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            Dedication

         
         
            This one is for my guys,

            Anthony, Mitchell, and Ashton,

            for always making me feel safe, protected, and loved

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            A good man leaves an inheritance for his children’s children, but a sinner’s wealth is stored up for the righteous.

            —Proverbs 13:22
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Dayclean

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         The island was ours and we roamed everywhere except for one place.

         
         Dunbar Creek.

         
         Some folks believed it was haunted, filled with mystical unseen spirits. Other folks called Dunbar Creek “the end of the world.”

         
         It very well could have been too after what happened there. Way back in 1808, the government passed a law that declared that
               there were to be no more ships transporting our African people to this country to turn them into slaves. But evil men with
               no hearts or souls continued to work in clandestine ways, even after the slave trade had been outlawed for years. Those mongrels
               on two legs anchored their boats on quiet creeks and rivers along the Georgia coast. Small ships that left lands and broke
               family bonds it would take their cargo generations to knit back together.

         
         One blue-black night just before dawn peeked over the horizon, a small schooner called the York slinked along Dunbar Creek to unload a cargo of West Africans known as the Igbo people of Nigeria. The old folks told us
               how the Igbo rose up and took over that ship. They were dirty, tired, but still strong enough to drive their captors overboard. But other vile
               men waited for those brave souls when the boat hit the shore. Men ready and waiting to get them to plantations across the
               south. After they were taken off the ship, they were shackled once more. Chained together, with freedom slipping from their
               grasp, the Igbo ancestors knew what lay ahead and decided in that moment what their future would be. 

         
         They chose freedom. 

         
         Together, they walked into the water, shoulder to shoulder, their chains still intact. The farther they walked, the closer
               they came to freedom. When the final ripple of water erased the last trace of them, they were free.

         
         Some folks say the Igbo people drowned themselves deliberately by walking into Dunbar Creek. But not me. I think those brave souls walked into the water and flew home.

         
         Imagine it. A person could be so disgusted with the thought of living in bondage that death seemed a better option.

         
         Like the Igbo people, perhaps there is a better option for me, and one day, I’ll fly home too.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         Dead people don’t talk to the living.

         
         It should have been like any other drive out to the island to hear her voice. Simply get in the car and ride and ride until
            the tears blurred my vision, making it impossible for me to see and forcing me to pull over to the side of the road. On really
            bad days, I’d drive for over an hour, sometimes winding up in a different city or town. Street signs and landmarks shifting
            in the periphery as I went chasing after someone I couldn’t see or touch. Once, I drove all the way to Savannah from Daddy’s
            house in Brunswick. But I never once went to the cemetery where she was buried because, to me, she wasn’t in some dark hole
            in the ground. She was with me. I needed to believe that or else I would die too.
         

         
         Depending on the day, sometimes I’d go to a park to sit and listen to the brief voicemails she’d left on my phone. I only
            had a few because it was rare that I didn’t pick up a call from her. Even if I was in a meeting, I picked up her calls.
         

         
         Now, I relied on the soft fragments of brain tissue that conjured up memories and the deep well of despair in my heart to
            connect me to the woman I cherished more than anyone else in the world.
         

         
         Elizabeth Wood.

         
         Libby to her family and friends.

         
         Ma to me.

         
         Her death had landed like a boxer’s blow inside my chest, sweeping away my breath and bringing me to my knees. A year later and I was still having a hard time navigating the indescribable grief because the person who usually helped me through any heartache I ever had was now the source of it. 

         
         Shortly after she died, I’d swear I could still hear her voice. The cadence of it as she talked about some church gossip or
            giggled at some joke Daddy had told her. It was silly, I know. Maybe it was some sort of grieving mechanism to get me through.
            When you’re a grown woman and you lose a parent, people expect you to power through the grief. You have a job, responsibilities.
            You’re an adult. You’re supposed to know that death is a part of life. And if you looked at me, on the outside, I was all
            that. But on the inside, I was a broken mess.
         

         
         And if losing Ma wasn’t enough, that imaginary boxer hit me with a one-two combo. Six months after Ma’s death, Lance came
            home one night, quietly ate dinner with me, and then proceeded to tell me he was filing for divorce. He told me I wasn’t the
            same since Ma’s death. Who is after you lose someone you love? The truth of the matter is that Lance was exactly the same. Things I had stupidly tolerated before as a small ripple in our marriage—flirtatious interactions with restaurant
            waitstaff, women we encountered in a store who were unusually comfortable with him—became a tsunami. The sudden appearance
            of receipts for jewelry I didn’t own and dinners at restaurants I’d never been to became ground zero for the ugly destruction
            of a marriage that had been a fragile structure from the start. Much of what happened between us, I still hadn’t told anyone,
            including Daddy.
         

         
         Perhaps that’s the way life is. You don’t just deal with one bad thing at a time. Life throws a stream of adversities at you with no break in between. Ma used to call it a season. A job loss follows a death in the family. A cancer diagnosis comes right before a car accident. It’s like a nonstop battle with the universe to see if you’re strong enough to fight your way through the layers of misfortune and heartache. But Ma always said, seasons pass. 

         
         With no real home of my own and my life in tatters, I left Atlanta and moved back to the house in which I grew up in Brunswick,
            Georgia. The prodigal daughter returned home with a divorce settlement and a set of emotional baggage heavy enough to kill
            a decent-sized bear under its weight.
         

         
         I needed what the old folks used to call a “dayclean.” A new day. A fresh start.

         
         Today, I drove for over thirty minutes before I wound up on the island. I pulled my Audi A6, a remnant from my previous life
            in Atlanta, up to a small band of trees and leaned into that old familiar feeling of grief and failure. I’d driven so far
            out on the island I wasn’t even sure where I was. But it was quiet, and I was alone. I could listen for Ma.
         

         
         This time, instead of sitting in the car, I decided to walk. I cut the engine, took off my heels, and slipped on a pair of
            black and white Skechers I kept in the back seat of my car. I stepped outside and closed my eyes for a moment. The salt-tinged
            ocean breeze that kissed my cheek and the sound of rushing water calmed me like a healing salve. The April air was uncomfortably
            warm for so early in the season. It felt more like June and a threat of summer’s early arrival. The land was empty, and some
            parts of the ground were soft and muddy, remnants left behind by the recent rains.
         

         
         The morning fog had lifted and offered a straight view across open land that rolled down onto a sandy shore and out into the teasing blue sparkle of the Atlantic Ocean. When you looked beyond the emptiness of it all, this place was stunning. A large swath of land covered by huge live oak trees with low thick branches that dipped and rose in chaotic beauty. Many of them draped in Spanish moss, like ghostly old women stooped and covered in green lace. 

         
         Back at the turn of the last century, the Vanderbilts, Rockefellers, and Morgans built winter homes here. Their grand estates
            that still stood as pricey villas for vacation rentals. My parents and their friends used to talk of how the wealthy built
            their fortunes on the backs of working-class whites and built their winter retreats on the backs of Black laborers right here
            on the Georgia Golden Islands. Things hadn’t changed much since wealthy people still continued to own vacation homes here
            in the Golden Isles. The thought that some people owned several homes, and I didn’t even have one, was like the sharpened
            end of a rod that constantly poked at my psyche.
         

         
         I stood beneath an oak tree, closed my eyes, and listened. Waiting for Ma’s voice.

         
         A few seconds later, I felt a light tickling at my ankles. I opened my eyes and looked down. A small dog, a brown shaggy terrier
            of some type, with a bright shot of white fur over one eye, sniffed at my shoes. The dog wasn’t wearing a collar. A stray
            out here in the middle of nowhere like me. I looked around and that’s when I spotted it. A few hundred yards off in the distance
            was an old, rusted trailer. I squinted, trying to make out exactly what I was seeing. Did someone live out here?
         

         
         I looked back at the dog. “Hey! Is that where you live, little guy?”

         
         The dog raised one scruffy ear, bent his head, and stared at me. Then, I heard a loud bang.

         
         A flash of panic bloomed inside my chest. The ringing in my ears lingered as a group of birds noisily flapped off into the
            sky. The dog took off like a shot.
         

         
         A firecracker?

         
         A gun?

         
         I snapped to. My only thought: I have to get out of here. I dashed from behind the tree where I was standing, heading for
            my car. As I did, my foot caught on the gnarled tree roots jutting up from the ground. I spun and tripped, hitting the back
            of my head against the roots.
         

         
         And everything faded to black.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         When I blinked my eyes open, the first thing I saw was the irregular pattern of a brown water stain. Somehow, I was leaning
            back and facing ceiling tiles. I was inside a room, small and dimly lit. Maybe my eyes had suffered from the blow to the back
            of my head. I smelled bacon and my head was pounding.
         

         
         Where the hell am I?

         
         I blinked a few more times before I leaned forward. That slight motion sent the room into a revolution and spikes of pain
            radiated through my head from ear to ear.
         

         
         I gotta get to my car.

         
         A man’s voice slipped from the darkness beside me, southern drawl, deep-throated, and raspy. “Why’d they send you out here?”
         

         
         I blinked again and peered around the room. I was sitting beside a table on a hard upholstered bench. Worn, brown linoleum
            spread from beneath the bottom of my Skechers, which were now covered in mud and moss. In front of me was a kitchenette, the
            light coming through a small window just bright enough for me to see a frying pan and a thick coating of dust and grease across
            the stove. Now, the pain swirled and filled my head like thick smoke rising from a fire. When I tried to get up, my vision
            blurred for a moment.
         

         
         “Stay still and answer my question.” The man again.

         
         I still couldn’t see him, his voice coming from somewhere beyond my view. I rubbed the back of my head. “I was just driving around, looking for a quiet place to think.” 

         
         “I’ve warned y’all.”

         
         “Can I at least see who I’m talking to?” Speaking to some voice without a face was unnerving.

         
         The man slowly walked out from the shadows and stood squarely in front of me. A Black man, early seventies if I had to guess.
            I couldn’t be sure because the only thing I focused on was the rifle he held with hands that looked like two large knobs of
            thick veins. Thankfully, he didn’t point the gun at me, but he had it at the ready. He was a tall, haggard-looking man with
            deep brown, leathery skin and a scruffy gray beard. Maybe I could make a run for the door. I ran high school track back in
            the day, but he had a gun and I couldn’t outrun a bullet.
         

         
         Shit! Where is the door?

         
          “Where am I?” I peered back at the man. “Who are you?”

         
         “I’m asking the questions.”

         
         I glanced around the room. The small, tight quarters. The dirty kitchenette. The tattered brown banquette I was sitting on.
            I remembered the trailer I’d spotted. I must be inside the trailer. I tried to remember every detail of this place for recounting back to the police if I made it out of here alive. I looked
            down at my shoes again, at the muddy sand and moss covering them. The old man had dragged me in here. I tried to unmoor myself
            from the bench.
         

         
         “Uh-uh.” He tightened his grip on the rifle, holding it across his chest. “Don’t move. Not until you tell me why they sent
            you out here this time.”
         

         
         I slowed my roll. Old men and guns are a dangerous combination. This guy was obviously in a fight with someone and now I might become a casualty of his determination to win. “I’m sorry, sir. You know what? Apparently I made a mistake. I shouldn’t have stopped here, Mr. . . . ?” 

         
         “You’re the third person that’s been nosing around here in the last few months. Like I told those other two, my mama and daddy
            left this land to me and my sister, Delilah. Y’all can send as many letters as you want. I’m not leaving.”
         

         
         “I’m really sorry. I don’t know what you’re talking about. Let me just leave, okay?”

         
         “Not until you tell me why they sent a Black woman this time.”

         
         A Black woman this time? I didn’t know what the hell this guy was talking about. Maybe I could finesse my way back to my car and hightail it back
            to Brunswick.
         

         
         “I’ll tell you the same thing I told the others. I’m not interested in selling. This property’s been in my family for generations.
            I was born here and I’ll die here.”
         

         
         I kept staring at the barrel of his gun. No one knew I was out here. This man could shoot me at any moment. If he hurt me,
            how would anyone find me? I had to get out of here.
         

         
         “Sir, I assure you, I didn’t know this was your property. I recently lost my mother and I guess I’m not handling it very well.
            Sometimes I drive around to clear my head. I was just looking for a quiet place . . .” I watched him loosen his grip on the
            gun. “There must be some sort of mistake.”
         

         
         “You damn straight there is.” The man gripped the gun tightly again. “Now get up.” His voice was quiet but firm.

         
         What is he going to do?

         
         I struggled to my feet. The room spun again, and I grabbed the edge of the table. The back of my head throbbed. But I wasn’t about to pass on the only chance I might have to get out of here alive. He pointed me toward the door at the front of the trailer. I got my bearings and stepped outside into the blazing sunlight with the old man right on my heels. The sun was searing and worsened the headache I was nursing. I shielded my eyes with my hand to knock off some of the brightness. The dog I’d spotted earlier came over. He raised the one hairy ear again, sniffed me, then looked up at me. 

         
         “Now I’m going to walk you back to your car. And you’re going to leave and never come back. Are we clear?”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “Come on, Trooper,” he called to the dog. The dog sniffed me again before he ambled over to the old man. “I don’t know why
            they keep sending people out here. I’m never gon’ sell it. You’re the first Black person they sent. I guess they thought you
            could sweet-talk me out of my land. I warned them other two just like I’m warning you. Stay away. The next person to come out here uninvited is gonna catch a bullet right between the eyes. The only reason I didn’t shoot
            you is . . .”
         

         
         He didn’t finish his thought. Maybe because I was Black too? A woman? So, the old man was at odds with someone trying to buy
            his land. He must have mistaken me for someone associated with his adversary.
         

         
         “Well, I appreciate you not shooting me.” I smiled slightly, trying to lighten things between us. He returned my effort with
            a solemn expression as if his face were etched in bronze on a museum bust. Again, old men and guns.
         

         
         “Do you mind if I ask your name, sir?” I would need it when I called the police.

         
         He stared at me for a moment, like he was debating whether to answer me. “Holcomb. Holcomb Gardner. Same name on all them
            damn letters y’all sending.”
         

         
         “Mr. Gardner, I’m sorry. Like I said, I was just driving around looking for a quiet place to think. I didn’t mean any harm.”

         
         We walked in silence for a few moments before we finally arrived at my car. I stared up at the old man. “Where’s your sister?”

         
         He hesitated for a beat before he took in a deep breath. “That’s none of ya business. Now, why don’t you get in your car before
            I change my mind about shooting you.” He patted his rifle.
         

         
         I climbed inside my car and started up the engine. He tapped the window with the butt of his gun and made a gesture for me
            to roll the window down. 
         

         
         “Yes, sir?”

         
         He leaned in toward the car window. “Please tell them folks you work for, I don’t take kindly to them sending people out here.
            This here is Gardner land. Always has been, and it always will be. The next person they send out here won’t be as lucky as
            you. Now, get off my property.”
         

         
         I peeled off without another word. In fact, I sped off so fast, I nearly hit a black car headed onto the old man’s property.
            I jerked the steering wheel. The driver blared his horn and swerved widely to avoid a T-bone crash. I never slowed. I never
            stopped. A few seconds later, I glanced in my rearview mirror. The same black car made a U-turn in the middle of the road.
            Within a minute, the car was right on my tail.
         

         
         “What the fu—”

         
         I thought about pulling my car over to the side of the road so it could pass me. But it was right on my bumper. If I tapped my brakes in the slightest, it would rear-end me. I floored the gas pedal, trying to get some distance between us. The engine revved as I watched the speedometer climb to eighty-five. The car behind me never let up. My head was pounding from the fall and my ears started to ring from fear. I gunned the gas to ninety and prayed for a police car to catch us in this dangerous chase. Nothing. The grassy marshlands whizzed by in a blur. I finally raced toward the causeway headed to Brunswick. Soon, there would be more cars. Maybe I could lose this nutjob in traffic. I peered in the rearview mirror and watched as the car finally slowed before making a right turn onto a side road and disappeared. What the hell was that?! Road rage?

         
         I blew out a deep sigh of relief, grateful to be out of the crosshairs of some crazy psycho nutcase fueled by anger and vengeance.
            I promised myself I would never drive back out here on the island, no matter how much I needed to be close to Ma.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         I turned off the causeway and onto the Golden Isles Parkway. My pulse was slowing, and the fear was falling away. Traffic
            was light. To me, traffic was always light here in Brunswick compared to Atlanta. Atlanta was a lifetime ago and leaving that
            city felt like a soft curtain falling on my sad little theater of pain. First Ma, then Lance. And I still hadn’t told anyone
            about the other stuff that happened back there. All anyone needed to know was that Lance and I had decided to divorce, and
            I came back home for a while to clear my head. Everything else that had happened back in Atlanta would remain exactly what
            it was—a hellish nightmare tucked away as a shameful secret.
         

         
         I suddenly realized in my frenzy to get away from the crazy old guy with a gun and the crazy road rage dude, I’d forgotten
            about Ma. For a fleeting few minutes, Holcomb Gardner and some guy with an axe to grind had washed away the fog of grief.
            My only thought back then was to live. My next thought was to call the police. But I was the trespasser in that situation.
            Besides, he hadn’t harmed me. He scared the crap out of me, of course, but I was still in one piece. If people had been on
            his land before, I guess he had his reasons for the gun. But who was the person headed to the old man’s property and why had
            he followed me like a bat out of Hades?
         

         
         I made a mental note to be more mindful the next time I went out driving.

         
         By the time I made it back to work in Brunswick, my pulse had returned to normal. Most people were buzzing around the break
            room when I arrived at Medallion Company’s office, or “the Old Victorian,” as everyone called it. Beau Walsh, one of Medallion’s
            partners, had ordered a breakfast spread from Jupiter’s around the corner—bagels, sausage sandwiches, muffins, and coffee.
            Nothing lured a group of dull and lackadaisical coworkers away from their desks faster than free food in the office break
            room. Half the meetings I attended in the office offered candy and snacks. Always something to drive traffic since work ethic
            and collaborative spirit were never enough.
         

         
         Medallion’s offices were located inside a huge, stately teal-blue Victorian mansion in the SoGlo section of Brunswick. The
            front porch with its narrow spindles and the curved turret at the side of the house made it stand out from all the other houses
            on the street. Something about it was grand and inviting. I loved old houses like this one, with its creaky hardwood floors
            and original tin ceilings. Every door turned with a glass knob that had been touched by hands long dead and gone.
         

         
         The house had been renovated to accommodate the twelve of us who worked there on a regular basis, with room to spare. Inside, the large foyer held a half circle mahogany desk where Jennie, the young receptionist, sat and greeted visitors. The large staircase behind her desk led to management’s and the engineers’ offices upstairs, seven former bedrooms that were decorated with expensive office furniture. The parlor to the left of the reception desk held an impressive array of bookshelves, a fireplace, and soft seating, like a small library of sorts. The former dining room to the right had been converted into a conference room with a long oak double pedestal table and soft upholstered chairs around it. Beyond the dining room was a large butler’s pantry and the former kitchen, now serving as an oversized break room. And off this, down a narrow hallway, were a bathroom and two small rooms. I imagined these were the former servants’ quarters. One room held three small desks and housed the HR manager, the IT guy, and some woman who was never in the office with enough regularity for me to figure out what she did for the company. The other room, smaller than the first, was my office. Yes, my office was inside a former maid’s bedroom. My guess, considering where we were, here in Georgia, was that maid had probably been Black like me. I was just grateful I didn’t have to share an office with anyone else. 

         
         As I passed through the break room, Jennie, the receptionist, gave me a forced smile as if she were about to deliver bad news.
            She leaned in close and whispered, “Joe wants to see you,” as if I were an errant child, now in trouble with a scolding parent.
         

         
         I already knew what was coming. Another lecture about my being late and how important face time was around the office. The
            world had gone through a two-year pandemic. No one worked in the office five days a week anymore. No one except the people
            who worked at Medallion.
         

         
         “Thanks.” After I dropped my bag in my desk drawer, I headed up the back staircase to Joe’s office. I didn’t even knock, just
            stepped right inside.
         

         
         “Hey, you wanted to see me?”

         
         Joe was hunched over his desk, about to take a bite out of his sausage and egg sandwich. He’d tucked a napkin inside his collar and spread it across the front of his shirt like a kid’s bib. Joe was a short, muscular guy. He could have easily been mistaken for a gym rat on the days when he didn’t wear a suit and tie. He was in his mid-fifties and worked as a real estate attorney before he joined Medallion. He had both an engineering degree and a law degree, which made him a double tight-ass. 

         
         When I had returned to Brunswick, I was unemployed and desperate. My life had spun out of control in the months prior. A change
            of scenery from Atlanta, the sanctity of my parents’ house, and a new job seemed like what I needed to get my life back together.
            I made a good impression on Joe, and he didn’t ask me for any references. Two days later, when Joe offered me this job, I
            jumped at it.
         

         
         He sat his sandwich down and wiped his mouth on the end of the tucked napkin. “Look, I’ll get right to the point. Deena . . .
            you’re smart, but . . .”
         

         
         Oh God. I prayed this man wasn’t about to fire me. I couldn’t take another blow from that imaginary boxer’s fist.
         

         
         “But what, Joe?”

         
         “Close the door.”

         
         I stared at him for a few seconds before I closed the door and returned to his desk.

         
         “Beau is at it again. He thinks we ought to clean house and fill the place up with a bunch of independent contractors.”

         
         “So what are you trying to say?”

         
         “Look, Deena. I like you. I like you a lot. Hell, I hired you. But you have to understand what’s going on around here.”

         
         I already understood what was happening. They’d hired me and then realized they could get a paraprofessional to do my job.
            Now they had to figure out what to do with me. Fire me outright or slowly paper my personnel file and “performance manage”
            me out the door. Either way, I smelled another dismissal in the air.

         
         Most people thought of lawyers as high-flying leaders, hustling into court or presiding over executive meetings or quietly whispering into the ear of their powerful clients during congressional hearings. But there was also this dark underbelly of boring, brain-numbing legal work that was little more than glorified tasks that needed a sign-off from a living body who had passed a bar exam. I was working in one of those jobs. My official title was legal consultant. What I really did was review form contracts and pull permits from government offices. I used to be a litigator in Atlanta with a major law firm. These days, I was doing busywork to earn a paycheck every two weeks. 

         
         Joe cleared his throat and waited, obviously dreading whatever he was about to tell me.

         
         “Look, Clare told me your mom died last year. That’s tough. My mom’s been gone for ten years now. It’s hard. I know. But . . .”
            He sighed deeply. “You come in late. Leave during the middle of the day. No one knows where you are. You’re outta here by
            five o’clock sharp. Sometimes before.”
         

         
         “But I always get my work done. You’ve had no complaints, have you?”

         
         “No, but you gotta put in the face time. You know how Beau is. Just be present, okay?”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “Okay,” he mimicked. “You know Clare likes you too. She told me to make sure you’re working on the big projects.”

         
         So Clare was trying to save my job. Thank God for Clare. Clare Walsh was the managing partner of Medallion and Beau’s aunt. She founded the company and brought in Beau to give him something productive to do instead of his usual get-rich-quick schemes. She was one of the first female civil engineers in the state of Georgia, back in the late seventies, when there was no such thing as STEM for girls or a proliferation of women engineers. Every day, thousands of people drove across bridges between the islands that she’d had a hand in building. Clare spent the bulk of her time out drumming up business. She left the day-to-day operations of running Medallion to Beau. I adored Clare. Beau, not so much. 

         
         “Besides, you know Beau. He’s an asshole. Hell, if he had his way, I’d be on the chopping block too. Just make sure you’re
            pulling your weight and keep your head low. If you wanna stick around, you gotta be on time and in here. Ass-in-chair. No
            more disappearing act in the middle of the day. Where do you go, by the way?”
         

         
         I shrugged. “Just getting a bit of fresh air.”

         
         “Well, do less of it,” he said before he went back to his sandwich.

         
         I left his office. At least I wasn’t getting fired.

         
         Not yet.

         
         *  *  *

         My life was a dumpster fire, and this dead-end job was stoking the flames. I was losing brain cells in this role. But I needed the job. Mortgage companies had this pesky little requirement about proof of income.
            Even though I’d been outbid on my first two attempts at buying a house, I would keep at it. I couldn’t keep living with my
            father and his new bride.
         

         
         I left Joe’s office and headed to the kitchen, aka the break room, for a cup of coffee. I needed to focus, to be on my game.
            I pulled a dark roast coffee pod from the canister and dropped it into the Keurig machine. The coffee maker gurgled for a
            few seconds before the liquid dribbled into the Styrofoam cup. I heard someone else enter the kitchen behind me. I didn’t
            turn around because I wasn’t in the mood for conversation.
         

         
         “Well, well, here’s surprise sighting I didn’t expect to see.”

         
         A man’s voice. Shit.

         
         I nodded. “Good morning, Beau.”

         
         Beau Walsh was a tall, thick guy with a ruddy complexion. He always reminded me of a lumberjack in a suit and tie with a lazy
            southern drawl.
         

         
         He strolled over to stand beside me. “Oh, is it still morning? Sometimes, we don’t see you until after lunch.”

         
         I chose to ignore his comment. I was smart enough to know he wanted to get a rise out of me, get me to say something that
            he could use in his effort to fire me. Maybe accuse me of being insubordinate. Not today. I edged away and picked up a coffee
            stirrer and a sugar packet.
         

         
         He leaned against the sink. “Now, how long have you worked for us?”

         
         “A little over three months.”

         
         “Hmm . . . and in all that time, I don’t think I’ve seen you more than a few times.”

         
         I didn’t respond. I stirred the sugar into my coffee without a word.

         
         “Maybe we don’t keep you busy enough. Perhaps, if we give you more work, you’ll spend more time in the office. Or maybe we
            should have hired you as a part-time paralegal to get our money’s worth out of you.”
         

         
         I tossed the coffee stirrer in the garbage can. “I’m always here when you need me.”

         
         I smiled and walked out of the break room before he could make another wisecrack or before I actually abandoned my reserve
            and told him to go to hell.
         

         
         I sat inside the broom closet that pretended to be my office and thought about Ma. Her daughter being a lawyer was her greatest achievement, the successful result of her first and only pregnancy. Even though Ma was ten years younger than Daddy, she told me she had a rough pregnancy and an even rougher childbirth experience, which probably explained why I was an only child. She said all her late nights of worrying when I was sick as a baby or when I’d missed curfew in high school had been worth it because her daughter was a lawyer. Ma used to tell me there was a special reason I was in the world. But now, she wasn’t. I closed my eyes, straining to hear her laugh. But all I could muster was the vision of Ma’s casket draped in white roses. 

         
         My eyes began to sting with the first inkling of tears. To distract myself, I pulled up the internet web browser on my laptop.
            On a whim, I typed in “Holcomb Gardner.” It yielded several hits for landscaping companies, but none of them specifically
            related to the old man who’d run me off his property with a gun. I did a search for his sister, Delilah Gardner, in Brunswick.
            The first thing to pop up was an obituary from Murray Brothers Funeral Home. I clicked on it. Delilah Gardner had lived in
            Brunswick and died six months ago. No mention of Holcomb Gardner. I did another quick search and located the last known address
            for Delilah, jotted it down, and closed the browser.
         

         
         I sat at my desk, my stomach growling like crazy. Pride wouldn’t let me go to the break room to rummage through cold, picked-over breakfast remnants. A couple minutes later, I heard the floorboards outside my office pop and creak with footsteps right before Peg Nelson stepped inside. Peg was a dumpy-looking woman with a loose turkey neck that shook whenever she got excited and talked fast. She told people around the office that she was forty-five years old. The last forty of them she must have spent living hard because I thought she had to be sixty. 

         
         “Hey, Deena.”

         
         Peg’s voice had a loud, slightly annoying quality to it, like cheap jangling bracelets in a quiet room. In the few short months
            I’d worked for Medallion, I was starting to get used to it. But every now and again, she’d startle me just by saying “good
            morning.”
         

         
         Before she could say another word, the old metal steam radiator in the corner of my office began to clang. A hard, uneven
            knocking noise that rattled the windows. She walked over and kicked a valve. The noise subsided.
         

         
         “Why the heck the radiator clangs in the middle of spring when the heat isn’t on is beyond me,” Peg said.

         
         I shrugged. “Old houses make lots of noises.”

         
         “Maybe, but it’s creepy. Listen, Joe wanted me to remind you that he needs you to go through some boxes in the attic to make
            sure there’s nothing in there we need to keep. He wants me to put a destruction order on them and send them out to be shredded.”
            She pointed a crooked finger to the ceiling. “A little cost-saving measure from Beau.”
         

         
         “Yeah, okay.”

         
         She walked out.

         
         Obviously, the IT guy who worked for Medallion wasn’t nearly as savvy as the IT people I worked with back at my old firm in
            Atlanta. Nearly every file there was digitized. It was the way the world worked. But here at Medallion, it was all paper and
            gusset files. This place was hopelessly rolling around in the dark ages.
         

         
         I had been avoiding those boxes for weeks now for two reasons. First, digging through a bunch of old boxes looking for legal documents was not legal work. And second, I hated going up in that attic. The only other time I’d been up there to retrieve a box, it was hot and dark with its creepy brick walls. And it always smelled like cigarette smoke. Clare was adamant that no one was to smoke or light candles anywhere in the Old Victorian. Probably because the place was so old it would turn into a flash fire at the sight of a match. I bet whoever was catching a smoking break up there would be fired on the spot if Clare Walsh found out. 

         
         I slid a stack of files toward me and began sifting through them for some licensing information and fought off the urge to
            fall asleep. Each time I tried to focus, my mind always wandered back to the old man—Holcomb Gardner. Crazy as it was, I couldn’t
            stop thinking about him. Even more bizarre, I couldn’t figure out why I kept thinking about him. Some old guy who’d scared the crap out of me, whom I hadn’t talked to for more than ten minutes,
            was at the top of my mind.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         By lunchtime, I was feeling restless again. I decided to head home for a quick bite and to ask Daddy something. I turned the
            corner onto Campbellton Street, where I grew up and where Daddy still lived. Where we all lived. On the days when I gave a
            damn, I was flooded with embarrassment that I was thirty-nine years old and living back in the bedroom where I’d grown up.
            I told myself it was just temporary since I was looking for a place of my own. Telling myself that I was back home to help
            Daddy was utter nonsense because he’d moved on from Ma’s death and married her friend Ruth a mere six months after the funeral.
            He was doing just fine. A part of me still hadn’t forgiven him for the betrayal.
         

         
         I hadn’t lived here since I graduated from high school. But home didn’t feel like home anymore. I was what the Geechee folks
            called a bit of from-ya and a bit of come-ya, which meant I was both from here and a visitor as well. I didn’t belong in Brunswick, and I didn’t belong in Atlanta either.
            Daddy had Ruth here in Brunswick. Lance had all our friends and a new fiancée back in Atlanta—the twenty-four-year-old child who used to be his assistant at his company. 
         

         
         And my efforts to find my place in a home of my own had failed. The first month after I returned to Brunswick, I put in an offer on a small bungalow located not too far from Daddy’s house. Someone outbid me with a huge all-cash offer that I couldn’t compete with. The second time I put in another offer on a house, the same thing happened. I was frustrated but took it as a sign that maybe Brunswick might not ever be home for me again. The one thing I wanted most—to find a home—kept slipping away from my grasp. 

         
         The neighborhood where I’d grown up had changed. Everyone was either moving slower or moving out. The closest casualty was
            Eddie “Pee-Wee” Lincoln, Daddy’s next-door neighbor. He used to own Pee-Wee’s BBQ Joint around the corner. After the third
            robbery in a year, he closed the restaurant for good. A year after that his daughter packed him and the entire house up and
            moved him to Indianapolis to live with her. They sold the house and it sat unoccupied for almost a year. The folks left behind
            tried to look beyond the blight that a boarded-up, empty house created in the neighborhood. But everyone knew it was only
            a matter of time before those abandoned houses attracted a certain criminal element who would leave the residents in fear
            or scrambling away from the neighborhood. This was usually the first step in the downward spiral of a community.
         

         
         My parents’ house sat near the middle of the block. A one-story redbrick structure with a blue and white awning to shade the
            porch from the south Georgia sun. The yard was tidy, and Daddy always kept a colorful array of seasonal flowers in the beds.
            This house was the first and only piece of property my parents owned. They’d spent their lives caring for and pampering it.
            Back before Daddy’s knees got bad, it wasn’t unusual to see him up on a ladder painting the windowsills or cleaning the gutters.
            Always puttering around the house. Now, he still puttered around fixing this or that. He just did it at a slower pace.
         

         
         As I started to climb the stairs to the front porch, I noticed a dark Ford Escape parked in front of Mr. Lincoln’s house next door. I hesitated for a moment because it looked exactly like the car I’d nearly hit trying to run away from the old man out on the island. Before I had a chance to pull my phone out and snap a picture of the license tag, the car sped off and I missed my opportunity. Okay, maybe I was freaking myself out. Or maybe I wasn’t. 

         
         When I stepped inside the house, Ruth was crocheting and watching The Price Is Right.
         

         
         Even though Ruth was Daddy’s new wife, I refused to call her any iteration of mother, step or otherwise, as she had asked me to do. She even tried to get me to call her by her nickname, Roo, like everyone else
            did. Nope. By marrying her, Daddy had replaced his wife, not my mother.
         

         
         Admittedly, Ruth was pleasant enough, a small brown woman with mousy little features, a keen nose, and slightly buck teeth.
            She was no beauty like Libby Wood, not by a mile. I was feeling some kind of way when Daddy called me six months after Ma
            died and told me he was thinking of getting married again. And when he told me it was Ruth he was planning to marry, I wanted
            to reach through the phone and slap some sense into him. It was like Ma’s body was barely in the ground before he went off
            sniffing behind another woman and at his age too. Of all the women in the world to marry, why pick Ma’s friend? Why pick any
            woman at all so soon after she died?
         

         
         Ma and Ruth had been friends for decades too. They both sang in the church choir and worked on the Helping Hands community project together. The thought that Ruth was standing shoulder to shoulder with Ma and secretly eyeing Daddy made me sick to my stomach. I sometimes wondered whether he had been cheating on Ma when she was alive, and Ruth was simply waiting in the wings. Daddy had always been devoted to Ma, but who knows why Daddy and Ruth found each other. 

         
         Crazy too that they wound up together since Ma and Ruth were so different. Where Ma had always been the life of the party,
            laughing and singing, Ruth was shy and timid. Ma was forward-thinking about life and people. Ruth, on the other hand, still
            held on to some of the old Gullah-Geechee ways, sometimes slipping into a hint of an accent and the Gullah Creole dialect
            whenever she was anxious or excited. I appreciated my heritage but with Ruth, she took it to a whole other level. She always
            talked of hexes, bad juju, and “putting roots” on people. Some older people, like Ruth, believed in what they called the haints—evil
            spirits—and burning roots and carrying amulets with herbs and trinkets to ward off ghosts and bad omens. 
         

         
         After she married Daddy, she had him paint the front door of the house cobalt blue. A tradition in the Gullah-Geechee culture.
            She said it would ward off the evil spirits. She covered the branches of the small myrtle tree in the backyard with soda bottles,
            telling Daddy that any haints that tried to get into the house would get caught up in the bottles and burn in the morning
            light.
         

         
         I remember one time, Ma told me she’d gone to the front door and there was a pair of men’s boots on the porch that didn’t
            belong to Daddy. She said Ruth told her it meant a ghost was trying to get in the house and Ma should sprinkle red pepper
            all around the perimeter of the house and inside the boots. Ma laughed it off and tossed the shoes into the garbage can.
         

         
         Ruth was baptized in fear and paranoia instead of the Holy Spirit. I sometimes wondered what Ma would think if she knew Ruth was burning roots in her house instead of getting on her knees to pray. Maybe it was her feeble attempt to manipulate the things she couldn’t control or understand. God bless her. Ruth’s talk of evil spirits and bad juju made her the polar opposite of Ma, but somehow, despite all their differences, Ruth had found a way to become Daddy’s new wife. What kind of friend did that? 

         
         I stepped inside the living room, the screen door squeaking closed behind me.

         
         “Hi, Ruth.”

         
         “Deena! This is a pleasant surprise. What are you doing here in the middle of the day?”

         
         “I just thought I’d come home and have lunch with you and Daddy today.” She grinned from ear to ear. “Where is Daddy?”
         

         
         “He’s out in the backyard pulling up weeds. Come on in the kitchen and let me fix you something.”

         
         I tossed my purse onto the sofa, and we walked to the kitchen at the back of the house. The room was small but spotless, the
            way she always kept it. The way Ma had kept it too.
         

         
         “Sit down at the table. We’ve got some leftover jambalaya and rice from dinner last night, or I can make you a turkey sandwich.
            What sounds good to you?”
         

         
         “The sandwich.”

         
         “Alright, then. A turkey sandwich it is.”

         
         I knew she was happy to have an excuse to busy herself in the kitchen. And my little comment about coming to visit her and Daddy had set her mood on high. I watched her pull turkey and mayo from the refrigerator before she lifted a loaf of
            wheat bread from the bread box at the end of the counter.
         

         
         Ruth had two grown kids, a daughter and son, both several years older than me. They lived somewhere in Pennsylvania, but they never called or visited. Daddy said he’d only met them once when they were teenagers. I didn’t attend Daddy and Ruth’s wedding and he told me her kids didn’t either. Maybe they felt the same way I did about this marriage business between Daddy and Ruth. 

         
         “How’s work?”

         
         A pinch of guilt hit me. I hated my job, and I hoped I was masking it well. “Work’s good.”

         
         Daddy walked through the back door. “Hey there, baby girl! What are you doing here in the middle of the day? Your boss know
            you goofing off?” He chuckled and patted my shoulder.
         

         
         Daddy didn’t know how close to right he was with his last question. I rubbed his arm and smiled. He was a tough one. He’d
            beaten cancer twice, but you could see the toll it had taken on his body. He was much thinner, and his hair had grown back
            in silver after the chemo. But his eyes still lit up whenever he looked at me. I loved him but I hated that he had betrayed
            Ma.
         

         
         “Jimmie Lee Wood, you are tracking dirt all through my kitchen!” Ruth said.

         
         The comment set my teeth on edge. This wasn’t her kitchen. It was Ma’s kitchen. She was just a fill-in.

         
         “Alright, woman, don’t get yourself all wadded in a knot. Baby girl, let me go change out of these overalls and then we can
            have a proper visit.”
         

         
         “Okay, Daddy.”

         
         Ruth placed the sandwich on the table in front of me and then sat in the chair beside me.

         
         “Oh, I forgot to tell you. Guess who stopped by yesterday before you got home?”

         
         “Who?”

         
         “Howie!” she squealed.

         
         “Howard Lawson stopped by here?”

         
         Howard Lawson’s parents and my parents had been friends since before Howie and I were born. The two couples always held out hope that someday I would become Mrs. Lawson. But a lot had happened since we were kids. 

         
         “Yes, and he asked about you too.” Ruth smiled in a mischievous way that let me know she was thinking bridal shower and wedding
            bells. Once again, Ruth picked up every single thing Ma did and tried to run with it. But she was out of her wheelhouse with
            this. And getting married again? I wanted to do that about as much as I wanted to stand in the middle of Golden Isles Parkway
            butt naked.
         

         
         Howie and I had this crazy way of moving in and out of each other’s lives. We were the worst poster children for a rom-com.
            He took me to the eighth-grade dance and I thought we were going together until I found out he was secretly kicking it with
            LaShonda from across the street. As soon as she found out I knew about them, she dumped him. She’d only wanted him because
            I wanted him. We were back together by the time I was in the eleventh grade and Howie was a senior. I stayed close to home
            and went to Savannah State while Howie was in Boston for college. Holidays and summers weren’t enough to hold the relationship
            together despite all the pledges and effort we made to keep it going. For a period of time, we went through the “we’re just
            friends” stage. Stupidly, I assumed we’d find a way back together someday and pick up where we left off until the summer after
            I graduated from Emory Law School. Howie showed up at my parents’ annual summer crab boil with a date.
         

         
         I’ll never forget: Ma had just lined the long picnic table in the backyard with newspaper. Daddy and Uncle Duke unleashed a huge stockpot of crabs, shrimp, potatoes, and corn across the paper. I watched Howie walk in with her. She was of the false lashes and acrylic nails variety. As he introduced her to people, I remember thinking she had to be from some place other than Brunswick because she wore a black bandage dress and four-inch stilettos to a backyard cookout. She was definitely come-ya. After he introduced us—describing her as “a friend”—I ignored the two of them for the rest of the cookout. I was pissed
            and embarrassed but Howie and I had drifted apart so he had a right to bring anyone he wanted. Ma told me I needed to break
            up their little friendship since he’d only brought her along to nudge me back to him. She said men sometimes did stupid things
            when they didn’t know how to do the right thing. I didn’t take Ma’s advice. A few years later, when I heard they’d gotten
            married, I cried for two days.
         

         
         I hadn’t talked to Howie since he attended Ma’s funeral. I decided to shut down whatever thoughts Ruth was thinking. “Howie,
            huh? Did you ask him how his wife is doing?”
         

         
         “I sure did and guess what he said?” She leaned across the table and grinned. “He’s divorced. Has been for a while now.”

         
         Damn. I couldn’t believe this woman was giddy at the thought that someone’s marriage was dissolved. Was this how she reacted when
            she found out Ma was sick, and that it would open up an opportunity for her with Daddy?
         

         
         “And guess what else?” she said.

         
         “Ruth, I’m not interested in Howie Lawson. Do you have some Tylenol around here? I have a headache.” The repercussions from
            my fall out on the island were still lingering but at least the knot on the back of my head was going down.
         

         
         “Oooh, he’s still just as tall and handsome as ever,” Ruth said as she hustled over to the kitchen cabinet where we kept the
            antacids and cold medicine. “He works for Welburton and Harley. That law firm downtown.”
         

         
         “Wait. He’s moving back here?!”

         
         She returned to the table with a glass of water and the Tylenol. “Oh, he’s been back ever since his divorce. Isn’t that something?” She grinned. “I told him you were divorced too! Who knows, maybe you two can get together for lunch and catch up on old times.” 

         
         “Ruth! Why’d you tell him that?! You had no right to do that.”

         
         Ruth’s smile melted. “I’m sorry. Deena, your daddy and I just want you to be happy. I know it’s what your mother would have
            wanted too.”
         

         
         “And you think . . . Ruth, don’t. Just don’t.”

         
         We both got quiet. She had no right to be in my business about who I dated, as if a man was ever the key to happiness. I shook
            two Tylenol from the bottle and gulped them down with the water.
         

         
         After a couple minutes, Ruth chimed up all cheery again. “I was thinking maybe you and I could go over to Savannah on the
            weekend. You know, make a girls’ weekend out of it. Go to the beach, a little shopping, have a few good meals.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Ruth. It’s not a good time.”

         
         I bit into the sandwich. How did she know Ma always cut my sandwiches in a diagonal? Ugh, I was acting like a child.

         
         She gave me a weak smile. “That’s what you said when I suggested we do something a few weeks back. Is there ever a good time?”

         
         “Maybe during the summer.”

         
         I placed my sandwich on the plate and stared at Ruth. Surrendering, she got up from the table and retreated to the kitchen
            sink. I felt like a monster. She was a seventy-two-year-old woman trying to be nice. And I pushed away every attempt she made
            to do so. I slid the sandwich away. I wasn’t hungry anymore. Before either of us said another word, Daddy was back in the
            kitchen.
         

         
         “Jimmie, you want a sandwich?”

         
         “That’ll be fine, Roo.”

         
         She busied herself with the second sandwich. I watched her for a bit as I wrestled with my guilt. Ma had raised me better
            than this. And being mean to Ruth wouldn’t bring Ma back. I’d figure out what to say to her later.
         

         
         “Listen, Daddy, I came by because I wanted to ask you something.”

         
         “Ask me what?” He’d changed into a pair of jeans that hung off him like wet laundry limply hanging from a clothesline. His
            “Savannah Sea Lions Softball” T-shirt was worn and just as drapey on his thin frame. He headed over to the refrigerator and
            pulled out a can of Coke.
         

         
         “Do you know a man named Holcomb Gardner?” It was a long shot, sure, but Daddy knew nearly everyone in Glynn County, Black
            and white. He’d worked in a number of jobs around Brunswick after he was honorably discharged from the air force. Daddy had
            always loved the water and once he found a job working on the port docks, he never worked anywhere else until his retirement.
         

         
         “Holcomb Gardner?” Ruth repeated. She shot a look at Daddy.

         
         Daddy gave an apprehensive look back at her, then smiled at me. “Well, yeah . . . I knew of some Gardners lived over off Union
            Street. But that was years ago, back when Black folks still lived over there. Why you asking about Holcomb?”
         

         
         “Did he have a sister named Delilah?”

         
         Daddy hesitated for a beat. “Uh . . . yeah, Delilah Gardner. She died about six months ago, some kind of accident.”

         
         I saw Ruth shoot another look at Daddy before she placed his sandwich on the table and walked out of the room. Odd, because usually she always lurked around, hanging on every word Daddy spoke. Now she’d eased out of the room like she didn’t want to be a part of the conversation. 

         
         He sat down at the table. “Why you lookin’ for Holcomb and Delilah?”

         
         “Well . . .” I didn’t want to tell him that Holcomb held a gun on his only child and threatened to shoot her for trespassing.
            “I met him over on the island. He said he owned some oceanfront property over there.”
         

         
         “Say what?”

         
         “He didn’t look rich to me.”

         
         “That is pretty high cotton out that way. I didn’t know a Black man owned any of that land out there.” Daddy gave a long cat
            whistle. “If he ever decides to sell it, he could make a fortune.”
         

         
         “That’s just it. He told me he’d never sell it. But I get the impression someone must be trying really hard to get him to
            sell.”
         

         
         “So what’s all this got to do with you?”

         
         “I don’t know. I was just wondering why he would be living out on the island in a trailer.”

         
         “A trailer?”

         
         “Yeah. I think he lives out there to keep away people trying to buy it. Crazy, right?”

         
         “There you go again. All up in other folks’ business.” Daddy shook his head like he pitied me. “You’ve always been a nosy
            child. And what have I always told you?”
         

         
         “That I need to keep my nose on my face.”

         
         “And . . .”

         
         “And that one day, I’m going to stick my nose in something and not be able to pull it out.”

         
         “Exactly. Don’t go digging around in that man’s business. Grown folks live grown lives. He don’t need you poking around in his affairs.” 

         
         This was new for Daddy. Ever since I could remember, whenever I brought something to him that even closely resembled gossip,
            he’d be all over it. Now, he was practically avoiding the topic and advising me to stay out of it. And Ruth had scooted off
            from the kitchen like she had some emergency crochet project to attend to.
         

         
         I decided not to argue. “Yeah, Daddy, maybe you’re right.”

         
         They knew something about Holcomb Gardner. But whatever it was, they didn’t want to share it.
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