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CHAPTER 1
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Vicki Bandini stood on the back deck with the sleeves of her sweater pulled over her fingertips. For early May the temperature was well below average. The ocean’s waves were calm as the sunrise rippled across the water. This was her favorite time of the day. 

Moving back to the Jersey Shore to her family’s summerhouse would be a big adjustment, especially being a widow. When Sean and her first got married, they’d enjoyed living at the beach. She was devastated when he got transferred to Queens. But now she had moved back into the family beach house where her daughter, husband, and granddaughter had lived. 

When her son-in-law’s company announced its move to South Carolina, Vicki was distraught. Their weekly Sunday dinners at Vicki’s house were now a thing of the past, and spending time with her granddaughter would be via FaceTime.

As a teenager, Vicki sorted out her problems on this deck. After she buried Sean, she came to spend a few days with her daughter and spent most of her time sitting out here on the swing. His death had been unexpected and happened so fast. It was hard to wrap around her head that her husband passed away from colon cancer right before his forty-fourth birthday. She never expected to be back in her hometown as a widow, having to start over again. She hadn’t had time to digest that he had colon cancer that had spread throughout his body, before he was gone. Who would’ve thought that at forty-eight she would be a widow? 

With her daughter and her family having moved, Vicki was left to run her daughter’s two businesses: Mia’s Residential Home Cleanout and Jersey Shore Beach Shop on Wheels. Vicki could picture herself driving the 1962 Volkswagen transporter, selling all kinds of beach accessories, but the cleanout business, she knew, would be backbreaking. She would finish out the customers already on the schedule and then decide if she wanted to continue during the off-season. It wasn’t as if she needed the money, Sean had made sure he’d provided for her after he’d passed.

Vickie opened the sliding glass door and went into the house. It was still early, she hoped there would be an influx of warm weather later in the day. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes, bringing her back to the day she came home from her honeymoon. This house brought back so many memories of when she was growing up. Her parents had bought it and they’d used it as their summerhouse until deciding to make it their primary resident just before she started high school. Right before she had gotten married, her parents had moved down to Florida, and Sean and she moved into the summerhouse. Within the first year of their marriage, they’d put on an extension taking the bungalow from two bedrooms and one bath to three bedrooms with a family room. 

The landline rang, bringing her out of her flashback, and she followed the ring until she located the phone on the mantel. “Hello.”

“Is this Mia’s Residential Home Cleanout service?”

“Yes. How may I help you?”

“Hi. It’s Neil Adams. Just verifying you’ll be at 43 Hummingbird Road tomorrow morning at ten.”

Vicki opened the appointment book and saw the entry. “Yes, I’ll be there.”

“As we previously discussed, I need you to pack up the remaining clothes and donate them to some charity. The house is being sold fully furnished. Anything you come across that’s personal, let me know.”

“Okay.”

“The realtor will leave the key under the planter on the porch. When you’re done and the realtor gives the thumbs up, I’ll pay you through PayPal.”  

Vicki agreed, since she had no clue as to what Mia had worked out with him. It would have been nice if she had gone over the upcoming jobs. “I’ll check in with you tomorrow when the job is completed.” Before she could say anything else, he had already hung up. “Thanks Mia,” Vicki said. She took the appointment book into the kitchen and plopped into the chair. 

She flipped through the rest of May and was relieved to see there weren’t many jobs booked. She needed to speak with Mia about this cleaning business. She hated cleaning her own house, let alone cleaning someone else’s. But Mia told her the money she made during the winter months was enough to carry her through the year. Since there was only a handful of jobs scheduled for the rest of the month, she would finish them out, and then reevaluate if she wanted to continue. In her next conversation with Mia, she would discuss the future of the company. 

She was excited about the ocean blue 1962 transporter. Mia had advised her she had already ordered more merchandize, however, Vicki wanted to put her own spin on it. In the past, she had purchased plain sandals and dressed them up with rhinestones, flowers, and pendants. That had been her specialty at various flea markets during the summer in Queens. 

The transporter was parked beside the house under the carport. Mia told her she had fully stocked the shelves in the garage and another order would arrive a week before Memorial Day, giving her enough time to sort and store the items. Tomorrow she’d peek under the tarp to see if she could rearrange things before adding her personal touch. 

The vinyl cover still hugged the truck, with only the bottom of the wheels uncovered. As much as Vicki wanted to take off the cover and checkout what she was dealing with, she needed to get groceries. All Mia had left her was a container of almond milk, tofu, organic tea, and other vegetarian items she would never eat.

Vicki scribbled down a shopping list. Being back in this house brought back so many memories. All good. She remembered the day her dad built the carport. He started it in early April, and to their surprise, it was the year of the cicadas. Between their shrilling sound and swarm of them around him, he’d continued with his project. He’d surprised her when she got home from school with a 1970 Volkswagen dune buggy under the carport. Now she had something else to check out tomorrow.

On the way to the front door, she removed her handbag from the nautical hook and drove to the supermarket, a mile down the road. She already missed the corner Italian pork store and her favorite pizzeria, where they knew exactly what she wanted and how she liked her pizza. 

As she strolled up and down the aisles, she grabbed breadcrumbs, spices, and junk food that always knew how to ease any situation. There was always a chip for every occasion. She walked directly to the meat section and stocked up on everything chicken. The last thing she picked up was a package of hamburgers. She made her way to the register and was surprised at the cost. To think that was just for the necessities, not counting a trip to the liquor store. 

Vicki put the bags in her trunk. As she was about to get into her car, she heard someone call her name. She twirled around, and there stood her childhood friend, Cassidy Fowler, still sporting her signature long strawberry blonde hair.

“I can’t believe my eyes. You look better now than when we were in high school.” Cassidy and Vicki hugged. “How long has it been?” Cassidy asked.

“Since I moved to New York. Once I had Mia, my life went in a totally different direction. I should have kept in contact.”

“I’m just as guilty. I’ve missed our friendship.” Cassidy leaned on her empty shopping cart and frowned. “I was so sorry to hear about your husband. Mia was devastated. I feel really bad that I never reached out to you.”

“It’s okay. I understand that everyone has things going on in their lives. But I’m okay. I worked through it.” 

Cassidy hugged her. “I know what loss feels like. I lost my sister to breast cancer six years ago. To this day, I still don’t understand why, especially since she went once a year for a mammogram.”

“Sorry. Life has so many challenges to get through.” Cassidy’s frown turned into a smile. “How long are you going to be here? Because this time around, we are going out for drinks,” Cassidy said.

“I moved back into the family beach house. Mia, Randy, and Taylor moved to South Carolina. I’m going to miss not seeing Taylor every Sunday. I got so spoiled seeing her once a week.”

“Funny how the family house has gone full circle. I remember swinging on the tire swing and walking along the beach talking about boys. I’m sad you aren’t going to see your granddaughter, but I’m happy you’re back. This town needs some upbeat people.”

Vicki’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t know how much time I will have to socialize. Mia left me both her businesses. I already got a call for a clean out tomorrow. Thank goodness there’s just a handful of jobs left. Mia promised me they weren’t massive jobs. Two of them are houses, which were just flipped and should be a breeze. The job tomorrow is cleaning out closets and boxing clothes.”

“You’ll be fine. Pull your hair in a ponytail and get to work. I’m sure Mia told you on occasion I gave her a hand when I received a real estate listing. The last time, I worked on a job with Mia, it was an easy clean. Knowing Mr. Corbin, his house should be a simple job. That’s what Mia always said after she finished.”

“I hope you’re right. I know she does winter and spring-cleaning, too. If I decide to move forward with the company, I can assure you I will hire help. I hate cleaning my own windows and stove, let alone doing complete stranger’s.”

Cassidy giggled. “You’re still funny. I missed this,” she said, pointing between them. “We always had fun when we hung out together.”

“Yes, we did. Tell me something about the town. I see so many of the stores we used to shop at have closed.”

“Yes, they have. But the community refuses to bring in any of the chains,” Cassidy explained. “They want to keep the mom and pop stores. Even though owners and businesses have changed through the years, the town’s quaintness is still intact though.”

“Is Iris’s department store still around?”

“Absolutely. It’ll always be a family-owned business. They did downsize a bit, leasing a section of their store to a local bakery. When you go there, you’ll see the bistro table and chairs. I think it was the best decision Iris made. She swears her business went up twenty-five percent.”

“That’s wonderful. I don’t get down here that often. My last visit was Christmas, and I spent all the time at Mia’s house. We were so busy cooking that I didn’t have time to roam around, although Iris’s store is closed for the winter.”

“Iris stays open all year round now, of course, with a limited staff. Can you believe people come from all over to purchase from her shop? It seems like the folks up north can’t get enough of the nautical theme.”

“Boy, have I missed out on a lot. I look forward to getting together to hear more about our beach town.”

“Sounds great. Let’s get together soon.” 

“I’d like that. I’m sure we have a lot of catching up to do. Do you want to shoot for sometime next week?” 

“Yes, perfect. I have a few things to do the next couple of days. I still need to get organized.”

Cassidy reached into her handbag, pulled out her business card and handed it to her. “Give me a call when you get settled and we’ll set up a lunch date.”

“I’d like that.”

“I’m so happy I ran into you again.” Cassidy pushed her cart to face the supermarket. “I better get going. My fiancé, Greg, is a pain. When he comes over to eat, he likes to have dinner no later than at five thirty. Truthfully, that’s why we don’t live together and I put off getting married. I like my freedom and being able to come and go whenever I like. With my job, I can be showing a house as late as eight-thirty at night. But enough of my rant. We’ll talk soon.” Cassidy hugged her. 

“Look forward to it. Bye.”

Vicki packed her car and drove home, the whole time trying to figure out how she had lost contact with Cassidy. It was funny how life got in the way, but standing there, talking to her, all those years dissipated. She couldn’t wait to see what Cassidy had been up to all these years.

Resurrecting her friendship with Cassidy would be a big plus. She returned here not knowing a single person. Her neighbors were all new, as per Mia, with most of them living there year-round. It seemed that the summerhouses from back in the day had turned into permanent residents. In this economy, few people could afford to carry two homes anymore. She was so happy that her parents had given the house to Mia instead of selling or renting it out. The hardest part of this move would be making the place her own.

Vicki loved beach décor but she wanted to add a bit more of herself with the pictures she had taken of sunrise and sunsets, along with the quotes she had framed through the years. Walking into the add-on room in the back that Mia had used as a den, Vicki thought she would use it as her office. This way, if she had company and the room was in disarray, all she had to do was close the French doors. 

Vicki went into the kitchen, lifted her cell phone off the counter, and dialed her daughter. “Mia.”

“Mom. I’m so sorry. I forgot to call you. It’s been crazy since we got here. But Taylor is overjoyed. Randy surprised us with a jungle gym in the backyard and a fenced in, in the ground pool.”

“That’s wonderful. I’d be happy too. I can’t wait to come down to visit as soon as you get settled in.”

“By the time that happens, it will be the middle of the summer. You will be busy.”

Vicki heard her snickering on the other end of the phone. “Before I let you go, what can you tell me about the job I have tomorrow? Do you usually do these jobs alone? Do I need to find someone to help me? I don’t want to be blindsided.”

“Oh, that job.”

“Yeah. The one you forgot to tell me about before you left.”

There was a long hesitation before Mia spoke. “I got that job at the last minute. The owner doesn’t live here. He said all I had to do was clean out the contents of the bedroom and donate them.”

“That’s exactly what Neil Adams said to me earlier. I’m thinking this should be a straightforward job. I’ll pick up a few boxes and packing tape—”

“Mom, no boxes. The county doesn’t want us mixing cardboard with the regular garbage. If you go into the hall closet on the top shelf, I have clear garbage bags. Pack the clothes in there.” 

“Okay. Gottcha. I’ll let you know how I make out tomorrow. Give Taylor a kiss for me and tell her Grandma loves her.”

“I will.”

“I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

“Oh Ma, before you go. I think you need to know that the owner was a hoarder. I promise you it shouldn’t take you more than a few hours. Sorry for leaving that part out, but I didn’t want to overwhelm you.”

“Mia...” But it was too late. Mia had already hung up.
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Vicki braced herself from the moment she pulled up. This couldn’t be the house. Overgrown grass, trees and bushes surrounded the old Victorian, and the front lawn had junk on it. She remembered Mr. Corbin. The neighborhood kids would refer to him as Mr. Candy because he and his wife owned the candy store across the street from their grammar school. Every Sunday morning, he would sit on his porch waving to them as they came out of church. That was a long time ago. It saddened her that his usually immaculate house back then looked rundown with more than likely drive by trash on the grass. 

Slowly, Vicki slid out of the car and covered her mouth with her hands. The lawn had black trash bags, empty liquor bottles and assorted rubbish on it. Taking a closer look, she spotted two corroded bicycles and a couple of paint cans. The white picket fence she remembered as a kid was dilapidated. It apparently hadn’t been painted in a couple of years. 

After a long sigh, Vicki walked up to the front door. She squatted and removed the key from under the planter on the porch. When she opened the door, there was a horrific stench that slapped her in the face. It was a smell unlike anything she had ever encountered. Vicki placed a mask and rubber gloves on, as per her daughter’s instructions. By the looks of the place, it screamed of dirt, bugs, and mold. 

Vicki walked through the living room, which was emptied of furniture except for random pieces in the dining room and kitchen, but papers and garbage covered the floors. The kitchen cabinets were all opened, and it looked like a squatter must have been using the kitchen as their studio apartment. The stove was greasy and full of fragments of food, and open bags of chips and empty beer cans were on the kitchen table on top of newspapers and assorted boxes.

“Oh Mia, I’m so glad you aren’t standing in front of me,” she whispered as she stood at the bottom of the clean staircase. She’d bet when the movers took the upstairs furniture out, they’d cleared the stairs to prevent any accidents. 

The further up the stairs she went, the stronger the odor. She wouldn’t be surprised if there was a dead animal decomposing in one of the rooms. As she walked down the hallway, she glanced in each room that all exhibited the same mess. In each of the five bedrooms, there was at least one piece of furniture left behind. 

Outside the master bedroom, she took a deep breath. The odor was even fouler in this room. Walking through the litter around the Victorian bed making her way to the window, she tripped and fell backward. Vicki landed on her butt with her left leg twisted behind her. She didn’t move as pain radiated down her leg. This was the last thing she’d expected to happen. But when she brought her leg out straight in front of her, she knew she was fine. 

After sitting there for a few minutes to catch her breath, she started to stand up, but stopped when something caught her eye amongst the clutter on the floor. She leaned over to get a better look and could have sworn it looked like a finger. She moved some of the paper around it and gasped when she spotted an arm. She jumped to her feet and ran out of the house to call the police.

As she leaned against the car, she couldn’t believe what had gone down. But what if she had imagined seeing a finger and had just made a fool out of herself? To think this was her first job, and already she had encountered an enormous problem.

A police car pulled up, the officers got out and approached her. “Are you Ms. Bandini?” one of them asked.

“Yes, I’m the one who made the call. I hope I wasn’t jumping the gun or got spooked in such a big house, but when I fell, I could swear I saw a finger attached to an arm sticking out of the papers.”

“The papers?” the older of the two officers asked.

“The house is a complete mess. This is the way I found it when I got here.” 

“What were you doing here?” the first officer asked.

“My daughter’s company
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