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				Monday, December 14

				I was rummaging around in the trash Dumpster searching for my lost paycheck, when I reached down and grabbed Cindy Gambrowski’s severed leg.

				Of course, I didn’t know it was her leg. I didn’t know whose leg it was.

				In fact, I couldn’t even be sure it was a real, live—er, dead—leg at all. I told myself I was nuts. (Which I probably am.) I immediately dropped what I was holding.

				“Eeeeek!” I screamed. “It’s … it’s … a leg! I found a leg.”

				“Ha, ha, ha. Very funny, Kiki Lowenstein. When you’re finished being a complete dope, how about you find your paycheck so you can get out of there?” said Bama. “We’ve got our Monday night crop to prep for.”

				That’s my business partner for you. She has all the empathy of a pet rock. Clearly, she was not planning to come to my assistance. She thought I was kidding about the leg. Or wrong.

				Well, maybe I was.

				 I swallowed hard and told myself to calm down.

				After all, how could a human shin complete with five toes get inside the big green trash bin? Why would anyone dump body parts in with the paper garbage we generated at Time in a Bottle, the scrapbook store where Bama and I work? 

				This had to be someone’s idea of a sick joke. I must have been mistaken. Who’d put a body part in the Dumpster? Especially in our trash bin? Don’t be ridiculous, I told myself. Concentrate on finding that paycheck so you can get out of here.

				If only I could see better!

				It’s pretty dark inside a Dumpster with the lid propped open only an inch. The day dawned unusually warm for December, but that’s St. Louis for you. We tend to swing from one extreme to another. Either we suffer from muggy, ghastly hot days, or we rival polar expeditions for bone-chilling cold. You can walk outside to a clear sky one minute, dodge pelting golf balls of hail the next, and finish the twenty-four-hour period with a pea-soup colored haze announcing an oncoming tornado. It sure isn’t boring; I’ll give it that!

				Neither was my life. 

				“I need some help here, Bama!” I called. I figured at the very least she’d hold the lid open for me, but no. She had given me a boost so I could climb into the slime pit. But that was all. After I scrambled over the edge and into the trash, Bama stuck a small stick under the metal lid and backed away. Bama didn’t care how tough a time I was having. This was her passive-aggressive way of teaching me a lesson. 

				Unless I also learned Braille, this education was going nowhere—fast. Too darn dark in here to see anything!

				“I’m not climbing in after you, Kiki. I won’t. Don’t ask. Quit whining and find your paycheck. I still have to count out the register and get the store open.”

				Well, I did, too. I was eager for the activity that would take my mind off how horrible my twelve-year-old daughter was behaving lately. 

				“This is all your fault,” Bama called to me, by way of adding insult to smelly injury.

				Duh. That I knew. I should have paid attention. I shouldn’t have pushed all those loose papers into the trash can by the desk. I should have put my paycheck in my purse the moment Bama handed it over. 

				Shoulda. Woulda. Coulda. 

				And didn’t.

				When I discovered my mistake, Bama explained she was not about to reissue my paycheck, thank you. “That costs money. Correction: That wastes money. You tossed it, you lost it.” 

				I could tell by the smirk she was proud of her little rhyme. In fact, I bet she was standing outside grinning from ear to ear. All right, I would take my bitter medicine. But I couldn’t perform my punishment without more light. “Bama, I’m trying! I want out of here. But I can’t see anything! Lift the lid higher!”

				“Can’t. Don’t want to touch it. I’ll get dirty.” She wore a brand-new, cardinal-red wrap coat that I coveted. I had finally, reluctantly, resigned my old winter coat to the garbage. Moths feasted on the sleeves over the summer. The lining drooped sadly out from under the hem. An unidentified stain crept across the shoulder blades. 

				I hoped our store was making money. If we were, perhaps I could use a part of the bonus to buy a new coat at the after-Christmas sales. I also wanted to purchase a nice Hanukkah gift for my daughter Anya. She lusted after a pair of Uggs. “All my friends own a pair,” she pouted.

				But instead of prepping for our upcoming crop or creating displays to entice our customers to spend money, I was stuck here in the trash bin, digging around for my lost paycheck. With no help forthcoming from my “partner,” Bama. None at all!

				She is so annoying.

				“At least go get me some light!” I told myself I must be hallucinating to think I’d touched anything remotely human. But then, I haven’t been sleeping well lately. No wonder my imagination shifted to high alert status.

				“Hang on,” she yelled. “I’ll be back. Don’t go anywhere.”

				As if I could! I was too short to climb out of the dumpster without (a) a hand up or (b) a ladder. Instead, I snuggled into the corner far away from the icky, sticky human calf-shaped thing I’d tossed back into the mess. At least in the corner, nothing could come up behind me.

				I felt a tickle.

				“Something fell down the back of my blouse!” I yelled so loud I thought I ejected my tonsils.

				But Bama wasn’t around to hear me. I tugged at my top and did the shimmy, hoping whatever small creature was sharing my clothing would vacate the building. Pronto.

				“Here,” Bama banged her fist against the metal to get my attention. The resulting BONG was as loud as if I were standing inside Big Ben. I could barely make out her next comment, “Got you a flashlight.”

				The lid opened wide. Sunlight flooded the interior and blinded me. I didn’t duck as the big blue plastic flashlight flew by and conked me in the head.

				“Bama, that hurt!”

				“Sor-reee!” she sang out.

				I knew she wasn’t.

				Ugh. I rotated the plastic cylinder in my hand and clicked it to “on.” The stupid beam flickered twice, then died. I knocked it hard against my palm. The light came on. I dug around in the papers and goo of our leftover foodstuffs. When the light wavered, I banged the flashlight against the dumpster wall, and it stayed bright. I shined the beam in the direction of my feet. I moved it left to right in a sweeping motion.

				Five pink toes with painted nails winked up at me from between two garbage bags.

				“It’s a leg! Bama, I’m not kidding! Help! Help! Get me out of here!” I stuffed the flashlight into my waistband and tried to scale the wall of the dumpster. “The lid! Lift the lid!”

				Thunk.

				Instead of lifting the lid, Bama dropped it. “Phone!” Her voice came from far away. “Be right back!” 

				“Bama! Wait! Please! Let me out! OUT!” I banged on the wall and yelled some more. I jumped up pogo-stick style and struggled to get a purchase on the rim. I couldn’t do it. My fingernails screeched as they slid down the metal. 

				Carefully avoiding the far end of the heap (or Body Part Village, as I nicknamed it in my head), I heaped bags one on top of each other. When I had a small pile, I climbed them. That didn’t work either. They shifted and sank under my weight. I tried again with the same result. 

				The whole time I yelled and cried and screamed for help.

				Finally, I wore myself out. I sank down in the corner of the Dumpster and started to snivel.

				Bama took her own sweet time.

				I hate that woman.

				I really do.
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				“Tell me again why you were in the Dumpster.” Detective Stan Hadcho adjusted his weight in the folding chair. My nine-one-one call had brought a Richmond Heights Police Department patrolman who quickly surmised we needed a pair of detectives on the case. We sat across from each other in the back room of Time in a Bottle. His pen poised over an open Steno pad. His dark chocolate eyes never leaving my face. “Go ahead, Mrs. Lowenstein. Take your time. Start at the beginning. You were here yesterday? On a Sunday?”

				I swallowed hard and fanned myself. Another swig of Diet Dr Pepper helped me push down the knot in my throat, the bulge threatening to explode along with the contents of my stomach. Staring off into the racks of brightly colored cardstock, forcing myself to focus, I mumbled through the recent events. How a new customer came in right at closing when I worked the sales floor alone. How that new customer was struggling with two howling toddlers. How she needed (a) a break from parenting and (b) more supplies. How I’d bounced said toddlers on my knee while she roamed around the store. Squeezing my eyes shut harder, I visualized the transformation apparent on my customer’s face. She had grown more and more relaxed as she thought about the album she was making for a friend’s birthday.

				The kids were thrilled with the graham crackers I fed them, and later cleaned out of our carpet.

				I told Hadcho how the new customer left smiling, dispensing hugs and kisses to her little darlings. A different woman all together from the stressed-out mess who’d stumbled over our threshold. 

				Crafting was like that. We all grew stronger and wiser when we turned our hands to the act of creating rather than fretting. How many times have I seen stressed-out women, ladies with shoulders hunched around their ears, slowly unwind as they became engrossed in a new project? Too many to count, actually. 

				Since Bama and I came onboard as part-owners, we’d moved Time in a Bottle a bit more toward papercrafting in general than just focusing on scrapbooking. It wasn’t a big change. No way! Just a subtle shift. Dodie Goldfader, the majority stockholder and founder, agreed to give our new, broader emphasis a try. 

				As a result, our sales numbers were up. Our patron count was rising. A lot of new faces turned into regulars after attending our popular ATC (Artist Trading Card) classes or our latest offering, Décor on a Dime. The young mother of toddlers discovered our store when she saw an ad for our cardmaking class. Despite the downturn in the economy, our business was good.

				An inevitable downside of the additional business was more work. Bama and I exhausted ourselves trying to cover all the store hours, plus our prep time and our after-hours work keeping up with stocking, pricing, and market trends. After our new customer walked out the front door last night, toting her happy toddlers and a big bag full of supplies on the back of her stroller, I nearly collapsed against our front counter. Once again, we were closing after our posted hours. Hearing the door minder jingle, Bama stuck her head out of the back stockroom to yell to me, “You still need to clean up after that marathon die-cutting class. You promised to get the holiday decorations up, although those can wait until tomorrow. And, we’ve got to be here early tomorrow to finish prepping for the crop.”

				I told Detective Hadcho, “We’re open seven days a week. With the holidays coming, our hours are extended. By the time our last customer left, I was slap happy. Totally exhausted. I guess I wasn’t thinking straight.” I explained how with broad sweeps of my arm, I scooted paper debris into our wastepaper cans. This was unusual. My guilty conscience shrieked, “Recycle! Check for small bits you can reuse!” But, honestly, by that time, I staggered about on my feet. Amendment: My aching feet. In the rush to get home, I grabbed bags from behind the counter, noticed a few official-looking slips of paper that had fallen to the floor, scooped up the whole mess, and wobbled my way through the back door to the Dumpster. 

				“It wasn’t until I got dressed this morning that it hit me.”

				“You couldn’t find your paycheck,” he prompted me.

				I nodded. I told him how I had dug deep in the pockets of the pants I’d worn the night before and discovered lint. No paycheck. But I knew it should have been there! Bama had handed it to me shortly before I had eaten lunch around dinnertime, my third day of peanut butter straight from the jar. 

				Retracing my steps mentally, I formed the only possible conclusion. One of those “official-looking” pieces of paper I’d tossed into the trash must have been my paycheck. It must have fallen out of my pocket and onto the floor. 

				Ergo, Dumpster-diving.

				I must have turned a little green as I recounted my adventure and recalled the squishy feel of cold flesh in my hands.

				“You all right, Mrs. Lowenstein?” he leaned slightly forward as if to catch me if I fell.

				I shook my head to clear it. “How come … how come what I touched felt so soft?” I wondered out loud to Detective Stan Hadcho. His eyes were the color of twin Hershey’s kisses. His hair was the sort of jet black you read about, but rarely see. His face was tan and craggy, with high cheekbones that hinted he might have some Native American blood in him. He wore sadness like some guys wear a tired raincoat, loose, threadbare and droopy.

				“That’s how flesh feels after a while. The body starts to decompose very quickly. Even when it’s cold outside. You’ve probably only ever touched someone newly dead or someone just embalmed, right?” 

				I nodded. I remembered stroking my husband George’s face when he was in his casket. His flesh felt cool and unpleasantly plump, like an unripe peach. I kissed Nana’s face as she lay on a bed of white shirred fabric, her small body looking shrunken in a way-too-big metal coffin. By the end of her life, her once lovely skin hung on her bones, but even then there had been a certain resistance to the pressure of my lips. “That’s right. I’ve only touched folks after they’ve been prepared. If this wasn’t the middle of December, if the weather had been hotter, that piece of leg would have been … ugh.” I shivered and checked to see if the path to the bathroom was clear. 

				“Mrs. Lowenstein, don’t dwell on it,” said Detective Hadcho. “It’s my job to see and hear things no one should ever experience. I signed on for that. I am willing to do it so you don’t have to, if you get my drift.” He reached over and squeezed my hand, then released it just as quickly.

				I stared at my fingertips. The warmth he’d transferred flowed up my arm. With reluctance, I pulled my hand away from where we were nearly fingertip to fingertip. I didn’t want to offend him, but I badly needed human companionship. So much so that I worried I’d throw myself at him and start to sob. His gesture of kindness came scarily close to opening floodgates of pent-up emotion inside me.

				Lately, loneliness had been my constant companion.

				My romantic life was in the tank. I couldn’t even go there. It was too frustrating and humiliating to consider.

				I’d never had such a bleak period of parenting, either.

				Since Anya turned twelve last summer, she has wanted less and less to do with me. This morning was the capper. She instructed me to drop her off a block away from a friend’s house so she wouldn’t be seen leaving my car. Shifting in my chair, avoiding Detective Hadcho’s eyes, I fought an urge to cry.

				Blinking fast and hard, I stared at the spot usually occupied by Gracie, my darling Great Dane. She was at the vet’s office. I couldn’t think about her. Not right now. It was too worrisome.

				I took in a long and even breath. I needed to get control of my emotions. This wasn’t the time to succumb to negativity. It was the holiday season, for goodness sake. Ho-ho-ho, ah, crud.

				A little voice inside me announced, “What you really need, Kiki Lowenstein, is a good old-fashioned pity party. A sob-fest. With lots of wine and chocolate.” 

				But I pinched myself hard and refused to let even one little tear leak out. Because I didn’t have time for this. I really didn’t.
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				Detective Hadcho handed me his business card after scratching another number on the back. “That’s my personal cell. You think of anything. You need anything. You give me a call.”

				His eyes held mine. 

				A spark flew between us; I swear it.

				I swallowed hard.

				I needed this like I needed a frontal lobotomy. What was with me and cops? Would I ever learn? Men in law enforcement and I did not play well together. I hastened to shove the card into my back pocket. With any luck, I’d run it through the wash and pick it out of the lint trap in my dryer. I already had one detective on speed dial, and if I’d had any brains, I would have dumped that particular phone number months ago.

				A big sigh wooshed out of my mouth.

				“I mean that,” Hadcho said with a quiet intensity that told me he knew I was resistant to asking for his help.

				“Are we safe?” Bama stepped between me and the detective. Her head tilted, her mouth drawn into a thin, tight line. She waved a pale hand in the general direction of the back door and the unseen Dumpster which was now out of commission. The yellow plastic tape officially designated it as a crime scene. No telling how long it would take for the investigators to go over it. More likely, we’d have to replace that big green box. Visions of dollar signs danced in my head.

				“Whoever did that hates women.” Bama’s voice trembled.

				My head jerked up. I hadn’t thought of that. She was right and her suggestion sent a chill through me. 

				“He,” and she jerked a thumb at Detective Ortega, the detective who’d been dispatched to interview her in the store’s office while Detective Hadcho was chatting with me out on the display floor, “he says you’re in charge of this investigation. Lead detective, or whatever. I want to know what you’re planning to do to protect us. Someone put that in our trash. They could have chosen another site. They didn’t. They chose us.”

				I gaped in surprise. Bama wasn’t much of a talker. I figured she’d answer the other detective in monosyllables and get back to work. In fact, I’d sort of forgotten about her. Separating witnesses was a common procedure. Smart, too. Detective Ortega could compare her responses to mine when he and Detective Hadcho reconvened at the station. Ortega was the stereotypical cop from TV shows. A beefy, blocky body topped off by a face both bulbous and tough at the same time. 

				Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Detective Ortega flash a message in code to his partner. With only a hint of movement, he spread his hands, below waist level, to suggest, “I tried. What can I do?”

				“We’ll increase patrols. If you know a reason why someone would dump a body part on your property, you need to tell me. Right now.” That last word was a growl. Detective Hadcho’s brown eyes turned black as they narrowed.

				“A reason? Sure, I can give you a couple! Because women come here. Because if you hate women, you’d want to scare them.” Bama’s chin was raised defiantly, but the tremor was unmistakable.

				“How’d anyone know I’d go Dumpster-diving?” I asked.

				Three pairs of eyes turned on me.

				“Good question,” said Hadcho. His face a perfect blank. Dang. He would make a heck of a poker player. “Care to speculate?”

				Bama and I exchanged glances.

				“How would someone let you know he’d dropped off a startling package for you? Assuming, that is, that his goal was to have you find a severed limb in your own Dumpster? What’s your normal routine?” he continued.

				Bama marched off, came back fast with three laminated sheets. On them were our Opening Procedures, Hours of Operation Procedures, and our Closing Procedures. She was a great one for lists, rules, and protocol. Without a word, she handed them to Ortega, as he was nearest to her.

				He read from the Opening Procedures:

				1. Do a quick survey of the grounds. Pick up any trash before entering the store. Bring that sack into the store. (See #6.)

				2. Disable the alarm and let yourself in the back door. Bring cash drawer to register.

				3. Turn on light banks #1, 2, and 3. Check the phone for overnight messages. WRITE THEM DOWN! Clear the message bank.

				4. Turn over sign to read: OPEN. From this point on, customers are your #1 Priority! Listen for the door minder and the phone.

				5. Do a quick clockwise surveillance of the sales floor. Return any misplaced merchandise to its correct positioning. Check for loose caps on liquids and inks! Collect any trash from inside the store, including the refrigerator. Bag it, deposit it in the Dumpster by the back door. 

				6. Check the daily “To Do” list for chores by day and by date.

				“Kiki, you were scheduled to open,” said Bama. “Did you do all that?”

				I gulped and tried to focus. “Uh, no. You said you’d handle the cash drawer this morning.”

				“But you didn’t check the outside? Didn’t empty the trash?”

				“I emptied it last night, so I knew there wouldn’t be any.”

				“Really?” Hadcho could have filled in for Mario Lopez as one of People magazine’s most beautiful people. Before you blame me for noticing, let me say in my defense that even an octogenarian with advanced cataracts would gawp at Stan Hadcho. He was too good looking for this line of work. I could only imagine all the catcalls and teasing he took from criminals. I’m not a big fan of men with perfect features, but in Hadcho’s case, I could make an exception. 

				“Since we were running behind, I didn’t check the phone messages.” I shrugged.

				“And you didn’t tell me?” Bama’s voice climbed to new and irritating heights.

				“Um, no. I figured I’d get to them later. Besides, we’re both available by cell phone. Everyone in the known world has my cell number. Anyone really desperate could call back.”

				She muttered under her breath. You know that saying, “If looks could kill”? I’m pretty confident the originator worked closely with Bama. She shot me one of her “roll over, expose your soft belly, and offer up your jugular” glances. I felt myself wince.

				Bama is a “by-the-book” type of person. She borders on obsessive-compulsive, actually. I, on the other hand, am the queen of “Wing It.” I must admit that her systems caused Time in a Bottle to function more smoothly. Our sales were up, our shrinkage was down, and we rarely had too much or too little of any particular merchandise.

				“Let’s go listen to your calls.” Hadcho led the way to our backroom office. 

				We squeezed in, huddled around the immaculate desktop. The in-box was empty, the Formica top was spotless, and no detritus of office clutter marred its naked expanse. Bama slid behind the desk with a graceful, practiced movement. Turning to face the shelving unit where the phone base unit sat, she punched the fast blinking “Play Messages” button.

				The first message was a call from a customer asking us to place a special order. Bama dutifully and pointedly wrote this down. I sensed a certain restlessness from the two detectives, but neither commented.

				The second message chilled me to the core.

				“Check your Dumpster out back,” intoned a computerized voice flat of inflection and phrasing. Reminding me of a GPS or an automated phone system, the voice droned on without emphasis, “Check it carefully. I left a gift for you. A piece of meat. Shank steak. Take it as a warning—for you scrappers and for all those rich, snotty women who shop at your store.”
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				We never made it to Message #3. The four of us were staring at the phone when the back door flew open. A young man wearing a service uniform labeled Crime Scene Unit came running in.

				“Ortega? Hadcho? Found something. You better come take a look.”

				Both men ran after Mr. Crime Scene, leaving Bama and me to sit like chastised kids in the principal’s office. Only, instead of being pale or red in the face, we were a ghastly shade of green. I know this because I caught a reflection of us in the big glass-covered landscape Bama hung on the far wall of the office. The pristine snow in the Colorado scenery bounced back our sickly skin tones. Those evergreens had nothing on us. We were a shade that Crayola might have copied, labeled “bilious,” and put in their famous dark green and gold box.

				“Crud,” I managed. My whole body sagged. My eyes fluttered, and the pressing insistence of exhaustion pinned me to the chair where I sat.

				Bama jumped up to slam her palm onto the desk with such force that the pens and pencils in the top drawer rattled. “I knew it. I knew I shouldn’t invest. I should have stayed away! This store is cursed!”

				“Huh?” I recoiled. “Cursed? Why on earth would you say that?”

				“Nothing good ever happens here. I noticed it the day I walked in. Things have just gotten worse. Dodie has cancer, your husband’s killer is chasing you, your stupid dog is sick, Mert has a lawsuit against her, and now this! I should have known better. I should have never tried to set down roots!”

				“Wait just a cotton-picking minute,” I hissed. “You’ve made a good living from Time in a Bottle. You’ve gotten all sorts of praise and attention. What about that cruise ship that invited you to teach? How about the fact your sister makes extra money working here? Or that your niece and nephews hang out here after school and on holidays? How dare you say bad things about the store?”

				In the middle of the tirade, I rose to shake my finger at her. She responded by hammering the air with her fist. “I didn’t say I blamed the store! It’s an inanimate object. This place can’t help it if someone worked evil mojo on it. But I’m telling you, there’s a curse! A curse! Look at poor Dodie. Look at our first crop and what happened. And now this!”

				That capped it for me. Weeks of being bossed around by Miss Perfect, and a solid month of working overtime had worn me down. Last year, arguably the worst in my entire life, Time in a Bottle saved me, my life and my sanity. Dodie’s little store offered more than a haven for creativity. This place launched my career. Along with employment came a newfound sense of self-esteem. Never before had I felt successful. Never before had I earned my own way in the world. Thanks to the Goldfaders, I was part owner of a growing retail concern. I carried business cards in my pocket, beautifully printed cards with my own name on them! Folks introduced me with a modicum of respect. Shoot, I was even a member of a Chamber of Commerce! Didn’t that beat all?

				If Bama didn’t like Time in a Bottle and all the relationships this place entailed, she shouldn’t have agreed to buy in. When Dodie’s husband, Horace, offered us this opportunity, my heart nearly leaped out of my chest for joy. I never expected to actually lay claim to our little shop. I’d have been content to work here as an hourly employee for the rest of my days. This place was that dear to me. 

				If Bama didn’t like TinaB (as we nicknamed the store), she could jump ship any time. In fact, I’d be happy to push her over the starboard railing myself!

				Okay, so she was organized. So she ran the place without a glitch. So she knew how to add columns of numbers and fill out complicated business forms.

				Big deal. 

				She was also replaceable. As for the commercial details, I could learn them. I was sure I could. Even if it meant giving up every smidgeon of free time I had left. Even if it meant hiring more help and making less money. I’d do it. I would. 

				How could she accuse this store of being an albatross around our necks! How dare she! I wasn’t about to stand there and let her sling mud at a business I loved with every fiber of my being. 

				I stepped closer to her, feeling my face flame red as a piece of Bazzill Basics cardstock in Strawberry Orange Peel, and let her have it with both barrels. “You are so selfish. And blind. Totally, blind! Your life is better because of this place! No one forced you to buy in! So why did you, huh? Because it was a fabulous opportunity, you silly goose! You were thrilled then, and you ought to be thankful now. If you aren’t, then … then …”

				“Ahem.” 

				I’ve always seen that word in books, but until Detective Hadcho cleared his throat, I’d never really heard it. Sounds just like it looks, too.

				“I hate to break up this love-fest, but ladies, we need another sit-down chat.” A sour turn-down tugged the edges of his lips. His wide shoulders filled the doorway in a way that could only be thought of as menacing. The man’s entire demeanor had changed in the space of mere minutes. Instinctively, I shrank back in my chair, and I felt, rather than saw, Bama slump down onto the desk chair.

				With a scuffle of shoe leather, Ortega flanked Hadcho’s right shoulder. “That’s right. We need to talk. One of you is holding out on us.” From behind his back, he pulled out a see-through plastic baggy with a soggy sheet of paper inside. Detective Ortega waved this artifact like an overenthusiastic cheerleader flounces her pompoms at the crowd. With all that fluttering, I couldn’t make out exactly what he had. 

				Seeing the confusion on our faces, Detective Hadcho reached over and tugged the item from the other cop’s ham-sized fist. He cleared his throat. “I’m coming to get you. You’ll never get away from me. I’ll see you dead first. Remember, I’ve got a gun.”

				Thump!

				Bama hit the floor.
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				“I never pay any attention to stuff like that.” I talked over my shoulder as I waved a bottle of ammonia under Bama’s nose. We keep tons of the cleanser on hand. Mixed with one part to ten parts water, the solution offers a thrifty way to clean the ink from rubber stamps. While I waved a plastic container under my partner’s nose, Ortega helped his partner prop Bama upright in the office chair. 

				Her eyes snapped open and she slapped their hands away. Once she calmed down, Detective Hadcho opened his notebook to record my comments.

				“You don’t pay attention to threats? How come?” His brown eyes registered his bewilderment. “This is pretty strong stuff. Frankly, I wonder why you didn’t call us sooner.”

				I shrugged and ignored the implicit accusation. As quickly as possible, I explained my predicament. My husband had been killed two years ago. His murderer was still at large and had become my own personal pen pal. Wasn’t that special?

				“You get threats like this all the time?”

				Bama groaned.

				The men cast glances her way. I patted her shoulder awkwardly.

				“Usually I just get postcards from exotic locales.” Actually the killer picked pretty nice scenes. On bleak winter days, I almost enjoyed them.

				“Postcards that say what?”

				“The typical message is a variation on ‘I’m going to get you.’”

				“You’re okay with this?”

				“What are my options?” I shrugged again and shoved a bottle of Diet Coke into Bama’s hand. Saint Bernards might carry whiskey in those cute miniature kegs attached to their collars, but give me a Coke or a Dr Pepper any day, and I’ll feel revived. Bama obediently took a swallow. She knew the drill. Shoot, given all the hormones winging their way around our scrapbook store, we must have downed an oil tanker full of carbonated fizz. Point of fact, we offered a Coke or Dr Pepper as our automatic response to most of life’s woes. 

				Worked like a charm, it did. I offered drinks to the law enforcement officers, but they declined.

				Bama peered up at me over the rim of her soda. “Since when did threats bypass your mailbox and come here?”

				“Beats me. Like I said, I mainly ignore them. He only wins if he bothers me, right?”

				“Hrmph.” Ortega snorted. “That’s a bit more than your garden variety threat, ma’am. When they get that specific, experts tell us to pay attention.”

				“Look, I ignore them, okay? I toss them into the trash. I know the murderer has contacts here in St. Louis. It’s no secret where I work. I’m not about to forfeit all my freedom to a creep. That’s my decision. I didn’t share it because it’s really none of anyone’s beeswax.”

				Bama inhaled loudly. “You’re sure this is all about you. Couldn’t possibly be a problem for anyone else. Not even with a severed body part showing up in our trash.”

				For a person who’d recently taken a nosedive into the carpet, she managed a lot of sass.

				I didn’t care for her tone. Not at all.

				I shook my head vigorously. “In this case, it’s all about me. I know it. This is more of the same-o, same-o nonsense I’ve been putting up with for nearly a year.”

				Even as I spoke, an alarm buzzed in my brain. I’d been caught in a lie. This wasn’t exactly like the junk mail I usually received. Now that I thought about it, this was different. Actually, George’s killer usually stuck to “I haven’t forgotten you.” That was enough to scare me. This was a longer, more exacting message. 

				I blew out a sigh and struggled to wipe bad memories from my mental chalkboard. What difference did it make how the message was worded? The point was the same. In a weird way, I was glad my personal monster now sent missives to our store. Until recently, they’d shown up in my home mailbox. Every day I struggled to out-maneuver my teenage daughter so she wouldn’t see the threats that showed up regularly.

				Lately, I didn’t have to juggle bills, junk mail, and threatening postcards with an amazing sleight of hand. Instead, nasty missives had been coming to the store. That was better, much better.

				Anya didn’t need to see this homicidal nonsense. No twelve-year-old should. But especially not my daughter. She’d been through enough already. 

				Basically we were talking “sticks and stones can break my bones but words can never hurt me,” right? What was an angry note or two?

				Three pairs of eyes stared at me. 

				“I’m not concerned. I’m not in any real danger. So he’s changed his modus operandi. Big deal. I’m not about to run and hide from a bully.”

				I said it with braggadocio, but I fought the urge to shudder. Things had been different when Detective Chad Detweiler was dropping by regularly to see me. Maybe that’s why Detective Stan Hadcho appealed so strongly to me. Not only was he super good-looking, but he represented safety. Security. Protection.

				The kind of life I wish I had.

				The kind of life I once had.

				The kind of life that ended when a hotel maid found my husband’s dead body.
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				Inside our tiny bathroom, I must have washed my hands twenty, thirty times in scalding hot water.

				Bama finished her cola, puttered around her desk with paperwork, and ignored me.

				Neither of us asked for details, because really, what was the point? We figured the leg came off a dead body. Where the rest of that poor woman was, well, we didn’t know. Neither did the authorities, or at least, so it seemed. The Crime Scene Unit poked around in every nook and cranny of our store. Even if we’d run a customer through a garbage disposal, we couldn’t have hidden an entire corpse. Not in our store. Not this month. With the run up to the holiday upon us, every shelf and display unit was stocked to the brim. We were crammed with scrapbooking and craft goodies just waiting to be wrapped and given as gifts. 

				The cops seemed to understand our situation, but they still had jobs to do. To satisfy their concerns, we offered to open all the boxes in the backroom. Because every day brought more merchandise, we had a good half dozen stacked and ready to check in.

				As I wielded the box cutter, I glanced over at Gracie’s playpen. The keen pain of missing her added to my already jangled nerves. If she were here, I’d feel a lot more courageous. Gracie wasn’t much for barking, but she’d already proved she had no tolerance for anyone who tried to harm me. A hundred and twenty pounds of mad dog is a sizeable deterrent for all but the most foolhardy. One look at Gracie and most miscreants would leave me alone.

				Gosh, but I missed her.

				Each time the door minder jingled, a frisson of fear raced through me. That’s how I roll. I talk a good game, preferring to let my knees knock together in private. As the hours ticked by, I wondered if I had made a mistake. Maybe those notes didn’t come from anyone in my life. Maybe we had another problem festering. Maybe I should take back my easy dismissal.

				But the words stuck in my craw. 

				A steady stream of customers milled about. I hoped to use suggestive selling to increase the amount of their total purchases. A few more goodies in their bags might possibly mean the difference between a bottom line in the red and one in the black.

				Fortunately, the gruesome discovery hadn’t become common knowledge. Bama and I explained the police were doing a pre-holiday security check. (Which was true in a bizarre way.) I sighed with relief as the hours raced past, and no one greeted me with, “Hi, Kiki, find any spare body parts in your Dumpster lately?” Or even a tamer version like, “What sort of trouble are you in now?” 

				Our customers waved, stroked paper, examined new tools, and generally “ooohed” and “aahhhed” over the projects displayed in various spots in the store. Instead of asking, “May I help you?” I always say, “Hi, what are you working on these days?” That gleans better information and a chance to show off the latest paper, tool, or product. I greeted each of our guests, a move that Dodie assured us would cut down on theft, and set to work on my latest project, a holiday organizer.

				A steady stream of purchases kept Bama busy at the register. 

				Finally, satisfied there was no more to examine, Detective Ortega had us sign for the Dumpster. 

				“Sorry, but we need to run lab tests on it.”

				The two investigators promised to stay in touch, as I let them out the back door and watched them climb into an unmarked car. I locked the door behind them and breathed a bit more easily. Our customers had seemed totally absorbed in their holiday shopping. 

				Maybe no one had to know we were a crime scene. Or that I’d stuck in my thumb and pulled up a limb instead of a plum (with due respect to the nursery rhyme). Nobody repeated Bama’s claim that Time in a Bottle was cursed. Not a single soul had glommed to the fact we were blissfully operating within a crime site. 

				At least, that’s what I told myself. That’s what I hoped. 

				As usual, I was wrong.
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				“Why didn’t you call your boyfriend, the cop?” Bama asked me as we sat side-by-side, kitting page layouts. “Kitting” is the act of dividing up paper and supplies for projects. To be cost effective, we apportioned the paper and supplies accordingly. So, if the project only required a half a sheet of paper and two inches of ribbon, each kit contained exactly that and no more. This type of prep takes a lot of time and planning, but if you do it properly, your final product will be a moneymaker rather than a bust. 

				Bama sliced large sheets of specialty paper into smaller pieces. I assembled punched bits that would be glued together to create holly leaves and berries. Next we’d cut ribbon, count brads, and print up specialty journaling boxes. As we accomplished each step, I checked off the project elements. Early on, I learned the wisdom of making a supply list just for this purpose so we didn’t skip anything and ruin the whole final package.

				“I didn’t think to call him. Once I got out of the trash bin, I just hit nine-one-one automatically. I figured nine-one-one would get help here faster.” Which was technically true but an evasion. To curtail more conversation, I started measuring off ribbon. If I could keep my head low, she wouldn’t see the color in my cheeks, wouldn’t know how embarrassed I was.

				“But why didn’t you call him later? He could have at least told Detective Hadcho you’re a special friend of the department. That Police Chief Holmes is your mother-in-law’s main squeeze. That you couldn’t possibly know anything about what you found in the Dumpster.”

				I bit my tongue to keep from sniping, “Drop it, Bama.” A smart retort would only make her more curious. Besides, her questions were only natural. So, I tried a diversionary tactic. “I’m sure Detective Hadcho figured that out for himself. He seemed bright and competent. He didn’t need Detective Detweiler’s help to see how upset I was.”

				“But Detective Detweiler would want to know about the severed leg, wouldn’t he? He’d want to protect you.” Bama shivered. “Shouldn’t you at least tell him about that threat on the answering machine? About someone putting a message in our mail? I hope they don’t leak this to the media.”

				“You worried about sales?” My response was blunt, yes, but maybe it would steer us clear of the big rock which our conversational motorboat was bearing down on. I did not want to talk about my love life.

				Correction: My nonexistent love life. My big romantic blunder.

				Bama took the bait. “Kiki, this is the largest investment I’ve made in my life. It’s not just my investment, either. Speaking of which,” and she gave a nod to a customer. “You ready to check out?” Bama rose to help the woman at the cash register.

				Bama was right about the importance of protecting our investments. Against all odds, we’d both scraped up $5,000 each to buy a portion of the business. Actually, the Goldfaders had asked for less of a buy-in than I had first expected.

				But I also hadn’t expected it to be so hard to come up with my share. 

				My mother-in-law, Sheila, thought I’d come into some compensation for the malfeasance that resulted in my husband’s death. After all, George—her son and my late husband—had been a part owner of a successful development firm. But that was wrong, too. The economic downturn of late hit the local real estate market hard. I should count myself lucky that the custodians in charge of shedding Dimont Development’s assets were able to write me a small check before they were forced to zero-out all its holdings. 

				So I muddled along.

				Zero can be a wonderful starting spot.
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				Even though I was technically broke, I couldn’t let an opportunity to buy into Time in a Bottle pass me by. Desperate for money to invest, I’d hocked my engagement ring and emptied my meager savings account. I also cashed in a small life insurance policy I’d bought back when Anya was born. I borrowed $1,500 from my friend and former cleaning lady Mert Chambers. That was a debt I could work off by helping her with her other endeavor, Going to the Dogs, a pet sitting business. After two weeks of going meatless and drinking water instead of soft drinks, I handed my check for $5,000 to Horace Goldfader, feeling a heady combination of sinking heart and soaring hopes.

				I was part owner of the store!

				I was a single mom with no savings!

				Hard to say which emotion prevailed. On any given day, the seesaw of joy versus terror tipped one way and then the other twenty times over. As thrilled as I was at the store’s growing success, I spent each waking breath fearful of a personal financial crisis. So far, I avoided putting any emergencies on my credit card, since I was well-aware that its interest rate was sky-high. I suspected if an emergency came up I could do better by finding a loan shark. Or selling plasma. Or a spare organ.

				Which brought me back to the body part in the Dumpster.

				Ugh.

				Idly I wondered if our dismembered corpse had been in debt.

				Well, that was for the police to decide. I was staying out of it. I had to protect my reputation and my investment in our store. I couldn’t afford to play amateur sleuth. No sirree bobtail.

				To recoup the money I invested in Time in a Bottle, I was eating Kraft Mac & Cheese and Campbell’s Tomato Soup every night my daughter wasn’t home. No way would I let Anya know how broke we were. Not with the holidays coming. She deserved to have a child-like, blissful, and totally ignorant upbringing. Didn’t we all? I gritted my teeth and swore I’d do everything in my power to keep our precarious financial position from my child.

				That meant working my backside off. Putting in lots and lots of hours. Getting along with Bama. Coming up with new ideas to entice our customers. Creating ever-more interesting classes and projects. Finding outside sales events that would add to—and not detract from—our daily register receipts. Moving scads of merchandise this holiday season. Cutting corners wherever possible.

				Bills for our stock were already arriving.

				Our utility payments were higher than Bama and I anticipated. This winter had been especially brutal, and the store was always cold. Evidently, there was little to no insulation in our walls. We mainly ignored the temp, but on occasion our customers had complained, and we’d been forced to raise the thermostat.

				We were paying COD for the specialty goods we ordered. A lot of those suppliers were struggling small businesses, too. Because our orders were small (at least in comparison to the big chain stores), we rarely qualified for free shipping. We paid extra for quick delivery, mindful that the closer we came to December 25, the less time we had to sell through what we’d ordered.

				Bama and I were hoping for a big holiday season. I could scarcely walk because my fingers and toes were crossed in anticipation. Also because my feet were freezing. I’d worn holes in most of my socks.

				The cold weather brought more expenses on the home front as well. Anya had outgrown her winter coat. She pushed up so stealthily that I hadn’t realized she’d grown so much until I noticed the sleeves stopped three inches above her wrist bones. Something in my face must have betrayed my dismay, because she pulled the coat right off and announced, “I’ll wear that jacket my grandmother bought me instead.”

				I gave her a grateful look, and felt thankful for my good-hearted kid, the one who co-inhabited a body with the Princess of Petulance.

				A glance out of our display window foretold bad weather. The sky was clotted with heavy clouds, threatening to rip open like too-full garbage bags and dump snow all over St. Louis. My breath caught in my throat as I wondered how long Anya could go without new boots. She’d been angling for those Uggs not only because they were fashionable, but also because she needed protective footwear. CALA, which was what the locals called the Charles and Anne Lindbergh Academy, a fancy-shmancy private school Anya attended, boasted a sprawling campus. Kids trudged from one building to the next as their classes changed. She couldn’t go long without boots. She’d surely get sick from having wet feet.

				 Staring out at the threatening weather, I realized I couldn’t put off repairing my old car much longer. My worn-out BMW convertible, the almost worthless vehicle I kept after my husband died, was nearly at the end of its natural lifespan. How long could I ignore the fact that the fabric roof was ripped? Slush and rain dripped on me each time I rounded a corner. The cold and wet had done nothing for my health. My nose had run all week, off and on.

				“Achoo!” As if to underscore my mental misery, I gave forth with a hearty and unladylike sneeze. I managed to tuck my face into the crook of my arm so I didn’t shower nearby paper with sneeze doodles.

				“Bless you!” rang out from customers in all corners of the store.

				Bless you. Bless them. They were right.

				All in all, I had reasons to count my blessings. 

				My daughter was happy when she wasn’t snarling with the emotional angst brought on by rampant hormones. My mother-in-law was in love and acting pretty nice to me, all things considered. I adored my job. I lived in a snug little converted garage in a nice neighborhood. I had friends. My tummy was full. I was safe. For the moment, at least.

				I was healthy, except for a cold I was fighting.

				The holidays were coming, and everyone was in a good mood. 

				Later today or early tomorrow it would snow, and that meteorological magic show would put everyone into the gift-giving spirit. The cash register would ring merrily. The world would look lovely and innocent snuggled in its baby blanket of white. The thick boughs of the evergreens outside my front door would genuflect under their pristine mantles. Noses would turn red as Santa’s costume, and cheeks would flush pink as if pinched by elfin fingers.

				There was much to recommend this time of year. 

				After all, if it hadn’t been winter, that piece of flesh I found in our Dumpster would have stunk to high heavens. My flesh still crawled as I remembered the feel of the dead skin. I shook my head to erase the sensation and tried to concentrate on the task at hand. It was going to be a long evening. Bama and I had all sorts of inventory to shelve in advance of our pre-Christmas special event.

				She came back from ringing up a nice sale and arranged a display of “Suggested Gifts” on an uppermost shelf next to where I was working. 

				“I’d almost think you were trying to avoid your cop friend.” 

				Would she ever shut up?

				Bama assumed I hadn’t heard her. She spoke louder. “I said, the way you’re acting, anyone would think you were trying to avoid him.”

				 It shocked me that she read my intentions so clearly. I didn’t even bother to ask, “Him, who?” I knew she meant Detweiler. Detective Chad Detweiler. She was right. I was trying to avoid the hunky detective. Which was why I turned my back to her so she couldn’t see my face. I had to stay strong. I was not going to continue my relationship with Detective Chad Detweiler. 

				I’d given my word to his wife, Brenda.
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