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    CHAPTER 1
~

“Hi, I’m Laura and I’m a junkie—I mean, junker.”

I shuddered as I heard myself. Fortunately, I was only introducing myself to my mirror and not to my blind date yet.

I shook off my failure and straightened my shoulders. Smiling at the mirror again, I took a deep breath. “Hi there. Summer has told me nothing about you. I hope she’s told you nothing about me too.”

My posture sagged and I gave my mirror the middle finger.

Schlepping over to my tiny home’s convertible kitchen table/bed, I had to double check to see which one it was at the moment. Was I going to fall into bed or slump into the booth?

I slumped. “How did I get here?” I asked out loud.

I knew the answer, and it wasn’t worth voicing. I already felt crazy enough without holding entire conversations with myself. I twirled my dyed brunette hair around my finger. I had been a blonde. A natural blonde. But I had to disguise myself and hair color seemed like the fastest way. It’s shorter than it used to be too. It had been down to my waist, and I was still mourning the loss of my crowning glory.

It was all the fault of that rat-bastard lawyer, Paul. Who also happened to be my ex-boyfriend. Okay, that’s not entirely fair. I had a hand in the failure of the relationship too. My part? I wasn’t very good at looking the other way. Apparently voicing the truth and expressing concerns is not very trusting of me.

I felt the old anger begin to bubble to the surface. “Good. The anger is good, Laura,” I quoted my therapist. Okay, my therapist is also my mom, but she’s amazing, as long as I don’t try to talk with her about my ‘mother issues’. Hey, everybody has them, even daughters of moms who’ve tried to empower the heck out of them.

So, why do I feel so un-empowered?

If I were looking at my life objectively, which I’m not, I’d say I’m living exactly the way I want to. I’m independent for the first time in my life. In fact, I’m so independent, I’m ‘off the grid’ as they say. My tiny-home sits innocently in an undisclosed location, in Nowhere Maine, behind a barn. You’d really have to search for it to find me.

The barn is my workshop. And what’s my business? Like I said, I’m a junker. A dumpster diver. A person who has an ‘I break for yard sales’ bumper sticker on the pick-up truck I now drive. I beg, borrow or buy crap with good bones, then fix it up for city dwellers who love the shabby chic look, but don’t want to go to all the trouble of doing it themselves. I believe the urbane term for what I do is ‘upcycling.’

That’s it! That’s what I’ll tell my blind date tonight. I’m an upcycler. With any luck he’ll think I’m into fitness and biking uphill is my specialty. He doesn’t need to know I maintain my figure by dragging heavy shit onto a dolly and then hoisting it into my truck bed.

Another thing that cuts into my dating life is the fact that I work every Saturday and Sunday when the Flea Markets are open. I have to be in bed by nine on Friday and Saturday nights or I’ll be a zombie when I need to be at my sharpest—first thing in the frickin’ morning.

I got up from my banquette—that’s a sophisticated way of saying ‘built-in picnic table,’ and grabbed my denim jacket. Oh, if Paul could see me now…although I never want to see him again. He forced this life on me – it’s not so much that I don’t like what I’m doing now – in a strange way it’s been an exhilarating change – but I’m still upset with myself for getting involved with Paul in the first place. I was too naïve, too young, wanting to be taken care of by this older man who (I thought) adored me.

Glancing at eight out of ten broken nails, I tried not to think about the tsk tsk expression Monique, my former manicurist, would have given me. Hey, at least I don’t have paint in my hair. I’ll take out my nail file later. Who knows…I might have ten out of ten broken nails after I finish sanding and staining the antique piano stool I found by the side of the road yesterday.

But, you know what? I’m happier now than I ever was as a trophy girlfriend. I know. The term is usually trophy wife. We were too cool for marriage. Who needs it? we asked. Well, as it turned out, we both did. I might have had more than my personal belongings when I left, and he would have had the benefit of the loophole where a wife can’t testify against her husband. 

Paul was not a fan of marriage, pre-nups or not. At the time, I didn’t care, I was only 20 years old and I liked the freedom his lifestyle afforded me. It meant I was able to quit my dull job at a grocery store and move out of the apartment I shared with three other girls. 

Of course I spent the next six years fending off my mom’s regular remarks about my choices, especially that of being dependent on a man. Since my own dad had “stepped out” on her when I was barely two years old, my mom was not exactly a fan of men in general. Therapist or not, she was cynical about men and would be forever.

Oh, well. Hindsight, and all that…

One of the things I love about upcycling is that I can use my creativity. I assume most pianos come with a matching bench, so people probably don’t need one of those. However, the beauty of this antique (besides the maker’s mark underneath) is that it has a round seat which adjusts in height. By twisting it round and round to the left it becomes shorter, or to the right, taller.

So, what do people want that’s small and round and adjusts in height? An end table? A plant stand? It could even be a child’s chair that adjusts as he or she grows. If I’m clever, I can make it work for any of those purposes and preserve the integrity of what it once was. I pictured a perfectly sized tray to fit over the seat, maybe add a mirrored top and decorative edge, pretty it up, and voila. You’d be surprised how much city people will pay for a small one-of-a-kind piece of furniture to fit into their upscale, but small condos.

I know, because I used to be one of those city people. Oh, yeah. I was faaancy. Now, just using the word ‘fancy’ to describe my old friends makes me a hayseed.

A knock on my door startled me out of my musings. It could (or should) be one of two people. My mother making an unrequested house call or my partner in grime. I looked through the peep-hole and was happy (and relieved) to see my friend Summer.

Throwing open the door I said, “Stay there. I’ll get some tea and come outside.”

She smiled. “It’s a beautiful day. Tea on the patio sounds wonderful. Can I help?”

“Yeah. Stay out of my tiny kitchen.”

She laughed and toddled away. A couple of minutes later I heard the squeak of my new-to-me folding lawn chairs. Oh good. She figured out where I kept them. Not that it was too hard to guess. They were either in the house or the barn. Naturally I keep almost everything I don’t absolutely need, in the barn.

I placed two steaming mugs of English Breakfast Tea on a tray and added a plate of scones. I know tea isn’t supposed to go in a mug, but my bone china was long gone. Something else I had to let go when we split. It didn’t matter anyway, since I downsized big-time and sold almost everything of value when I had to get the hell out of Boston.

Summer must have guessed what I had in mind for the piano stool, because there it was—between the two chairs. I set the tray on it and was pleased when it didn’t wobble.

“Nice piece,” she said. “Will that be for my store or is it going to the Flea Market with you?”

“Definitely your consignment shop. It’s a bona-fide antique.”

“I could have told you that.”

Smart ass. One thing you should know about my friend Summer, is that she’s actually a friend of my mother’s and looks old enough to be my grandmother. She’s younger than you might think though. By refusing to cut or dye her long ponytail, wearing voluminous bohemian clothing, and never owning a product that wasn’t made by Tom’s of Maine, she looks exactly like what she is. An aging hippie. 

One day when I was five, my mother was taking a frustrated walk through a park in Freeport, and there was Summer—sitting on a bench, as if waiting for her. They talked and it was soon apparent that my mom had found her own therapist. 

One good thing about hippies, however…they don’t mind bending the rules a bit. Not only do Summer and her husband not mind, they positively love getting around the law. I guess it reminds them of their youth when they had to swallow all the marijuana in the car and smile sweetly at the cops, hoping there wouldn’t be a tiny fragment stuck in their teeth.

“So where’s the Zack of all trades today?” I asked her.

“He’s combing the Maine countryside for more goodies.”

That’s what Summer calls antiques. Oldies but goodies. And that’s how I got into being a junkie…er, junker. Ahem. Pardon me. An upcycler. I was always creative and even wanted to go to design school. It would have taken me a decade to save up for it as a cashier. Paul talked me out of it. He liked the fact that I was young, but he didn’t want to be accused of robbing the cradle—or the freshman class as it were. Another regret.   

After Summer’s and my usual friendly chit chat, she set down her mug and turned toward me. “Can I ask you a question that may be none of my business?”

“You can ask,” I said, implying that I might not answer.

“I know you said it’s for our own safety that we not know, but how did you get in trouble in the first place? The curiosity is killing us.”

I heaved a sigh. “I’m not in trouble. I happened to overhear something I wasn’t meant to hear. Now I could be considered a credible witness.”

“Ah. Does that have anything to do with your leaving the douche-bag? Pardon me if you don’t call him that. It’s what your mother calls him.”

“Oh, I call him that and worse. And to answer your question, yes. Well, partially. You know said douche-bag is a lawyer, right?”

“Yes.” She made a face as if she’d tasted something disgusting.

“Yeah. Things weren’t going all that well anyway. Long hours and never seeing each other took their toll. So, about a year ago I decided to drop in at his office and bring him lunch from his favorite Thai restaurant.”

“Oh, dear. Did
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