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Finding things is its own special kind of magic. People put out all types of junk to the curb, labeled with a crude sign, hoping free will get someone to it take away so they don’t have to.

Most of it is junk.

But sometimes there’s a good object we can use. My husband, Alex, and I fix those up and sell them online. Can be pretty profitable.

But not this morning.

We’d passed on three free piles. Old books, stained and stinking of mildew. A child’s toy car, the red-and-yellow plastic faded from the sun. That dresser of fractured wood, covered with stickers of a Star Trek fan.

“We’ll do better at the next place, Jennie,” Alex said.

Disappointed, I yanked open the passenger door to our aging minivan. A cloud of heat enveloped me. I stayed on the curb, scooping my carrot-red hair into a ponytail while I waited for it to dissipate.

“We weren’t even gone for fifteen minutes.” Alex glowered at the pollen-crusted roof. “Look at it!”

It needed washing. After two weeks of rain, the oaks and maples were putting out their all. A crow cackled from the treetops, as if mocking us.

“Says you,” Alex called up to it.

“Humidity’s going to be bad today,” I said. “Do you want to go back?”

His gold wedding band glinted in the pounding sun. “Bills are coming due. We can’t go home empty-handed.”

My shoulders slumped.

We both felt the pressure of the almighty budget. Ever since we inherited my family’s historical Queen Anne house, everything needed fixing. We went through money so fast that I’d resorted to painting river stones to sell as garden decorations.

The cloth seat scraped at my sweaty legs. Guess I shouldn’t have worn shorts and flip-flops.

Paper crackled as Alex passed me a bag. From the smell, the double-chocolate chip cookies I’d made yesterday.

“It’s too early for cookies,” I said.

“It’s never too early for cookies,” he said solemnly. “Besides, I need cookie fortification after all our bad luck.”

Truth be told, so I did I. So I nibbled on one with a bit broken off the end. Damaged cookies didn’t have calories.

“Where do we try next?” Alex uncapped a bottle of water, knocking it down.

“How about we try over on 15th? The houses are being demolished. Might be something there.”

The row of five houses had been bought by a construction company looking to build monster-sized houses without any yards. Same company offered us a lot of money for our house. Didn’t care that it was historical. Just that it was on a big lot they could turn into as many houses as they could jam on it.

The stucco houses might have been generously called bungalows by a real-estate agent. More like shacks. Tiny, empty-eyed windows. Weeds battled for dominance in patchy yards.

My flip-flops slapping at the pavement, I trudged across the street to the first house.

“I’m leaving the window down this time,” Alex said.

He ran after me. I turned, walking backward to admire his legs. He’d dressed in neon rainbow board shorts and a T-shirt that didn’t match. I ignored that, glad I could sightsee.

“All right, but if someone steals the van, it’s your fault.”

“Who’d steal that? It’s fifteen years old. Hardly a getaway car. What are the thieves going to do, turn it into a clown car of robbers?”

I smiled, picturing black-clad robbers wearing masks spilling from a clown car.








