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Chapter 1

“As we begin our descent, please make sure your seat backs and tray tables are in their full and upright positions.” As the disembodied voice of the airline stewardess began the landing spiel over the intercom, I eagerly complied, pulling my seat into its upright position and tightening my seat belt with a vengeance. I squirmed in my seat, tired of sitting, tired of not getting any answers, and anxious to have both feet on terra firma once more. Nate laid his hand over mine, which had the armrest in a white-knuckled grip.

“Relax, Grace. We’re almost there.”

“A gazillion pounds of metal is about to fall from the sky, thirty thousand feet to the ground. I will start the relaxing process when you get me off this thing.” The small plane only held about thirty passengers and felt as stable as the old RC plane I'd had as a kid. The one I’d crashed with frightening regularity. Beside me, Nate stretched and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. My intense fear of heights, or more correctly, my fear of crashing and dying, had not allowed me to nap for the entire trip like some people.

“Want some gum?” He pulled a pack from the inside pocket of his jacket and held a stick toward me. I snurled my nose, unsure how a stick of gum would help my nerves unless it was laced with valium. On second thought, I took the stick anyway, unwrapping it and popping the rubbery strip of sugar into my mouth. At least it would give me something to do while I waited to see if we were going to live or die.

“You have the directions, right?” I asked as I chewed, mentally making a list of everything that could go wrong.

“Yes, saved in my phone and the printout is in my wallet, just in case. Just chill. Worrying isn’t getting us to Mamaw any faster.”

I may have growled, but I was hot, tired, and hungry at this point. More importantly, I was worried about Mamaw. While Roberta Ramey wasn’t actually my grandmother, I had been married to her now-deceased grandson at one, rather low, point in my life. At this point, I was the only thing resembling family that she had left. After Adam, her grandson, had been murdered last summer, she had disappeared, leaving only a note to let me know that I wasn’t supposed to worry about her. Like that was going to help. We all assumed that she’d taken the money that Adam had stolen, the money that had gotten him killed in the first place, but had been unable to track the old woman down. Until yesterday, when we’d received a call from the Miami-Dade County Police letting us know that they had Mamaw in custody.

We had all spent a considerable amount of time worrying about Mamaw and her whereabouts, and it had come as a little bit of a shock when the police captain called. I’d sent texts to my employees at Jackson Archaeology and Salvage, letting them know why I wouldn’t be in today. After a brief debate over whether we were flying or driving, the sixteen-hour drive time versus the four hours of flight time quickly won out as the better decision. Besides, off-season rates were seriously cheap. Nate and I had thrown a change of clothes into a bag and headed for the airport to catch the first available flight out of the Tri-State Airport in Huntington.

Four hours was still plenty of time to worry about the old woman, though. From what Nate had gotten from the Sergeant he’d spoken to on the phone last night, Mamaw had originally been pulled over for driving too slowly and then things had gone south from there. At first, they had thought that she was drunk or high, but now they were concerned that she was suffering from dementia. They required someone to physically appear and be responsible for her. That would be me, the responsible party.

I resisted the urge to close my eyes and grit my teeth as the plane banked for its final descent. My stomach was floating somewhere in my chest as we dropped, and the seatbelt that I hadn’t tightened nearly enough was squeezing its way up my abdomen as I started sliding out from under it. I did close my eyes when I felt the first touch of the wheels on the ground, unable to not think about every ‘caught on camera’ video of every plane crash I’d ever seen. Ever. We could cartwheel, we could hit another plane, or a flock of birds could fly through the engines. Nate, sensing my tenseness, squeezed my hand again, chuckling when I squeezed it back in a death grip.

“Chicken.”

I was, and I wasn’t afraid to admit it to him. After all, as he had just moved in with me, he was about to learn all of my bad habits and quirks first-hand...and they were legion. Although our relationship had started off a little untraditionally, I had been the prime suspect in my ex-husband's murder for about two seconds, we’d been dating for several months. Just a few days before this flight of fear, we’d officially moved all of his earthly possessions into my house. He’d let his apartment in Barboursville go, moving into my house outside of Huntington. Nate, or Detective Walters as he was known with the Cabell County Sheriff’s Department, had moved to our area from Columbus, Ohio, less than a year ago. With the rampant drug use, manufacturing, transporting, and subsequent murders that go along with that sort of thing, his job had kept him busy in the last few months. Long hours and my crazy summer schedule made it difficult to get time together, so we hoped that living in the same house would minimize the time we spent apart. Besides, who knew, maybe one day I’d be prepared to legally tie myself to a man again. I wouldn’t hold my breath on it, but anything is possible.

“You can stand up now. We’re here.” I had been so busy thinking about our new living arrangement that I hadn't even noticed that we'd pulled up to the gate.

“Sweet baby Jesus, hallelujah,” I muttered under my breath. Nate stepped into the aisle and reached into the overhead compartment for our bag. Our bag. Not bags. Just one, singular. All of our stuff, together. I departed the plane with an absurdly large smile on my face.

Maybe it was because this hunk walking down the aisle behind me, one hand on my shoulder, the other holding ‘our’ bag, was all mine. Every woman on the plane had checked him out when we’d boarded, and they certainly didn’t miss the opportunity to ogle him on the way through the airport either. I walked hand in hand with this guy who could have stepped from the cover of a magazine, tall, blond, and good-looking. He had sharp cheekbones and a stubble-covered jawline that gave him a scruffy, sexy look that he wore so well. His good looks aside, he was also infinitely patient, funny, smart, logical, and calm in every situation; all things I definitely needed in my life. He caught me looking at him and winked at me. With a smile, I turned my attention back to the crowds of people wandering in all directions through the airport. Since we’d only brought the one bag we headed straight for the exit and a waiting cab.

Nate gave the address to the cab driver while I gawked at the palm trees from behind the salt-crusted windows like the tourist I was. Half an hour later, we pulled to a stop in front of the Miami-Dade County Police Department and Nate was paying the driver. After years of doing everything for myself, it felt wrong to let someone else be 'in charge,' but I had to hand it to the guy, he did 'in charge' really well. He was also much calmer and level-headed in moments of disaster than I was, which I appreciated, although I’d never tell him so. Hand on the small of my back, he guided me through the front door of the unassuming, two-story, beige structure.

“Detective Nathan Walters,” Nate flashed his badge to the desk sergeant and proceeded to explain why we were there.

The guy behind the desk made a quick phone call, informing whoever wanted to know that we were there. He tilted his head in the direction of a side door and let us know that Sergeant D'Ambrosio would be right down to walk us back. Nate stayed by the desk, making small talk and I could hear them laughing as I wandered off, walking along the wall of pictures and awards, not eager to sit back down after such a long trip. I had made it to the other end of the room by the time a portly man with thinning dark hair came through the steel door, shaking hands with Nate before turning to me and taking my outstretched hand. “So, you must be Grace, who, according to your Grandma Birdy, is a living angel on earth.”

I didn’t automatically correct his assumption that I was her granddaughter, on the off chance that being a relative would get us out of here faster. I just had to keep Dudley Do-Right from opening his trap in the meantime. “Can you tell us why she’s here? I’m afraid we didn’t quite understand what she’s been charged with.”

“Well, why don’t you follow me and we’ll go over all of the details.” He led the way down the beige-on-beige hallway, its blandness broken only by a water cooler and a fire extinguisher. He opened a door, also beige, and motioned for us to go on in. We sat side by side across a scarred desk from D'Ambrosio as he shuffled through several files, finally pulling one to the top. “Now, about Miss Birdy...I take it from our initial conversation that neither of you knew she was here in Miami?”

“No, sir," Nate said while situating our bag under his chair. "In fact, I had a friend of mine who does private work looking for her in his spare time. Grace had received a postcard from her letting us know she was in Georgia several months ago, but we could never pick up the trail from there."

“Well, that explains why she thinks someone is following her,” D'Ambrosio said, chuckling.

“Following her?” I asked.

“She’s convinced that a ‘red-haired devil’ is following her.” He made finger quotes. “You don’t know if Miss Birdy has experienced any…” he paused, searching for a delicate way to phrase it, “any mental deficiencies? A stroke perhaps? She seemed very confused when our patrolman pulled her over.”

“See, that alone confused me. She was driving a car?” I didn’t ask if it was stolen.

“Without a license, valid tags, or insurance, and going fifteen miles an hour under the speed limit, yes.”

“She probably hasn’t driven a car since the early eighties,” I volunteered, wondering if the old woman could even see over a steering wheel.

“And it showed. We brought her in because she seemed to be disoriented and couldn’t give us a valid address. She kept on and on about saving her from the red-haired devil that was out to get her, and then repeatedly tried to hit Officer Staudt with her purse when he tried to look for her ID. That’s when he found the money, of course. She had no explanation for that.”

“How much money?” Nate interjected before I could open my mouth.

“All I can say is that it was a substantial amount and that it’s currently being held as evidence.”

“You can just take an old woman’s money?” I asked. Pardon my incredulity.

“If she, or one of you, can produce a bank statement, W-2, or 1099 showing where this money was obtained legally, we’ll be more than happy to release it back to her. Until that time, it’s being held in accordance with civil forfeiture laws as illegally gained money obtained in an arrest.”

“But you didn’t actually arrest her.”

“Which is why we’ll just release it if she can prove it’s really hers, without a hearing.” He raised one eyebrow, daring me to question his logic, and as much as I wanted to, if the money he had was the money I thought it was, then it really was illegally gained and we couldn’t provide them with any evidence to the contrary.

“Where is she now?” Nate asked, purposely directing the conversation away from the subject of the money.

“I have an officer bringing her over. They should be here in just a moment. Now, I have some paperwork for you to fill out.” He started shuffling through more papers on his desk, pulling out a paper-clipped bundle and laying it in front of me with a pen. I smiled in approval when he handed me a Pilot G2. Apparently, stealing money from little old ladies allowed them to purchase good office supplies.

“Sign here,” he said, pointing to a spot near the bottom of the page. “Okay, initial here and here, sign and date here. This basically says that you will take responsibility for her, not let her drive in the great state of Florida, and keep her out of trouble. Preferably in…” he trailed off, consulting his paperwork, “Virginia.”

“West Virginia,” I said, automatically correcting him. “So, you’re kicking her out of the state? Is that even legal?”

Nate handed me the pen that I’d dropped on the floor and mumbled under his breath, "Just sign it, for Christ’s sake."

Sergeant D'Ambrosio just smiled. “Yeah, pretty much. If she stays here, we can get a mental hygiene warrant and put her in a home, but I’m sure she’d rather go home with you.”

I signed the paperwork, intent on collecting my pretend Grandmother and getting the heck out of Dodge. I crossed my t’s and dotted my i’s, metaphorically, of course, as there aren’t any t’s or i’s in my name, and finished the last page with a flourish before handing the clipboard back over to D’Ambrosio.

“You said she was driving? What was she driving? Who did the car belong to?”

“The car had temporary tags from Georgia that were out of date, and she had no registration or insurance cards that we could find. The car itself is in our impound lot. It was a 1979 Eldorado that has more filler than metal on it, so no great loss there if you ask me. We're keeping that too, but there’s no way it would have passed a state inspection anyway. You can pick up her purse and personal effects at the front desk on the way out.”

There was a double rap on the door before it opened, admitting another officer followed by the diminutive shape of one Roberta Ramey. Her normal hair-sprayed helmet of dark curls was limp and flattened. The makeup that she wore like battle armor was almost gone, just a few faint smudges under her eyes which made them look bruised. Her thin lips were pinched until she spotted Nate over the other officer’s shoulder and quickly stepped around him looking for me. Her face lit up and I could see her thin shoulders sag in relief when she realized help was at hand.

“Gracie! Land sakes alive, am I glad to see y’all down here. You ain’t never gonna believe what these,” she grimaced, snarling her nose up as she looked between the escorting officer and the Sergeant, “people,” she spit the word out like it was something distasteful, “have done. Why, I am a good, Christ-fearing, law-abiding citizen, and it’s just not right that...”

Nate cut her off right there, wrapping an arm around her thin shoulders and hauling her up against his side.

“Well, Mamaw, we’ve got all of the paperwork signed, and these very kind people,” he glared at her in warning when her mouth opened with a retort, “are going to let you leave in our custody. Officers,” he said, tipping his head in goodbye toward the two men. I gave a little wave accompanied by an apologetic smile, stepping back to allow Nate to lead Mamaw down the hallway.

We stopped at the front desk, where I expected to collect Mamaw’s enormous quilted purse—the coffee-stained, threadbare bag she normally carried—but was surprised when the desk clerk handed me a sleek black leather bag that looked like it had cost considerably more than the twenty dollars she was normally apt to spend on a purse. She looked quite satisfied as she slipped it over her shoulder, ignoring my raised eyebrows.

Nate led our diminutive criminal out to the street and waved down another taxi, giving directions toward the hotel that he’d booked online while we had waited in the airport lobby for what now seemed like days ago. After spending hours waiting at the airport and then the plane ride here, my mouth was dry, my hair felt oily, and my stomach was starting to make complaints. I couldn’t wait to get hot food, an even hotter shower, and a nap.


Chapter 2

Having not wanted to give our distinctly foreign-sounding cab driver with the unlikely name of ‘Joe’ a rousing side show of yelling and accusation, the three of us remained silent during the ride to the hotel. Nate checked us in while I stood next to the bank of elevators, our bag in my right hand and my left arm around Mamaw. While I was happy to have her safe and sound, I also wanted to ensure that she didn’t decide to go wading in the hotel fountain. It held a prominent place in the center of the hotel lobby and she was eyeballing it with more fascination than I was comfortable with.

I hit the ‘up’ button as Nate turned from the counter, stuffing his wallet into the back pocket of his fitted dark blue jeans. The plaid dress shirt under his thin, forest green sweater was untucked, and his sleeves had been rolled up to just below his elbows, revealing his well-muscled forearms and giving him an overall look of dishevelment. In no way did that distract from his sex appeal, I thought with a small sigh. Yeah, I’d made a good choice on this one.

Unlike the one I’d made with Adam, my first, well, my only husband. That had been a disaster, three years of my life wasted while I thought I was in love with a useless drug addict. Well, what doesn’t kill you only makes you stronger, right? There was no use dwelling on past mistakes, as long as you don’t repeat them, and I was fairly certain that Nate would never be that kind of man. Which isn’t to say that living with a cop doesn’t come with its own set of issues. He worked long, irregular hours and there was always a fear of him not coming back home that squatted like a toad in the back of your mind, croaking every once in a while, just to remind you of its nasty little warts.

Mamaw and I followed Nate down the carpeted hallway, and I scanned the floor in front of me, a habit which is very useful when I'm on a dig, and occasionally keeps me from stepping in a hole, but generally just makes me miss what’s going on above knee-level. Using the little plastic key card, Nate opened the door and ushered Mamaw and me into the cool confines of the air-conditioned room.

My first stop was the restroom, where I made use of the toilet and then took one of the neatly folded washcloths and washed my face with hot water. I rummaged through my purse, pulling out my hairbrush and quickly running it through my shoulder-length, dark brown hair, tidying it up into its customary ponytail. I looked into the mirror, gave one last longing look at the shower behind me, and walked back out into the seating area where Nate was sitting in a side chair, leaning forward with his elbows braced on his knees. He looked tired, but not as tired as Mamaw who was sprawled on the loveseat, her head leaned back with her eyes closed. Her trip to jail must have worn her out.

“So,” I started, settling myself onto the loveseat next to her. I took her left hand, spotted and fragile, her skin like rice paper over the bony protrusions of her knuckles. “Can I presume that you did, in fact, know where Adam had hidden the money he stole?”

She cracked open one eye and turned her head in my direction. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, before pulling her hand back to smooth it over her hair, her lips puckering in distaste when she felt the limpness of her coif.

“Well,” Nate started to open his mouth but I beat him to the punch. He had his ‘cop’ face on, the unemotional blank expression which I hated. He could have his turn, but me first.

“The receipt they gave me listing your personal effects that were returned, as well as the ones they kept, showed they were holding twenty-seven thousand dollars, in cash. Where did that money come from?”

“I will have you know, I am an exceptional poker player,” she said with a sniff, reaching for her purse and pulling out a compact mirror.

“Poker,” Nate said, his eyes narrowing with suspicion.

“Yes, poker. I’ve been stayin' in casinos for the past few months, gamblin' my way down the coast. I had made quite a bit of money—until these thieving sonsabitches took it all.” She took a deep breath, looking ready to walk right down to the police station and beat someone up with her purse. Again.

“And you didn’t think that maybe you should tell us where you were?”

“I done sent you a postcard, didn’t I?”

“I received a postcard, singular. You’ve been gone for months and we’ve been worried sick. And your house…” Lord, her house back home on the ridge had been ransacked at the end of the summer. We assumed that someone had been looking for the money, which had never turned up, if it had ever existed in the first place.

“What about my house? I paid my taxes up before I left, and left nice sums with the utility companies. What’s wrong with my house?” Her eyes were sharp and brighter than I’d seen them yet today, some of the fire was coming back into the old woman. That was good.

“Someone broke in and tore everything to Hell,” Nate interjected while I was thinking of a nice way to phrase it. Straight to the point, that was Nate.

“They did what? Who was it? What did they break?” She was sitting on the edge of the seat, now ready to beat the burglar up with her purse, I guessed, although that would be quite a walk.

“We don’t know who did it, and there was a lot of stuff broken and all of the boxes were split open and dumped everywhere. I know you’ve worked so hard to get everything organized.”

Mamaw was a bit of a hoarder. Watching other hoarders on television had reformed her, or more exactly, the fear that one of her piles of ‘collections’ would fall on her and no one would find her for days had changed her position on her packrat tendencies. She’d been working, very slowly, to organize and neatly box the things she wanted to keep, which was still a huge amount of crap, but had started throwing away things that were broken or useless. My plan would have been to light a match on the lot, but Mamaw took pride in her progress.

“We could have told you about it immediately if we’d known how to reach you. What did you do with your phone?”

She’d had a cell phone, a gift from Adam before he’d died, but since she’d gone missing it rang directly to voicemail, which hadn’t been set up. I’d tried calling her multiple times in the hope that maybe one time she’d answer.

“Oh, I dropped that in the bathroom sink about a week after I left. Damn thing never worked after that, so I threw it away. Besides, with that red-headed devil on the loose, I didn’t want her to be able to track me. I saw that on Dateline. People can do that, you know.”

Yeah, we knew. We’d tried that already.

“What makes you think that Lottie was after you?” I asked. We had assumed she was the one who had broken into Mamaw’s house looking for the money. Lottie had disappeared before the rest of the crew Adam had been mixed up with had been arrested. She had been ‘dating’ Adam, although out of an actual sense of romantic interest or just to keep tabs on him, we had no idea. Lottie had been the second-in-command, of a sort, for Gabriel Warner, ex-attorney, drug ringleader, and general asshole. The most common rumor behind Adam’s murder was that he had stolen half a million of Warner’s money, as a little nest egg for his and his friend Jerry’s new meth-making business. It had been a less-than-brilliant business model. As both Adam and Jerry were now dead, Gabe wasn’t talking, and Lottie had run, no one could say for sure if the money had ever really existed in the first place.

Nate and I had tracked Lottie as far as Beckley in the fall, but she’d seemed to always be a step ahead and eventually, the trail had gone cold. The Sergeant's remark about Mamaw being followed by a red-haired devil could only be Lottie. When we'd last seen her on a surveillance video her unnaturally red locks had been black, but she could have been wearing a wig. “Well, I saw her at one of the casinos. She had her hair done up black, but it was definitely her. I heard her laughin’ and so I snuck around a big old plant to get a look at her. I don’t think she saw me, but I saw her flirtin’ with one of them security guards," she paused to place her cupped hand by her mouth and leaned closer to me to whisper, "and she was practically nekkid.” She pursed her lips at the memory. Mamaw hadn’t been a fan of Lottie when she was with Adam. Her opinion hadn’t improved with his murder.

“How long ago was that? Have you seen her since then?”

“Well, that was before Christmas.” She tapped her fingers on the arm of the loveseat, thinking back. “It was just a few weeks ago that I thought I saw her, she had her hair back to that...that red,” sniff, “color again. It was short, like a boy's. Looked like someone had dumped a raspberry sherbet over her head.”

“She thinks you have the money, Mamaw. She’s going to keep looking for you.” She’d told me as much when she threatened to burn my office down last fall. As it stood right now, I wasn’t sure if taking Mamaw back to her house would keep her safe or put her in more danger. Either way, I wanted her where I could keep an eye on her. 

She paused for a moment, picking at the crease in her polyester trousers. “So, I guess y’all are going to make me go home now?”

“Well, as the song says, you don’t have to go home but you can’t stay here. We have a flight out tomorrow at noon. Do you want something to eat first or a shower?” Nate asked, standing up and stretching. I noticed him eyeballing the bedroom and imagined a nap was first on his agenda.

“A shower, most definitely a shower.”

“I’ll go pick up some food and some clothes so you’ll have something to change into.”

“Oh, you don’t have to do that, sweetie. My house is just a few miles down the road.”

“Your house? You have a house? In Florida?”

“Didn’t I tell ya? Oh, you’re gonna love it. I bought this adorable little house down by the beach, and I’ve got a whole closet full of clothes, so there ain't no need for you to buy me more.” Her smile faded, and I figured that reality was setting in—she wasn’t going to spend her golden years in Florida. “I guess I’ll have to sell it now.”

“Okay, so change of plans. We can take a cab over and pack up your stuff. I mean, you can’t have too much, can you? You haven’t been here long enough to accumulate more than a bag or two.” Mamaw looked at me blankly, like she didn’t understand the language I was speaking. She was a hoarder, God only knew how much crap she’d found to buy. “Anyway, I need a shower ASAP, and then food. After that, we’ll tackle your house. Okay?” I looked at both of them, making sure we were all copacetic with the plan before I made my way to the shower.

Mamaw nodded her head, making noncommittal noises in her throat and Nate gave me a “Sure,” while looking at the door to the hallway like he was thinking of making a break for it. I almost felt sorry for him, but not quite.

Nate showered after I did, emerging from the steamy bathroom fully dressed, pressed, and clean-shaven. A quick glance in the mirror confirmed that my own clothes were presentable if slightly wrinkled, and my hair was curling into a frizzy mess as it finished drying. After Mamaw had reapplied a coat of makeup and did what she could with her hair, we managed to eat lunch at a restaurant across the street without incident. 

Once we'd flagged down a cab there was a slight issue of Mamaw not remembering the name of the street she lived on, whether it was Altamont Drive or Street or Circle, but even with her less than stellar directions, we were finally deposited in front of a small tile-roofed bungalow about forty minutes from downtown Miami. Her house was positioned between two huge mansions, and I figured it must have been a caretaker’s cottage at one point in its history. It looked like a place that had been ‘flipped,’ the lines in the sod were still evident and the paint looked fresh, although the stucco was still cracked beneath the fresh layer of paint.

I watched Mamaw dig a set of keys from the depths of her expensive purse, and thought about her assertion that she'd won money being a good poker player. She had to be lying. She’d make a terrible poker player—she had too many tells, and I suspected that she really did have the stolen money. Or, at least, she used to have it before she went on a multi-state shopping and gambling spree. I held my breath as she opened the door, afraid of what I would see. I was pleasantly surprised when I saw relatively few furnishings, and better yet, no clutter.

“I bought it with the furniture already in it. You can do that here, did you know that?” I just nodded at this little tidbit. Apparently, furnished apartments and houses were beyond her scope of reference, but since she’d lived in the same house for the better part of sixty years, I didn’t bother bursting her bubble.

“I’ll just get my things. I guess I should tell Gary that he can put the house up for sale again,” she said as she disappeared around a corner, presumably to her bedroom.

“Is Gary your realtor?” Nate asked as he wandered into the kitchen and started pulling things out of the fridge. I opened cabinets hoping to find a box of garbage bags, finally locating them under the sink. I held open a bag and Nate started loading it up.

“No, at least, I don’t think he’s a realtor." I heard her yell from the other room. "I met him at the casino. I mentioned that I was lookin’ for a place to stay and he told me had a house that would be perfect for me.” She carried a milk crate full of shoes and purses, what looked to be very expensive shoes and purses, into the dining room and sat them down on the glass-topped rattan table.

“If you don’t mind me asking, Mamaw,” Nate asked. “How much did you pay for it?”

“Oh, I got a really good deal. Fifteen thousand.”


Nate and I both stopped what we were doing and turned to her. “Fifteen thousand dollars?” That couldn’t be right.


“Yes, sir. I’ll tell ya, I was just tickled pink. He said it had just come onto the market and I was the first person he’d offered it to.” She grinned like she’d won the lottery while Nate’s scowl deepened.

“Mamaw, where’s the deed to the house? We’re going to need it if you’re going to sell it.” I looked at Nate from the corner of my eye, but his look of suspicion mirrored my own.

“Oh, he said he didn’t have the deed yet, it was all tied up at the bank or some such. He said he’d mail it to me as soon as that was all cleared up.”

“Mmm, ‘kay. Well, did he give you anything? Some papers to sign, a contract, a receipt even?”

“A business card?” Nate asked. A hopeful note had crept into his voice.

“Umm, I’m sure I’ve got his phone number in my purse, somewhere.” If she'd ever possessed this scrap of information, I seriously doubted we were ever going to find it. “I shook his hand. He told me that a handshake was all he needed to seal the deal.”

Nate already had his phone out and I heard him asking for D'Ambrosio as he headed out the front door for privacy. Well, this one was something we could clear up from home, although it was unlikely that Mamaw was going to see any of that money ever again. “Okay, well, moving on. Do you know of any homeless shelters nearby? I hate to just dump all of this food and let it go to waste.”

“I think there’s one a few blocks away. Hearts and…something. I know the word ‘heart’ is in it, it’s on their logo.”

“Okay, well, I’ll Google it. Do you need any help packing the rest of your clothes?”

“No honey, I don’t have much, just a few bags.” An hour later we had three complete sets of matching luggage packed up and Nate had returned from lugging the bag of food seven blocks to and from the shelter. The luggage was lined up in the foyer from biggest to smallest like Russian nesting dolls, and he gave me the stink eye as he came back in the front door.

“That’s not going to fit in a cab. And it certainly isn’t going to fit in overhead storage on the plane.”

“I was thinking—”

“No,” he cut me off.

“Well, let me finish, we should—”

“Rent a car? Do you really want to drive for fourteen hours? Because I don’t, and I have to be back to work on Tuesday. Besides, I passed a UPS store on the way to the shelter. It's about a block and a half away, we’ll just ship them home.”

“To her house or mine, er, ours?” He’d only been officially moved in for about six hours before we got the call about Mamaw, so it was going to take some time to get used to saying "our house."

“Send it to your house. I don’t know where we’re going to stash her yet.” He looked her over like she was a set of golf clubs that he wasn’t sure would fit in the trunk.

“Well, she can’t go home. She’d be alone and who knows what kind of shit Lottie is into. We haven’t heard from her in months.”

“Maybe she’s dead.” Again with the hopeful tone.

“We couldn’t be that lucky."

Mamaw snorted in agreement.

"What about your old apartment? Do you know if your landlord has rented it out yet? At least she’d be relatively close and would be surrounded by people who would hear if she was attacked or there was a break in.”

“Plus, the lot has security monitors, which might be enough of a deterrent if that psycho bitch manages to track her there. I’ll call the manager later and check on it." He turned to Mamaw. "Are you ready, Birdy?"

Head held high, she grabbed her crate of shoes and purses, leaving the rest of the luggage for us to deal with. After a few choice curse words, we managed to get everything strapped together into a rolling luggage train and the three of us set off for the UPS store.


Chapter 3

I caught an eyeful of neon pinks and greens splashed across the screen of Missy Abram’s laptop as I walked back to my desk from the mini-fridge in our shared office. Whatever she was browsing now, it couldn’t possibly relate to the bone samples she’d been bitching about all morning. “What are you looking at?”

“Sports bras.”

“Why?” I asked, settling myself cross-legged into my rolling chair.

“I’m thinking about taking up running.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m getting old and fat.”

For once in my life, I was at a loss for words. The gorgeous redhead in front of me was curvy, but could never be called fat. Obviously, her mirror was broken. And she was seven months younger than me, so there was that. “Is this one of those things where you make a self-deprecating remark and I’m supposed to boost your ego by telling you how pretty you are, that you have the perfect figure, and that your boobs make me jealous? Because, ya know, fuck you.”

As my best friend since kindergarten, she was not offended. She merely held her middle finger over the top of the screen in my general direction while she continued to browse the internet for some scrap of wonder fabric that could possibly contain her triple Ds.

“In what application would one need a push-up sports bra? Oh, it has a plunging neckline. What the heck?” Our desks faced one another, but I could only see her from mid-forehead up since she had her nose an inch away from the screen. Maybe her eyesight was also going in her old age.

I ran through a list of sports as I knew them, but my list was like, short. “Figure skating? Uh…that’s it, I got nothin’. I thought the point was to keep the girls tied down, not to give yourself a black eye?”

“Mmm hmm. And wow, you don’t even want to know what it costs.”

There was a knock on the door frame and Mark Richards stuck his dark, normally scruffy-looking, head into the office, “Hey, what are y’all doin’?”

I gave him my most innocent smile. “Bra shopping.”

“Ah, fuck no.” He turned on his heel as quickly as he could without spilling his coffee and headed across the hall to the office he shared with Troy.

“Come back! We’ll stop, I promise. Hey, did you get a haircut?” I yelled after him. I’m sure that in some offices making your male employees listen to you talk about your bra buying options could be considered sexual harassment, but luckily ours wasn’t one of those offices.

“Yes, I did. Three days ago, thanks for noticing. Troy needs to get his ass home quick; I need some Y chromosome backup in here.”

Troy, our resident artist, was still out on his winter rounds of art shows and craft fairs, selling his paintings and photo prints across the Midwest, and wasn’t due back into the office for another week or two. Mark had been left as the sacrificial male with just Missy and I, not that it really mattered. As a card-carrying Science Nerd, gender-normative ‘manly’ topics like sports and hunting weren’t really his thing anyway. He needed someone to talk about spores, bacteria, and pollen with, and Missy and I were more than willing to talk about his projects. Possibly, I was slightly more willing, as Mark and Missy had this thing going on, a thing everyone knew about and nobody talked about because Missy had started dating someone else and Mark was still slightly heartbroken.

“Look, Troy will be back in a few weeks. I’ve got a few feelers out for some contracts for this summer. Do y’all have any preferences? We could go back to Chesapeake.” We’d spent ten weeks on the Chesapeake Bay the previous summer, ankle-deep in sand and tides, eaten alive by mosquitos, sunburned, and without benefit of television. In some areas, we’d barely had cell reception. It had been great. Missy was already smiling in anticipation, but Mark was slack-jawed and rolling his eyes before I’d even completed the sentence.
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