressed—this had to be serious, if Mother was playing the age card.

Armed with a flashlight from home, she leaned in as far as she could, and started weaving back and forth, occasionally issuing a loud cough, from her toes up—she might have been drunk, or maybe sick... .

To me, her antics seemed predictable if pointless, unless she had suddenly acquired X-ray vision, and I was pretty sure she’d have mentioned that over breakfast.

Finally, after the longest minute in recorded history, Mother resumed her decorum, straightened, stepped back, then turned to her audience with a disappointed sigh that would have registered on the back row of the local Playhouse.

“Well!” she said, “whoever wins this bid will have quite the mouse infestation to clean up.”

The small group of bidders surged forward, and Mother proved her point by directing her flashlight beam toward the evidence.

But I stayed put.

Having grown up in an old house, I didn’t need to get any closer—I knew mouse droppings when I saw them. And there were plenty, resting on the tops of the boxes, littering the exposed concrete floor.

The woman in the ill-fitting brown wig said, “Oh, my! The damage they can do.”

At her side, her bushy-browed mate shrugged. “I’ve seen worse... .”

Mother offered, “Might not be mice at that.”

All eyes were on her, mine included.

“Could be rats.”

Brown Wig snapped, “You’re not bringing those filthy boxes into my clean house!”

The woman turned abruptly, taking their umbrella with her. Bushy Eyebrows dutifully followed.

Two down, two to go.

Not waiting for the starting gun (or auction gavel?), the lanky dealer from the antiques mall said, “I’ll go fifty dollars.”

The muscleman in the Harley T-shirt muttered, “Not worth it.” And he, too, departed (but in a car, not on a Harley).

Three down, one to go.

Mother straightened herself, dug her Wellies in, and announced, “I’ll bid one hundred—I am not going home empty-handed. I spent hours making room in the garage!”

“You did?” I asked, surprised.

Mother shot me her “Will you just play along!” look.

She could lie with such conviction that even I believed her, and after all these years. She kind of was a good actress.

Lanky scowled at Mother. “Oh, all right, it’s all yours, mouse turds and all ...”

“Most gracious,” Mother said with a nod.

“... but you’ll let me know if there’s anything good?”

“Of course,” Mother said with her sweetest smile. Then she added, to soothe the burn, “But you know it’s almost certainly just junk.”

The lanky dealer grunted and strode off to his car.

(Can anyone tell me why antiques hunters want to be told when they miss out on something? I wouldn’t want to know if I got beaten to a pair of half-off Louboutins.)

Big Jim Bob, who had stood by silently during the impromptu bidding, commented, “Hope ah was right about this here unit, Vivian ... and that y’do find somethin’ worthwhile. And ah apologize about the mice—never had nothin’ like that here b’fore.”

Mother waved a hand. “No apology necessary—I’m quite used to mouse doo-doo. Those little rascals can get in just about anywhere.”

Including her sock drawer. One lived snuggled in a nest of support hose for months before Mother noticed it. (I couldn’t kill the thing—too cute. Anyway, it wasn’t my sock drawer.)

Big Jim Bob was saying, “Now, ladies, y’understand, ya have t’have the stuff outta there in twenty-four.”

I blinked. “Days?”

“Hours.”

“Could be a problem—we don’t have a truck.”

Mother said, “Not to worry, dear—we can make multiple trips.”

Meaning I could make multiple trips.

Big Jim Bob was removing a new padlock with two keys from its plastic packaging, handing us one. “This here’s t’secure the unit, and when ya’ll’re done, lock ’er up and toss the key. I’ll keep this here second key to get back in, after. The new renter’ll have a brand-new lock.”

Mother touched his arm. “Thank you for calling me about the unit, BJB. I’m quite sure we’ll make back our hundred dollars.”

“Sure hope so, Vivian. That rain’s a slice of luck for you gals. These units can go way higher. I don’t usually go to all this trouble for just a hundred smackers.”

She batted her eyelashes. “If you’re ever in our neighborhood. . . why don’t you stop by and see me sometime?”

I squirmed in my skin, but at least she hadn’t said it in her Mae West voice.

He smiled a little. “Thank ya, Viv, just might take ya up on that. Well, gotta skedaddle—have t’call a fella about rentin’ this here unit, when ya’ll’re done with it.”

Big Jim Bob strode to his truck, then drove away.

We turned our attention to the unit, stepping inside as far as we could. Rain drummed hollowly, but the space was anything but hollow, filled with all sorts of “surprise package” boxes. We had a lot of work to do... .

I said, “We could probably get five or six boxes in the car at a time, and with a trip every hour, should be done in about—Mother! What are you doing?”

She was idly picking up a mouse dropping from the top of a box. She gave the tiny brown ball a smiling look ... then proceeded to pop it into her mouth!

“What’s the matter, dear?” she said, still smiling. “Haven’t you ever seen anyone eat a chocolate cake sprinkle?”

“Mother, you didn’t!”

“Oh, but I did, dear—indeedie diddie do.”

And she reached into her coat pocket and withdrew a handful of the tiny mouse-turd-shaped candy.

No wonder she wanted to be the first bidder to view the unit ... so she could toss the “droppings” around. What a cheat! What a crook! Still, you had to admire her ingenuity.

But I couldn’t let her off scot-free. “Don’t you think that was a little underhanded?”

Mother’s eyebrows rose above her thick round glasses. “They were all underhanded tosses, dear, or else I might have been spotted. Anyway, all’s fair in love and war, and bidding on storage units. Now chop chop! We’ve got work to do.”

Meaning me, the worker bee, under the supervision of her, the queen.

I hefted a box from the nearest pile, carried it to the car, letting the rain mingle with the sweat already forming on my brow. Then, after loading the box, I backed the Buick up to the unit to make my work easier.

That’s when I noticed a white utility van parked on the shoulder of the highway near the mouth of the storage facility’s driveway. The van—free of any markings—was too far away for me to make out the driver.

Suddenly, its engine roared to life, and the van pulled onto the highway, then sped away.

Had the driver merely stopped for some innocuous reason, like to make a cell phone call? Or had he been watching us? If so, why?

Mother was right; I had become suspicious.

As we drove home with the first load of boxes, the rain letting up, I kept watching for the van in my rearview mirror, driving with one hand, popping chocolate sprinkles in my mouth with the other.

 


A Trash ‘n’ Treasures Tip

 



Wear old clothes when clearing out a storage unit; the contents can be dusty and dirty. Also, don’t assume any little black specks are chocolate sprinkles—pop one into your mouth at your own risk.




Chapter Two

Going, Going ... Gone

Noon was approaching when I pulled my burgundy Buick, loaded with storage boxes (and Mother), into our drive and up to the unattached garage, its old wooden door shut tight to hide the clutter inside. I felt sure someday it would simply burst, spewing garage-sale shrapnel.

With a curt captainlike “To the music room, dear,” Mother hopped out, scurrying ahead to make way for the boxes of treasure that would surely bring wealth and happiness and change our lives forever. No, that was not sarcasm—I was truly caught up in the chase, ever the optimist on my Prozac.

I hefted a heavy box from the backseat and gave it a good, hard shake, hoping for the jingling of coins, but hearing only the tinkling of breaking china.

Oops.

I set that box aside—best leave the bad news for last, after we had discovered an unknown Picasso—and selected another heavy one, which I definitely didn’t shake. Then up the walk I trudged to our white two-story house with its old-fashioned wraparound porch, rebuilt not long ago from the original Depression-era plans after the original structure blew up (another story) (Antiques Roadkill). I found Mother waiting in the doorway, one arm holding the screen door open.

“Hurry up, dear,” she said impatiently, eyes dancing crazily (more crazily than usual, anyway) behind her magnifying lenses.

“I am, I am,” I grumbled. “You want me to be careful, don’t you? I’m taking the heaviest ones to give you a break.”

That word break summoned the image of broken china to my mind, but at least I was setting the stage for my later defense.

Passing through, I nearly stepped on Sushi, hopping underfoot, sensing the excitement.

The little fur ball trailed me into the music room, and when I placed the box gently down on the Persian rug, Sushi began barking at it, apparently not liking the box’s foreign scent.

“Stop that!” I commanded.

The doggie did, retreating a few feet to sit, lower lip extended in a pout. I ignored this display of emotion, feeling quite smug knowing that at least one creature was beneath me on the Borne family food chain.

Mother popped her head in like a demented Jack-in-the-box. “Well, don’t just stand there like a ninny ... more boxes! Mach schnell! Mach schnell!”

She’d been watching Hogan’s Heroes reruns again. She had a thing for Richard Dawson.

“I’m on it, Mein Führer! I’m on it!”

I could not wait for this day to end.

About our house: while Mother had insisted on rebuilding according to the old blueprints, to preserve the uniform look of the neighborhood’s architecture, she had allowed a few tweaks at my suggestion. We had extended the porch, enlarged the kitchen, and—thanks to a tidy insurance check for exploded-to-smithereens contents—embarked on a unique refurnishing plan. The idea was for each room to reflect a different period, which made our ongoing collecting much more fun.

The living room contained Victorian pieces, including a Queen Anne needlepoint couch with matching chairs and a Victorian tea table with an old silver set (which of course I got stuck polishing), plus floor lamps with tasseled shades.

French doors led to the music room with its oaken missionary furniture, and Arts and Craft lamps; floor-to-ceiling shelves showcased Mother’s recent obsession with old musical instruments—although none of us were remotely talented in that department, with the limited exception of my ability to knock out a mean “Chopsticks” on the old upright piano. As for Mother, notwithstanding claims of having once played with the Serenity Junior High band, her contributions appeared limited to going “Blat-blat” on an ancient horn.

The dining room’s decor was Mediterranean (yes, there are a few such pieces worth collecting), while the kitchen was strictly 1950s, Mother insisting on using only authentic-era appliances. As funkily aesthetic as this approach might be, it did have its hazards—like when I tried to make a malt on the vintage malted-milk machine and got shocked silly. (Bonus Trash ‘n’ Treasures Tip: Watch those frayed cords!)

We’ll go over the upstairs and its furnishings later, when I / we check in on Peggy Sue.

After four more trips to the car, with all of the boxes delivered to the music room, Mother arranged herself Indian-style on the Persian rug, a pen and paper at the ready.

“Now,” she bossed, “you record each item as I—”

“No,” I rebelled. “You record each item all by your lonesome as I go make lunch.”

“How can you eat at a time like this?” Mother bellowed, hands on hips. “Anyway, this is a two-man job!”

I raised a finger skyward—forefinger ... get your mind out of the gutter. “Mother, we are after all women, not men, and I can think of no job that two men can do that Vivian Borne couldn’t manage single-handed.”

Her eyes narrowed in consideration of that twaddle before she said, “You’re absolutely right, my dear. Considering how you’ve been simply wasting away of late, lunch is a capital idea!”

In the kitchen, I set out an array of vintage 1950s items—green Fire King mixing bowl, red hand-turn can opener, and yellow strainer. To paraphrase Norma Desmond, They had colors then. From the cupboard I removed a large can of white albacore tuna—not 1950s vintage, one would hope—and proceeded to make sandwiches, one for me and another for Peggy Sue, which—along with slices of locally grown cantaloupe, and glasses of unsweetened ice tea—I placed on a tray. And yes, that tray was fifties vintage—a Sundblom Coca-Cola girl.

Sushi, having followed me into the kitchen (food easily trumping strange boxes), trailed me upstairs, making it time for your tour of our second floor.

My bedroom was streamlined Art Deco, Mother’s room ornately Art Nouveau, while the guest room—where Peggy Sue had encamped—featured Early American. The latter is my least favorite period (Mother agrees), but we’d been running low on styles for our room-by-room plan. Mother had suggested the swinging sixties or possibly psychedelic seventies, but they both seemed to me a little too close for comfort.

Tray balanced in one palm (eat your hearts out, French waiters), I knocked on Sis’s door, but didn’t wait for an answer.

Peggy Sue was curled in a fetal position on the Jenny Lind bed, wearing a pink bathrobe (Peggy Sue, not the bed), her feet bare, dark shoulder-length hair stringy and lacking its normal luster, face puffy, devoid of her usual, dare-I-say trademark meticulous make-up.

The Jenny Lind seemed fitting, however, in that its history began as a sick bed for children... .

And Sis looked something like a child herself, or at least a young girl, a fairly good trick for a woman in her early fifties, yet somehow not a positive thing. Not in this case.

“Peggy Sue? You awake? Getting kind of late.”

Her eyes fluttered open, as expressionless as a doll’s glass orbs, albeit red from crying.

“I’ve brought you some lunch, honey.”

A deep sigh. The eyes closed again. Again, the way a doll’s eyelids close when you tip it just so.

I set the tray on a night table with spindly legs (table, not me) (sorry, I’ll try to be more clear), then sat on the bed and stroked her arm.

“I have tuna salad sandwiches,” I said, “made just the way you like ’em—with dill, celery, and hardly any mayonnaise. And fresh fruit on the side.”

No response.

A decade ago, during my one-year stint at Serenity Community College, I took a course in creative writing (doesn’t show, does it?) (don’t answer that) instructed by a wonderful teacher, Keith Larson (not his fault). He said a good writer shows, not tells, the reader.

(He also said a good writer doesn’t overuse parentheses.)

But I just don’t have the time or maybe not the talent to show you what Peggy Sue is like, so I’ll have to tell you. Besides, I don’t think Peg would cooperate in the show department, not in her particular state of mind ... so, forgive me, Mr. Larson.

In addition to being eighteen years older than me—not helpful in sibling bonding—we were polar opposites in every respect, from politics to religion, social standing to clothing styles, and all points in-between. With our age difference, having a prickly relationship over the years was understandable ...

. . . made even more understandable when I recently learned Peggy Sue was my biological mother, Mother (as in Vivian Borne) having raised me as her own.

Still perched on the bed, working at being cheery, I said, “Well, I’m not going to wait for you ... I’m starving!”

And I reached for one of the sandwiches, and began to eat noisily, making smacking, yummy sounds. I tore off a piece for Sushi, holding it over her head just out of reach, so she would jump repeatedly toward the smell, barking all the while.

“Oh, all right,” Peggy Sue moaned, not smiling at this circus act but at least capitulating, “if you’re going to make all that racket and get crumbs on the bed... .”

“Good,” I said with a smile. “Come sit by the window.”

I gave Soosh the treat for her performance, picked up the tray, and moved it to the old wooden storage trunk that doubled as a coffee table.

When Sis finally dragged herself out of bed, I was shocked by the weight she had lost—not that Peggy Sue had ever been heavy; but she had been zaftig, or “curvy,” as the fashion magazines politely put it now that “pleasantly plump” has gone un-PC.

Sis tightened her pink robe, then put on pink slippers like a kid reluctantly tugging on overshoes for a snowy trudge to school; finally she shuffled over to a rocker.

I sat opposite her on a rickety yard-sale-purchase chair that threatened to collapse at any moment, and handed her a plate.

She took a bite of tuna, then chewed unenthusiastically, eyes as lidded as a bored housewife’s.

I said, “You know, meaning this as strictly constructive criticism ...”

Her eyes found my face.

“... you could stand a new hairstyle.”

She stopped chewing. “What’s wrong with the one I have?”

“You mean, when it’s washed? It makes you look old. Older.”

I was picking a tiny fight. Just enough to get her to come back to life.

And the dull eyes flashed. “It does not! It’s still quite modern. Lots of women my age have shoulder-length hair. You for example.”

“We aren’t exactly the same age. If we were, that would be some trick. Anyway, mine doesn’t emphasize sagging jowls.”

Her checks flushed. “I have sagging jowls?”

“Let’s just say you have jowls.”

As Mr. Larson would have said, the “sagging” was understood.

Peggy Sue put her plate down on the trunk with a clunk, rose from the rocker, crossed to a vanity mirror, and leaned in at her reflection.

“I do not have jowls—sagging or otherwise.” She whirled. “And if you want to talk about appearances—how about your hair? I don’t think you could get a comb through it if you tried. Maybe if you used a rake. It’s always a mess ...”

True. And a rake was an idea... .

“... and the clothes you wear? So tacky. So terribly tacky.”

Not true. They just weren’t Sis’s Burberry or St. John preference.

Getting no rise out of me, Peggy Sue put her hands on her hips. “Did you come in here just to pick a fight with me?”

“Absolutely,” I said. “And to put a spark in your pretty eyes and color in those pretty cheeks.”

Then I smiled at her.

“Oh.” Sis dropped her arms in defeat.

My turn to stand. “Now that you’re feeling better ... take a shower, why don’t you? And get into some old clothes.”

“I sense a hidden agenda.”

“I’m not hiding it. I need your help.”

“Doing what?”

“I’ll tell you downstairs. Now, chop chop.”

Suddenly I had become Mother. But at least I hadn’t gone Hogan’s Heroes on Peg.

She lifted an eyebrow. “What if I don’t want to leave this room?”

“Then I’ll just have to call Senator Clark.”

Who is Senator Clark, you ask? Merely the man I had recently discovered to be my biological father.

You see, Peggy Sue—the summer after graduating from high school, with college waiting in the wings—had worked for the then-young politician on his first campaign, during which time he was elected ... and I was conceived.

Sis had kept this little morsel of my ancestry to herself, until just lately, even from the senator himself (also, until just lately). Back in the day, she hadn’t wanted to force this (you should pardon the expression) on-the-rise politician into a career-ruining marriage.

And as the years passed, and Senator Clark’s career advanced, Peggy Sue had felt no desire to be at the center of a scandal that would destroy her own happy marriage, not to mention the reputation of one of the state’s most admired men. And one of Serenity’s most admired women of the country club set.

“Don’t you dare call Edward!” she blurted. “You know he’s in the middle of a very important campaign.” She put her hand to her chest in a melodramatic gesture worthy of Mother. “The last thing I want to be is a burden!”

“Then stop being one,” I said matter-of-factly, “and get dressed, why don’t you?”

Peggy Sue’s response was to call me an unprintable name, which was bad form for a sister (or a mother for that matter); but a good sign that she was returning to normal.

Before heading downstairs, I stopped by my room to get some old tennies, and check on the spider that had made its home inside one of the windows.

I peered at the little tan insect. “Nothing yet, huh?”

At what point does a spider realize it’s built its web in a bad place? It’d been there for weeks without a nibble. I even tried to help by wiping out the web and opening the outer glass so it would leave ... but noooo, the next night it was back, persistent and stubborn as ever, making the web even bigger.

Why do I get all the dumb spiders?

In the music room, Mother stood in the midst of open boxes and packing material, the rug littered with the cast-off belongings of a stranger.

When she saw me, Mother exclaimed, “Feast your eyes on this treasure trove, my dear. A myriad of merchandise for our booth!”

“Such as?”

“Such as this, for instance!” She bent, her knees cracking, and swept up a yellowed piece of paper. “That’s Superman, isn’t it? Signed by the original creators?”

I took a closer look. The drawing of Superman with his S-emblazoned chest expanded, hands on hips, smiling big, was a classic pose. It was a pencil drawing signed “Siegel and Shuster.” Dated 1946.

“Give me a second,” I said, and went upstairs to my bedroom and used my laptop. According to Wikipedia, Siegel and Shuster were the creators of the famous superhero, all right.

Back downstairs, I told Mother she was correct, and that the drawing might well be worth something. I would check later with our friend Joe Lange, who was something of a pop-culture authority. Which was to say, geek.

Feeling her oats now, Mother gestured grandly. “And just look at this wonderful old cornet, a perfect addition to my growing collection!”

Mother set the drawing carefully aside, and plucked up the instrument, her eyes gleaming as if reflecting solid gold, not tarnished, brass.

Great—another smelly old horn... .

“But you don’t need another!”

Mother made a sour face. “You’re clearly thinking of my trumpet. This is a cornet.”

“What’s the difference?”

“A cornet is smaller. It has a richer, more mellow tone.”

I took a closer look. “Wait a minute—you already have one of those, too! This makes three trumpets!”

“One trumpet and two cornets, and since when do I limit myself to just one in a collection?”

“Judging by the half-dozen old chamber pots gathering dust on the back porch? I would say, never.”

“Besides,” she was saying, ignoring my mini-rant, “this cornet is much nicer than the one I already have. And the trumpet.”

“You mean it isn’t a dented-up piece of junk.”

“ ‘Junk’ is a trifle judgmental, dear, and ... well, I just have a good feeling about this new horn.” Mother’s eyes were gleaming again. “Maybe it even belonged to Louie Armstrong himself!”

“Oh, sure.”

“Or Harry James!”

“Right. Maybe it’s the horn Al Hirt was playing when somebody threw a brick at him.”

Mother gave me a hard stare. “Dear, sarcasm makes wrinkles around your mouth, which are far worse than a frown. You are forgetting the first rule of antiquing ...”

“Check for mold?”

“Anything is possible! One man’s trash is another’s treasure!”

That was two rules, but never mind.

“Okay,” I sighed like a cop at a crime scene. “What else have we got?”

Mother turned back to the clutter. “Well, we have a wonderful set of Haviland dishes—which would have been complete, only somehow a few cups managed to get broken.”

Her magnified eyes focused on me, shooting demented laser beams of suspicion.

“Oh, sure, assume it’s my fault. I must have done it. Not the person who originally packed the darn things.”

With Mother, the best defense is offense.

That, and changing the subject.

“What are those?” I asked, pointing to a stack of letters.

A hand fluttered. “Oh ... just some old correspondence. Not important, I’m sure.”

“Mind if I take them?”

Mother raised her eyebrows.

I cocked my head. “They could shed some light on who the owner was. Maybe we can trace that Superman drawing, or even your new trumpet.”

“Cornet.” She shrugged. “Help yourself.”

Rather than hear Mother’s knees crack again, I retrieved the letters off the rug, only to have my knees pop. Heredity is a harsh mistress.

Speaking of which, Peggy Sue appeared in the archway of the French doors, damp hair pulled back in a ponytail, face freshly scrubbed with just a hint of make-up. She was wearing a plaid shirt and jeans—clothes from my closet.

Noting my displeasure, Sis said, “You told me to put on old clothes.”

My displeasure deepened. “They aren’t old—I just bought them.”

Sis looked down at herself in astonishment; whether this was a ploy to irritate or actual ignorance on her part, I couldn’t say. “Really? The shirt is frayed, and the jeans are torn... . That spells old to me.”

“They’re supposed to be that way.”

Peggy Sue laughed, then saw my serious expression, and her forehead frowned while her mouth smiled. “You actually bought torn clothes? On purpose?”

“It’s the style,” I said defensively.

“Then”—she shrugged—“why didn’t you just rip up clothes you already had?”

“Because they can’t be person-ripped ... they have to be factory-ripped.”

Long lashes batted at me. “There’s a difference?”

“The difference,” I exclaimed, “is that the former is trash, and the latter is fashion.”

“In your case,” Sis sniffed, “the former is the latter.”

“And in your case,” I snapped, referring to her taste in clothes, “the latter is the former.”

Mother interceded, which was a good thing, because I was getting mixed up about which was which.

“Girls, girls, please! You’re giving me one of my sick headaches!” She turned to Peggy Sue. “Dear, I understand that you are hurting after your recent, uh ... setback ... but being unkind to Brandy isn’t going to make anything better.” Then she turned to me and raised a teacherly forefinger. “And Brandy, you should know better than to bicker. It’s up to you to set a good example!”

Me set a good example? My lot in life was to provide a terrible warning to others about what fate might await them, if they did follow my example... .

Mother clapped her hands, as if a performance had just ended; maybe it had.

“Girls, the afternoon is slipping away, and there are more treasures to be unearthed!”

Peggy Sue said, “Huh?”

“I refer, of course, to more boxes that need hauling home from our storage unit.”

“What boxes?” Peggy Sue asked. “What storage unit?”

This was what happened around the Borne homestead; if you risked sleeping in, the world could pass you by.

Briefly I filled Sis in, taking the lead, knowing Mother wouldn’t have been brief... .

When I’d concluded, Sis gestured to the clutter. “Is that what all this is? The contents of your mystery boxes?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Treasure?” Her pert little nose turned up. “Looks like trash to me.”

“That trash might be worth something,” I said.

“That’s right,” Mother chimed in.

I told Peg about the Superman drawing by its creators, mentioning that it was dated 1946.

Arms folded over my bosom, I Dream of Jeannie style, I said, “I’m pretty sure that piece of ‘trash’ is valuable.”

Suddenly Peggy Sue seemed interested. “How much?”

I let Mother reel her in. “A great deal, from what our preliminary research indicates. And that’s just one item! Who knows what other treasures might be in store?”

“Well, what are we waiting for?” Sis said. “Let’s go.” Then: “Do I get a percentage? There’s a new Burberry jacket I have my eye on.”

Peggy Sue was getting back to normal.

Then I had an idea—not surprisingly, an idea that would make my work easier.

“If we take both cars,” I suggested, “we can get done quicker.”

Peggy Sue had a Cadillac Escalade, the only possession she’d managed to hold onto out of the financial debacle her late husband had bequeathed her. Well, she did hang on to her clothes and jewelry, too. The sheriff didn’t exist who could pry those from my sister’s clutching fingers.

“Capital idea, Brandy,” Mother said, beaming. “And let’s bring along the push broom from the garage. Peggy Sue and I can load boxes while you sweep out the unit.”

After the broken Haviland cups, Mother didn’t trust me with handling the boxes anymore.

“Fine by me,” I said, then reached for the old horn that Mother was still holding as if it were an Oscar she’d won. “But this goes out to the garage until you promise to clean it.”

With a sigh worthy of Camille on her deathbed, Mother handed over the trumpet. Cornet. Whatever.

Outside, with an early-evening fog settling in, I retrieved the broom from the garage, tossing the cornet on one of the many scrap heaps. Soon Mother and I were climbing into the Buick, with Peggy Sue set to follow us.

As I drove, Mother sat uncharacteristically silent—her mind most likely buzzing with thoughts of further valuable discoveries—which was fine with me, as the twisty river road took all my concentration, having become nearly obscured by fog.

Suddenly Mother wheeled toward me, her face clenched in anguish, and she pleaded, “Dear—please don’t turn me into a paperweight.”

Now even for Mother, that was a doozy of a non sequitur.

“Sure,” I said. “I promise not to turn you into a paperweight. Might I ask one small question?”

“Certainly, dear.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Eyes on the road, dear.”

“I’m waiting.”

“For what, dear?”

“An explanation!”

“Careful, dear, don’t slow down too much or Peggy Sue might ram you.”

Peggy Sue, impatient as always, was indeed tailgating me—particularly dangerous under these conditions—so I tapped my brakes to put a little scare into her. She honked at me, to put a scare into me.

Finally, Mother said, “It’s my aunt Olive, dear. You remember her.”

“Vaguely.”

“Well, she’s lost.”

“I don’t get it. Didn’t she die a couple of years ago?”

At the ripe old age of ninety-five. At the time, Mother was having one of her “spells,” and I was in the midst of a divorce, so neither of us attended Olive’s funeral out in Ohio.

“So, what, then?” I asked. “Was she a sinner and you figure she’s lost in the throes of hellfire damnation or something?”

“Don’t sound ridiculous, dear.”

“Yeah. I wouldn’t want to sound ridiculous. So. Don’t turn you into a paperweight?”

Mother’s nod was barely perceptible, as if taking a cue from offstage. “After Aunt Olive was cremated, her daughter had the ashes turned into a paperweight.” She sighed. “I suppose it was comforting, still having her mother around the house ... but something tragic happened.”

“It broke?”

“No. Much worse. The paperweight accidently got sold in a garage sale.”

I might have laughed if Mother hadn’t sounded so distressed.

“And now?” she said to the car’s ceiling. “Now, poor Aunt Olive is in some stranger’s house, gathering dust.”

“Maybe she’s being put to practical use. Sitting on top of a stack of bills or something. Wasn’t she a math teacher? That would be kind of fitting.”

Mother was ignoring my comments. “Or worse—thrown in the trash, to be buried in a landfill along with the rest of the disgusting garbage!”

“Don’t worry,” I said, too kind to point out that she had just classified Aunt Olive as garbage, and disgusting garbage at that. “You won’t end up as a paperweight, Mother, or anything else. You’ll have a proper burial, somewhere I can visit you, and weep.”

Mother touched my arm. “Thank you, dear. That’s reassuring.”

“I was thinking of a storage unit.”

And to her credit, Mother laughed rather heartily at that.

“Good one, dear,” she said. “Good one.”

By now, the fog was so thick I almost missed the entrance to the storage facility, and when I made a sharp left turn, Mother slid into me, as far as her seat belt would allow.

“Nice save, dear.”

Peggy Sue, having wisely put some distance between us, had no trouble pulling into the graveled drive, and she trailed our car up to the unit, where soon we were all standing while Mother fished around in a jacket pocket for the padlock key.

Peggy Sue, having second thoughts, asked, “These boxes won’t get my car dirty, will they? I try to keep the Escalade clean, you know.”

“Should be fine,” I lied. “Of course, there may be a chocolate sprinkle or two.”

Sis frowned. “What?”

I gave her a quick summary of Mother’s mouse dropping trick, and if I’d thought that would disgust her, I was wrong.

“Ingenious,” Peggy Sue said admiringly. “The old girl’s got a head on her shoulders. Have to give her that.”

That head was wagging side to side, as Mother was having trouble with the lock; but finally she gave it a good jiggle, and it snapped open.

I grasped the door handle, pulling it up, revealing darkness; the ground fog swirled in as if seeking sanctuary from the night.

Mother, poised for action, switched on her flashlight (retrieved from her jacket), aiming its beam inside, light-sabering it around.

We stood and stared.

“Empty,” Mother murmured.

Sis asked, “Are you sure this is the right unit?”

I stepped back, checked the metal number nailed to the outside. “Number seven. This is it.”

Mother had gone on in. “I don’t understand,” she exclaimed in disbelief. “It was half full when we left this morning!”

Peggy Sue pointed. “Looks like a rolled-up rug in the corner. Maybe it’s a valuable Oriental.”

I took the flashlight from a befuddled Mother, and went deeper, for a closer look.

“It’s not a rug,” I said after a moment.

“What is it?” Mother asked.

“Uh ... it’s your friend Big Jim Bob.”

“Whatever is he doing in there?”

“Not much.”

 


A Trash ‘n’ Treasures Tip

 



Before an auction at a storage facility, rules and regulations will be provided to prospective bidders. Such conditions vary with each site, so be sure you understand them before bidding—if you are required to clean up the unit after you’ve removed its contents, and fail to do so, the cleaning bill you receive may be no bargain.





End of sample
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