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      The rusty metal slat door of the storage pod rattled up with a squeal, setting April Owens’s teeth on edge. Her wavy brown hair felt like a damp wool scarf against her neck, even though the September afternoon was fairly cool for Cairo, Illinois.

      Properly pronounced Kay-row with the twist of local dialect, not at all like the desert city in Egypt. Not that anyone would ever mistake this part of the country for any kind of desert.

      Even compared to typical St. Louis late summer weather, eighty-five degrees with well over ninety percent humidity was incredibly sticky and miserable.

      The pea-soup thick air had long since had its way with the ball bearings in the door’s frame. Or else—like so many other things in and around Cairo—no one had tended to it for far too long.

      The vast storage complex sat on the Ohio River side, row after endless row of cinderblocks painted brown a long time ago. The paint was peeling off the same way the faded asphalt had cracked and heaved after years of not much attention. Weeds sprouted around the edges of each set of buildings, along the deeper cracks in the pavement, and even on the roof in a few places.

      A thick, dusty smell carried on chilly air utterly at odds with the damp all around rolled out of the storage unit. April took a step back and covered her nose, trying to fight off a sneezing fit. Between congestion from mold and mildew and sneezes from the dust, she’d be a disgusting mess before she ever got started digging through her Uncle Jefferson’s things.

      The string-bean woman beside her didn’t seem to notice the dust or heat or anything else. Mrs. Simms just stared straight ahead with faded gray eyes, rolling a chewed wooden matchstick from one corner of her mouth to the other. At least the striking end was outside.

      The crisscrossing but not very deep lines on her face and coarse steel gray hair on her head left April with no idea how old she actually was.

      But she’d bet Mrs. Simms remembered much better days in Cairo.

      Better than even the late Eighties visits April recalled so fondly, from back before she was quite a teenager.

      She switched on the flashlight Mrs. Simms had given her back at the depressing and run-down office, then stepped back again. Rather than taking up half the width of the building like she expected, leaving a wall on the opposite side attached to a separate unit, the space stretched all the way across the building. Easily thirty feet deep, and a good twenty across.

      And every single inch jammed full of stuff.

      April saw couches, mattresses, tables and chairs, shelves full of books, even appliances that had to be a hundred years old or more. She knew there would be clocks and photos and little figurines and dolls and baseball cards and who knew what else tucked away and out of sight.

      Everyone in the family remembered Uncle Jefferson being a terrible packrat. He’d saved everything that ever passed through his hands or his house that he could possibly convince himself wasn’t garbage. Anything “someone could get some good use out of someday.”

      Now that April stood face-to-face with what she’d just landed in the middle of, her resolution to sort through it all and figure out what was worth donating faltered. Badly.

      “I only have two weeks to go through all of this?” April said, barely louder than a whisper.

      Mrs. Simms barked out harsh laughter.

      “This? Didn’t they tell you about the other two units?”

      April turned her head slowly and stared at Mrs. Simms.

      “Three? There are three? All like this?”

      Mrs. Simms nodded, and April was sure she saw a smile lurking on the hateful woman’s face.

      “I’d say they’re stacked up worse. Been sitting here for more than ten years. Contract said I had to keep the A/C on, Damp Rid filled up all around them, but not a thing more than that. When this place shuts down, all this crap goes with it. Into the rivers for all I care. Hope you got someone to help you. And can take that much time off work.”

      April drew in a shuddering breath, then regretted when she finally sneezed, catching it against her shoulder just in time.

      “Well, I have the time. I teach at Wash U up in St. Louis, so I’m off for the summer. I guess you could say I have help. My sister’s coming in from Ohio. And some museum curator keeps calling. I mean, I asked around back in St. Louis when I heard about this, she didn’t just call out of nowhere. She wants to take a look at what’s here.”

      Mrs. Simms snorted, but she did hand April a clean tissue. April had no idea where it had come from, but she was grateful.

      “I’d say you want to let that curator gal take everything she will and dump the rest. A lot of folks are just forfeiting their last few months’ rent so we’ll haul it off. Never even bother to peek inside the doors. Want to see the other two units?”

      April shook her head, trying to stand up tall with her shoulders back. Maybe if she pretended she had the strength of ten women, she might be able to get through this.

      She’d need at least that much strength just to get through more than a couple of hours with her sister.

      “Not right now, Mrs. Simms, thank you. Maybe tomorrow. I’ll make my phone calls and we’ll get started then.”
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      Michele Brankowski parked beside the twelfth row of identically decrepit storage units, hoping the woman she was supposed to meet would be on time. From the looks of the rusty fences, crumbling roads, and peeling paint on the units, the only sensible thing might be to bulldoze the whole thing into a big hole it the ground.

      Strange as it might seem to others, she much preferred to evaluate furniture or appliances or collectibles still inside the houses. Even if people had passed away there. She found it much more creepy and disturbing to look at the contents that made a house a home after they were yanked out and jammed into a space they were never meant for. Where no one cared enough to keep them, arrange them, or even enough to simply pass them along or throw them away.

      Like seeing a child’s precious stuffed animal abandoned in a mud puddle, everything in a storage unit seemed so sad and defeated.

      She walked toward unit number 1276, thankful she’d wrangled her thick red hair into a braid before leaving St. Louis that morning. She’d never quite managed to prepare herself for leaving from one of the most humid cities in the country and arriving somewhere even more swampy less than three hours later.

      Her t-shirt and jeans immediately got way too cozy with her skin, but trying to pluck the damp fabric away was useless.

      As much as Michele hated the way Cairo had declined, even in her lifetime, she was always relieved to have a chance to save some small part.

      Once a thriving transportation hub between the mighty Mississippi and Ohio rivers, the city lingered on now as almost a ghost town. So much history—some of it deeply disturbing—and so much of it lost to human economic and population decline rather than nature’s raging floods.

      About thirty feet ahead of her, a pile of black plastic bags in the middle of the weedy roadway marked what had to be her destination. Another bag came sailing out, followed by a huge sneeze and an impressive volley of very naughty words indeed.

      Michelle smiled at the creative combinations. She respected a fellow artist working in one of her favorite mediums.

      “Hello?” she called, not wanting the next load to land on her head. “Ms. Owens?”

      A head with red cheeks and an unruly halo of brown hair popped out, followed by another string of profanities Michele was sure she wasn’t supposed to hear.

      “You’re Ms. Brankowski? The curator?”

      Michele closed the distance between them and held out her hand. The whole woman finally appeared, her perfectly curvy figure clad in ripped jeans and a t-shirt that might have been black about ten years ago. Back in the days when Michele couldn’t yet imagine the comfortable solidity and confidence of her mid-forties.

      “I’m the curator,” she said, “but please call me Michele. Thank you so much for inviting me down to take a look. I know these kinds of family things can be rough to deal with.”

      “Oh, you’ll see rough. Just wait ‘til my sister gets here. And call me April. I don’t know how much you’ll find worth keeping in there, assuming we can even get to it all.”

      April rolled her wide brown eyes, and her smile didn’t look exactly happy. Her full red lips were a little too pressed together for happy.

      When Michele looked inside the unit, her own smile faltered.

      They weren’t quite into typical hoarder territory here. No towers of newspapers or broken plates or collections of empty milk jugs or any of the other heartbreaking signs of that challenge Michele had seen.

      But April’s Uncle Jefferson had apparently been a world-class packrat.

      “Wow,” she said under her breath. “We’ve got our work cut out for us.”

      April laughed with a bit of an uncomfortable edge underneath.

      “I don’t suppose you knew there are three of these, all just as full?”

      Michele stepped forward, peering as far as she could into the cavernous storage unit. She spotted a white enamel gleam that looked promising, and a couple of cabinets that would be pure joy if their wavy glass fronts were still intact.

      “No, I knew as much as you did,” she said. “What are you throwing out?”

      April pulled her spectacular waves of hair back with both hands, but when she let go it popped right back out into the humidified halo.

      “I found a couple of chest-of-drawers full of socks and underwear. I think whoever cleaned out the house just brought them over here without even looking inside. So now it’s my…my freaking problem.”

      Michele laughed and touched April’s shoulder.

      “Our problem. Like I said over the phone, I’m certain we’ll find some wonderful things no matter how it looks right now. And the last thing you need to worry about with me is swearing. If we spend any amount of time together, you’ll be surprised when you don’t hear me let it fly.”

      April grinned and laughed for real this time.

      “That’s a relief. Because I think this is going to be an all-day-swearing kind of job.”
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      April tried to keep herself from checking her watch every few minutes, but it got harder as the morning wore on toward afternoon. She expected Fran to be a couple of hours late, of course, especially when she wasn’t going to be the center of a bunch of people’s attention.

      But stretching a promise to be there by eight to pushing noon without even a phone call or text was still a bit much.

      On the other hand, April had no doubt in her mind that the work was going exponentially faster without her older sister’s interference and never-ending stream of oh-so-precious advice.

      Er, her help.

      And because Michele actually did help so much, and with a hell of a lot more than sorting and moving Uncle Jefferson’s things, the hours and the work were flying by.

      They’d made quite a bit more headway than she possibly could have imagined standing next to sour Mrs. Simms yesterday. The piles outside had been shifted into two empty units across the roadway: one for landfill or recycling-bound, another for local donation if possible. The move was to keep the roadway clear, to create a bit of walking room, and just in case the saturated air tipped over from can’t-possibly-hold-one-more-drop to a roaring downpour.

      Blue skies and fluffy white clouds overhead made that seem unlikely, but the hopes of a woman drowning because she didn’t have gills seemed eternal.

      Several pieces of furniture too large too
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