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  Chapter one


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, Brian, 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.






  
  Chapter two


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 was hired to clean out the bedrooms of any personal belongings.”
“I am so confused,” the older officer said.
Vicki reached into her car and pulled out the invoice her daughter had drawn up. She looked down at her hands and pulled off the latex gloves. “I know what this looks like, but I despise touching litter.” She waved her fingers and explained what she was doing in the house.
“Stay here while we check it out. The detectives were called and should be here any minute.”
No sooner had the officer said it, an unmarked car pulled up and the doors opened. The detectives wore suits with shiny gold badges clipped on the waist. They walked over to the uniformed officers and engaged in a conversation that she couldn’t hear before the three of them walked into the house. 
The shorter of the two detectives approached her. It can’t be. It had been such a long time since she had seen him. “Randy?” she said, her mouth dropping open.
“Well, I’ll be damned. Do my eyes deceive me? Am I looking at the Victoria Bandini who flew off like a butterfly decades ago?”
Vicki laughed. “Yes.”
“What brings you back to Seaside?” Randy asked, crossing his arms.
His voice still had an effect on her, making her legs feel like jelly. Randy was the guy every girl in high school wanted to go out with. Vicki was the one who won the heart of the star quarterback and proudly wore his team jacket. 
“As of yesterday, I moved back into the family house. My parents moved to Florida right before my wedding and my daughter and her family recently moved to South Carolina,” she explained.
“My question is why, after all these years?” he asked in a gravelly voice.
“I came home for personal reasons and my daughter left her two businesses in my hands. But I’m sure you already knew this. That’s what led me here today,” she pointed out, her eyes dropping to the gold badge attached to his waistband. 
“Jansen,” the other detective called from the front door, “we need you in here. The forensic team is on the way. Looks like Jack Corbin has been dead for quite some time.”
“Stay right here. Since you found the body, I’m going to have questions for you,” Randy said, pointing at her.
“I’ll be here. I need to call Mr. Adams to tell him I won’t be able to clean out the clothes in the rooms upstairs.”
“Who is Mr. Adams?”
“Don’t know. My daughter said it was a last minute cleanout.”
“Just stay here. I’ll be right back.”
Vicki didn’t take her eyes off him as Randy made his way up the path to the steps. The moment he stepped foot into the house, she sighed. If anything, age did wonders for him. He still had the same tanned skin and rugged five o’clock shadow that drove the girls crazy in high school. It also looked as if he didn’t lose a strand of his dark brown hair over the past three decades. 
It didn’t take long for the block to be covered with police vehicles. And as soon as the yellow crime tape went up, all the neighbors came out of their houses, crowding around the area.
“What’s going on?” an elderly woman asked, leaning on her cane. “Is Jack okay? I haven’t seen him for several weeks since his son moved him into an assistant living facility. No… wait. I did see him last week going into the house, but didn’t give it a second thought.”
“That could be a huge clue. You need to tell Randy.”
"I plan on." She leaned closer to Vicki and whispered, “In my day I was a crime scene photographer. They forced me to retire five years ago. Who wrote the law that a woman can’t work after the age of sixty-five? Hell, even leaning on my cane, I could take better pictures than that newbie they hired. So many times, the police were able to solve the crime from my pictures. And—”
“Angie, are you telling Vicki about your career?” Randy asked, joining them.
“Yes. Was it Jack Corbin you found in there?”
Randy leaned back on his heels. “What makes you ask that?”
“Let’s see… it’s his house and the last time I saw him was a couple of weeks ago.”
Vicki looked from Angie to Jack. “Was it him?” Vicki asked.
“Yes, it was. I need to speak to you,” Randy said to Vicki. “There are a lot of unanswered questions here.”
“I can go in and take some pictures and—” the elderly woman said.
“Everybody go home. The excitement is over,” Randy announced. 
When Randy placed his hands on his hips, Vicki caught sight of his shoulder holster. She couldn’t believe that he had become a police detective. Through the years, she had wondered what he was up to and what career path he had taken. Once she met Sean, she’d buried away any thoughts of Randy, she’d married and raised her family. It was hard to believe that she had come home, back to the place she had always loved.
“Vicki, I have a few questions to ask. Do you have a few minutes now?” Randy asked.
“Sure. I’ll help you in any way I can. Not that I have much information.”
“Let’s take a walk. This is an active investigation and I don’t need anyone overhearing our conversation.”
“I guess some things don’t change.”
“If you asked me yesterday, I would say never. But seeing you back here, I have to say things can change. But before we get into that, I need to know who hired you to clear out the house. I find it strange that the whole place is a total wreck. Mr. Corbin was always meticulous about his house and property. I had noticed the past few weeks that the lawn had become unruly and garbage had started to congregate, but I never gave it a second thought. I should have been more alert when I came to see Angie.”
“Like I told you when you first got here, I got a call yesterday from a Neil Adams confirming that I was coming here today.”
“Do you have his contact number?”
“Yes, at home. He called on the landline to verify,” she explained. “But I have his number in the appointment book back at the house.”
Randy hesitated for a few moments before he spoke. “Would it be okay if I stopped by later to look at the book to get Adam’s phone number?”
“Sure.”
He pointed at her. “I’ll catch you later.” He turned to Angie. “Go back home.”
Vicki waited for him to walk back inside the house before she turned around and looked for Angie, who was slowly crossing the street. “Angie, wait up,” she called after her.
Angie halted and turned to Vicki. “Do the detectives need my help? I can grab my camera and come back over.”
“Unfortunately not,” Vicki frowned. “We’re not permitted to go into the house.”
“Wouldn’t be the first time I didn’t listen to the police.”
Vicky smiled. Angie seemed like a ball of fire. She’d guess she was somewhere in her early seventies. Time to question her while she was in a good mood.
“I wanted to ask you a few questions.”
Angie’s face lit up. “Are you a reporter?”
“No. I’m a crime buff. I love watching the Investigation Discovery channel, solving the murders with them.”
“That’s so exciting. I do the same thing. I always loved when I got to point out the little things to the detectives. Things they would never look for.” Angie pointed to her eyes. “Only a photographer finds things that the human eye can’t.”
“I absolutely agree. It’s a hobby for me.”
“What did you need to ask me?”
“By any chance, did you see any unusual activity here? Possibly a van or small moving truck?” 
“No. But during the past week… or maybe it’s two. You have to excuse me because I tend to lose track of days…” she trailed off.
Vicki felt bad for Angie. She’d bet back in her heyday she was a beautiful woman with a spectacular eye for the incidentals that no one else saw. “It’s alright. What do you remember?”
“A few times, I saw a white panel van parked in the driveway. I speculated that it could possibly be his son visiting him, however, Jack told me he hadn’t visited him in a long time because he was super busy at his job. Then the next thing I heard, his son was putting him in an assistant living facility because he was diagnosed with Alzheimer's. Now come to think of it, each time the van left, there seemed to be more garbage on the front lawn.”
“Does his son live close by?”
“He lives up north. I’m not sure where.”
“Getting back to the van, did you see anyone putting furniture in it?”
“I can’t say I did or didn’t. My eyesight is not so good, especially at night. But I remember one night the van bottomed out coming out of the driveway.”
“I don’t see anything unusual with that.”
“No. But years ago, Jack had a contractor rip out his driveway and redo it. His driveway was always lower than the street and when he pulled out, his car would always scrape.” Angie took a few steps toward her porch. “I remember looking out the window and catching a glimpse of the van leaving back heavy.” Again she pointed to her eyes. 
“That’s interesting. Did you see the license plate number?”
“Oh, dear,” she tittered, tapping Vicki on her arm. “My vision isn’t the way it once was. It used to be as sharp as one of my pictures. But like everything else, age has taken over my eyesight.”
“Thanks for your help, Angie.”
“You know where to find me. Stop by to have tea. Since my Ray died, I’m home alone with no one to chat with.”
“Has it been a long time?” Vicki asked.
“Yes. I lost him seven years ago to cancer, not long after Jack lost his wife. We were known as the foursome who did everything together. I went into a deep depression after Ray died and it was Jack who helped me through it even as he was going through his own grief. You would have loved my Ray. He gave me close to forty-five wonderful years.”
“You had a good life with him. I lost my husband four years ago.”
“Oh, my dear. I’m so sorry.” Angie tapped her shoulder. “Why don’t you come in and we’ll have tea?”
“I would love to, but I have to get home. But I’ll take a rain check,” Vicki said, glancing across the street at the array of police cars surrounding the property.
“I’d like that. Just come. Oh, wait a minute. I take my nap from one-thirty to three. So come anytime before or after.”
“I will. Thank you so much for your help.”
“I’m going to keep an eye on things across the street. I bet I could find something that the detectives missed.” Angie bit her bottom lip and sighed. “I’ll wait for them to leave to find out what’s going on.”
“You can’t do that. You’re retired. The police tape is already up. It’s a crime scene.”
Angie smirked. “You’re right. We’ll see.”
Vicki paused for a moment. Something about Angie seemed familiar. Taking her cell phone out of her handbag, she went into her contacts. “If you give me your phone number, I’ll call tomorrow to find out what happened here.”
“Oh, not a problem.” Angie recited her number, one at a time. 
When it came to putting in a name, Vicki wrote Angie. “What’s your last name, Angie?”
“Knowles.”
Vicki’s mouth dropped open. She didn’t know what to say. Angie had been on the Discovery Channel more than once with her expert photography skills. 
She smirked. “Yeah, I’m that Angie.”
“That changes everything. Shine up your camera and get shooting.”
“I had every intention of doing just that.”






  
  Chapter three


Vicki sat on the back deck, holding a hot coffee to warm her hands. A cool breeze came off the ocean, causing her to slip on a heavy sweater. Thinking back to her teen years, she remembered how the girls went wild over Randy, who always had a different cheerleader on his arm at every school event. Vicki watched from the background, always wondering what it would be like to wear his football jersey and his school ring around her neck. Back then, she wasn’t one of the popular girls, strangely Randy had pursued her, asking her to join him at a team event. They had hit it off and immediately became a couple during the summer before their junior year of high school. 
She couldn’t get out of her head that when she had tried to call Mr. Adam, the phone kept ringing and there was no answering machine to leave a message. After repeatedly calling numerous times, she sent him a text telling him she couldn’t complete the job because the police were at the house. She asked him to call her with further instructions. 
The doorbell rang, and Vicki strolled to the front door. She opened it, surprised to see Randy out of his suit and wearing jeans and a T-shirt. “Hey. I wasn’t sure you were coming.”
“I got caught up at work. I hadn’t planned to have another case added to my already full load.” He waited a few moments before asking, “Can I come in?”
“Oh geez, I’m sorry. Where are my manners? I was thinking about Mr. Corbin.” Vicki stepped aside so he could walk in and shut the door before leading him into the living room.
“The place is exactly the way I remember it.”
“That was a long time ago.” Vicki paused for a beat. “Do you have anything to report?”
“Not yet. They’re still processing the scene. But if you hadn’t gone in there for the cleanup, God only knows how long it would have been before someone found him.”
“From what I found, I’d say he was already on the floor. Maybe he had a heart attack and someone dumped garbage over him because they were afraid to report it,” Vicki offered as a plausible explanation.
Randy bit his bottom lip. “Unfortunately, this seems like a premeditated event. Mr. Corbin was asphyxiated. We also… sorry, I shouldn’t be talking about the case, especially since you’re the one who found him.”
“Do you think I did something to him?” Vicki asked, with hands on hips. “Do I look strong enough to—”
“Relax. I know you didn’t do it. I was kidding you.”
“You better be.” Vicki laughed. “Can I get you coffee or an iced tea?”
“No thanks. I just had a frozen drink from the yogurt place in town.” He rubbed his slim belly. “I have to start eating healthier, but sometimes work doesn’t allow me to do that. Do you mind?” he asked, pointing to the couch.
“Again, I’m sorry. Don’t know where my manners are.” Vicki knew exactly where her manners were. She couldn’t take her eyes off him. It seemed that through the years he’d got better looking, especially with the trace of gray above his ears. “Please, sit down and I’ll get you the appointment book.”
“Great. And if you don’t mind, I’ll take a glass of water.”
“No coffee and donuts?” She giggled.
“Aww. So you’re one of those who thinks we drive around all day drinking coffee and eating donuts. Such an untrue cliché.” Randy chuckled.
“You still know how to laugh around every situation,” she said.
“I have to. This job is enough to make anyone crazy. You can’t believe the things I’ve seen through the years.”
“I can imagine. I remember you being the star football player. You won every game except two when you were on varsity. Coaches from the big ten colleges were always lurking in the stands watching you.” Vicki thought for a second before asking, “What happened to your football dreams?”
“Oh, that.” Randy leaned back on the couch and extended his legs. “I thought I was going to be the star quarterback in college and be the top pick in the NFL draft, but I had to put those dreams to rest when my leg got shattered in a hit-and-run car accident in my junior year of college. I have more nuts in bolts in my leg than a door.”
“I’m so sorry. I had no idea. I went off to college, met my husband and moved to New York.”
Randy looked around the room. “I didn’t realize you were still married. Please apologize to your—”
“It’s fine. My husband died four years ago.”
“Sorry. My wife divorced me seven years ago.”
Silence filled the room. Before things became any more uncomfortable, Vicki went into her office and lifted the appointment book off the desk. She stopped in the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator. 
“Here you go. Water and the book.” She placed both down on the cocktail table before sitting on the couch next to him. “I have a bookmark on the page.”
Randy opened the bottle and took a long gulp before putting it on the coaster. He opened the appointment book and used his finger to go down the page. “Here we go.” Reaching into his pocket, he removed his cell phone and took a picture of the page. “I’m going to run the cell number. But looking at the first three numbers, I can bet it’s a burner phone.”
“Meaning?”
“That it’s going to be hard to track down. But we have good IT people at the precinct who will track the phone down to where he bought it and the last place it pinged from.”
“Talk about modern technology.” She paused for a beat. “I think it’s important to tell you I spoke to Angie when you went back into the house.”
“She means well. Back in the day, she was one of the best. Angie traveled to many crime scenes throughout Jersey. The department felt bad when we pushed her into retirement. But after she had a heart attack, the captain felt it was for the best.”
“I’m sure it must be hard for her,” Vicki said, knowing that Angie was more than likely already at the house taking pictures. “I managed to ask her a few questions while you were inside.”
“Really? Don’t tell me you’re an amateur sleuth.”
“No. I just like asking questions.”
“Wait, a second. I remember you wrote a monthly article for the school newspaper. You were always trying to take down the lunch ladies in the kitchen.”
“Yes! I still say they were skimping when they went shopping.”
Randy laughed. “So while you went into reporter mode, what did you find out from Angie?”
“Nothing at all,” she lied. “How about you?”
“I didn’t have time to question her. She goes to sleep early. I’ll catch her in the morning.” 
That’s what you think. “She’s probably an early riser.”
“How about we compare notes?” he asked, turning sideways on the couch.
“I asked her if she saw any moving vans by the house taking out furniture and she said no. But she said one night she heard a van backing out of the driveway, bottoming out. So I guess it’s possible that someone came to remove stuff late at night. But why? Why not just take everything at once?”
“That’s a good question.”
“My assessment of the situation is that someone was removing his property a little at a time. I wonder how long he was lying there. All I saw was his arm and finger. I guess you’ll have to wait for the coroner to come up with an estimate of the time of death because…” Vicki stopped talking. What the hell was she saying? She stood up and paced in front of the cocktail table.
“Hello? What are you talking about? Do you know something that you’re not telling me?”
“Not at all. I just got here yesterday. All I had time to do since I got here is go grocery shopping.”
“Please, sit down and stop pacing. You can’t get involved in this. I think things go a lot deeper than what is in front of us. You need to worry about your businesses.”
“Come on. I have a few more clean outs.”
“Speaking of which, what is the other business?” Randy asked.
Vicki kept her gaze on him. There was no doubt he knew about the beach shop on wheels. Mia had told her that repeat tourists looked forward to seeing her from year to year. 
“You’re telling me you have no idea about the transporter under the tarp in the yard?” she couldn’t help but ask.
“You caught me. Yes, I’ve seen your daughter driving around in the transporter down by the boardwalk for years. Everyone knows her. Even though there are plenty of shops around, your daughter always had items at a reasonable price that were out of the ordinary. She always had cold water for the rookie officers walking the boardwalk and would have one of those big old school lollipops for the kids. I really don’t know how she made any money.”
“I didn’t know Mia did that. Mia was so consumed with the move and making it a smooth transaction for her family that she really didn’t go into much detail about the business. I have some ideas of my own, adding my own touch.” Vicki stood up. “Can I get you another water?”
“No, thanks. I’m fine.”
“It’s such a shame about Mr. Corbin. I remember him and his wife. He was always the nice one and she was always following us around the candy store.”
“Yes. No matter what candy you asked for, he always added something extra into the bag.”
“Wasn’t it ten pieces for a nickel?”
Randy laughed. “My mom would always give me a nickel on Friday. That was my treat if I was good and didn’t give her a hard time during the week. Can you imagine how cheap that was?”
“I know. Now, it would cost two dollars to get the candy that we got from Mr. Corbin’s store.” Vicki closed her eyes and could picture the couple in their earlier days. “How are your parents?”
“Good, thank you. Both are enjoying their retirement in Florida.”
“So are my parents. They’ve been gone for years. To think the house went from my grandparents, to my parents, to me, then my daughter, and now I’m back in the house.” 
“Things here have changed so much.”
“I know.” Vicki nodded. “I ran into Cassidy at the supermarket. She gave me the short version. But we plan to catch up soon.”
“I remember Cassidy. She had long strawberry blonde hair. I haven’t seen her in years. Even though we’re a small town, I’m always on the go with some case. I’m sure Cassidy will fill you in on everything. Does she still look the same?”
“Needless to say, older. But her hair isn’t down to her waist anymore.”
“Thank goodness. I wonder if she ever became an airline stewardess? I remember her saying she was going to fly the skies all over the world.”
“The last I heard, prior to seeing Cassidy, she broke up with her high school sweetheart and left to pursue her airline career. But less then a year later, she moved back and started working for a real estate broker, who wound up sponsoring her to become a real estate agent.”
“Wow. That’s a big career shift.”
“I agree. But it turned out she found her niche. Everyone uses her to buy, sell or rent their house. My career path turned into raising my daughter.” 
“You,” he pointed at Vicki. “A stay at home mom. I can’t picture it.”
“I loved it. It was worth all the sacrificing. How about you, any kids?”
“Nay. Never had the time. My career came first. I wanted so badly to be a detective. I worked patrol, the midnight shifts, and stuck my nose into other detectives’ cases to solve on my own, which I did as I worked my way up the ranks. But in the interim, I lost my wife and any chance of having a family. By the time I got home, I was just too damn tired.” Randy took a gulp of water. “Okay. It was nice catching up a bit.” His phone rang. He answered, “Jansen… yes… oh… that could explain a piece of it… okay, I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Was that news on the case?” 
“Yes. That was Ashley from the coroner’s office. From her initial assessment, she feels Mr. Corbin had been deceased for a few days. She’ll have a better idea by the end of the week. Checking into his medical files, she found out he had Alzheimer's. That might be the reason his belongings were removed from the house without him knowing.”
“From what I understood, Mr. Corbin’s son had moved him into an assistant living facility. So this all had to take place after Mr. Corbin was moved.” 
“That’s what I’m going to look into. I need to establish a timeline from when Mr. Corbin moved out, until now.”
“I have this gut feeling that Mr. Adams has something to do with this. It’s like he wanted someone to find the body.”
“I agree. Looks like I’m not going home tonight. I’m heading over to the coroner’s office to see if there’s anything else going on. Everyone loved Mr. Corbin.” Randy stood. “Thanks for the hospitality. We’ll talk soon.”
Vicki walked him out and closed the door behind him. Tomorrow morning, she would visit Angie. In the interim, she hoped Angie didn’t get caught, going into the house. 






  
  Chapter four


After tossing and turning all night, Vicki finally caved and got up to watch the sunrise. She grabbed a coffee and drove back to the crime scene, parking outside Angie’s house. While sipping her coffee, she stared at the yellow crime scene tape. Her instincts told her to turn around, go home, and not get involved, but her inner curiosity told her to ring Angie’s doorbell. 
Vicki stood on Angie’s porch. When she realized Angie didn’t have a bell, she knocked on the door. A few minutes passed by with no reply. Just as Vicki raised her hand to knock again, the front door opened.
“I am so happy you came back. I never got your phone number before you left yesterday.” Angie stepped aside. “Come on in. I’ll heat up the coffee. I just took a tray of breakfast biscuits out of the oven. It’s amazing the things you can bake with a box of Bisquick.”
Vicki followed her into the small kitchen at the back of the house. The overall look told her this was the original kitchen, especially with the green top metal table. Her grandmother had a similar one with a red top back in the day. 
Angie pointed to the table as she put the coffeepot on the stove. “Those detectives were there practically the whole night. I sat by the window watching them walking in and out. Those youngsters have no idea what they are doing.” She laughed. “They left shortly after midnight, and that’s when I made my move. I couldn’t wait to take my camera over there and get a look at things.”
“Did you ever get in there?”
“You bet your sweet buns I went in there. I think the best part was sneaking in without the officer in the car seeing me.”
“How’d you do it?”
“The officer fell asleep as soon as the last detective’s car pulled away. I knew it the moment I saw him rest his hands on the steering wheel and place his head between them. I strolled right past the car and up the front stairs. The detectives left the door unlocked, so it made my job easier. All I can say is wow. I couldn’t believe the mess. I didn’t know Jack was a hoarder.” Angie poured two cups and placed one on a saucer before placing it in front of Vicki. “Please help yourself to a biscuit. Let me get the butter.”
“Thank you.” Vicki contemplated if she should tell Angie the information Randy gave her, and after a brief hesitation, she spoke, “Did you know that Mr. Corbin had Alzheimer’s?”
“No. If he did, it had to be early stage.” Angie tapped her chin. “Come to think about it, the last time, let me see, had to be a few months ago. He seemed out of sorts, but I never gave it a second thought. Like I’ve told you, after we both lost our spouses, the friendship between us slowly dismantled.”
“Sorry to hear that.”
“But the memories we shared on our double dating days…”
The last thing Vicki wanted to do was ask Angie to get to the heart of the story. She could see that Angie loved embellishing her story. But she was dying to see the pictures she took and see if she found anything with her photographer’s eye.
“It’s a wonderful feeling to sit here with a younger version of me. I get little company these days. No one wants to visit an old lady who talks about her past.” Angie took a sip of coffee, extending her pinky, and spoke over her cup. “Let’s face it, I lived a full life but I don’t see any adventures coming up in the future. As you can see, I’m lucky I’m walking.”
Vicky waved her off. “You still have plenty of time left.”
“That’s what I say. Now let me get my computer. I’ve already downloaded the pictures.”
“I’m impressed at how computer savvy you are.”
“Oh, honey. I had to move along with technology. No one develops film anymore.”
“This is true—”
“I’ll be back in a snap.”
Before Vicki finished buttering her biscuit, Angie returned with her computer. “I took a lot of pictures. I haven’t had an adrenaline rush like this since my last job. Once I downloaded the pictures, I spent the rest of the morning looking at them. You know,” she whispered, “I can still get onto the police website where the photographers download their pictures. And between you and me, whoever took the photos, did a hideous job. They missed so much.” Angie opened the computer and pressed the first icon.
“What am I looking for?” Vicki asked.
“Look there.” Angie pointed at the right-hand corner of the image. “Let me make it larger,” she said, tapping the screen. “If you look closely, you’ll see a lipstick stain on the water bottle. On further inspection of the picture, I would assume that someone tossed the bottle in the clutter prior to the murder.”
“What makes you say that?”
“The sun shines through the front window into the room. The bottle was on top of the crap on the floor. If it had been there long, the color would have started fading from the sun.”
Vicki looked closer. She would have never spotted that minor detail if she were looking at the photo. No doubt Angie had a gift. 
“I’m going to grab my cheaters off the table.”
“Cheaters?” Vicki asked, sitting back for a moment, somewhat confused.
“Yes.” Angie left and returned with a pair of glasses. 
Vicki shook her head. “Oh, reading glasses. Gottcha.”
“I need these to really examine the photos, even after making them bigger.”
Vicki scrolled through the pictures, looking carefully at each one. It was hard to see anything with the piles of paper and boxes everywhere. As she continued to look, Angie stopped her again.
“Go back. You’ll understand what I mean about the new photographer they hired. He missed everything. He took the pictures, not getting all the angles. Amateur.”
Vicki felt bad for Angie. It must have been hard giving up the job she absolutely loved because someone higher up thought she couldn’t perform her job after having a heart attack. “You’re the pro here. I’m sure your pictures will outshine theirs.”
“Oh yes. Take a closer look at this picture.” Angie enlarged it and moved the cursor around the picture before stopping in the upper left hand corner.
“What am I looking at?”
“You see that shiny thing?”
Vicki squinted. “Sorry, but I don’t see anything.”
“Keep your eye on what the arrow is pointing to. It’s hard to see because it’s distorted.”
As she shrunk the picture, Vicki saw the object Angie referred to. “What is that?”
“I’ve been doing this for so long that I can pick things out that the next person can’t. What you’re looking at is a ring. If I were to guess, I would say that when the assailant took off his latex glove, the ring mistakenly came off with it.”
“How do you know that?”
“I’ve worked with latex gloves for years at crime scenes. My hands would get so sweaty that I stopped wearing my rings.” Angie shook her head. “I’m sorry. I keep losing my train of thought. Can I get you an espresso?”
“No thanks. It will wire me up too much.”
“Exactly. That’s why I brought the officer in the car a mug of espresso after I went in. He needed to stay alert so no one walked into the house the way I did.” Angie shook her head. “Young detectives. You would think they would lock the house when they finished for the night.”
“Thank God they didn’t. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have been able to get in to take the pictures.”
Angie waved her finger back and forth. “Back in my heyday, when I worked freelance, I always found a way to get into crime scenes to take pictures, and then I would spend hours scrutinizing the pictures until I found something. After a while, I could pick things out without blowing up the picture. But, as I got older, well, you already know the story about my vision.”
“What do you think, Angie? What’s your call on this?”
“My gut is telling me that the person who lost their ring is going to realize it and come back to find it. It will be up to us to make sure the detectives see the pictures and collect the DNA evidence.” Angie looked out the window. “Looks like the detectives are about to go back into the house. They’re standing around drinking coffee. So this is our time to show them our findings before they go in and contaminate the crime scene.”
Vicki’s eyes shot wide open as she watched Angie grab her camera and make her way to the door. 
“What are you going to do, stand there and watch me? We have some work to do over at the house. Come, my dear. I want you to keep the detectives busy while I sneak into the house.”
Vicki followed her outside. Slowly, Angie made her way across the street. The officers all turned and watched Angie strut cross the street with her cane and camera.
“And you,” she pointed to one of the detectives. “You’re the one who told the boss the day when I had to sit down and catch my breath. Because of you, the captain forced me to retire. And for the record, the new photographer sucks at the job.”
“Angie, calm down.” Vicki put her arm on Angie’s shoulder. “Is Randy around?”
“Jansen,” an officer called over his shoulder. “There are two women here to see you.”
Randy turned around and smirked as he walked over. “And how did I know Angie was somehow involved in this?”
“Because I’m the real photographer on the scene. I strutted my old behind over to the house, walked in, and took my own pictures while your officer watching the crime scene was asleep in his squad car,” Angie said.
“I’m sorry about this, Angie. I fought for you. But the captain felt that after your heart attack, it was in your best interest to retire. He signed off with you going out on disability. And besides you were already sixty-five and vested in your pension plan. It was a rough break. There was nothing I could do.”
“Well, there’s something I can do for you.”
“I can’t let you into the crime scene.”
“Too late, Randy. I went in there and took pictures while the officer slept,” she said, pointing to the car. 
Randy turned to look before walking them away from the officers standing around. “I know I shouldn’t be enabling you, but I know your work. Let me see what you took.”
Angie took the camera off her neck and scrolled through the pictures before turning the camera toward him. “I found things that weren’t picked up.”
Randy’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t even want to know. You know I could arrest you for obstructing the crime scene.”
Vicki looked from Angie to Randy, waiting for one of them to say something. Randy peered at the pictures, not saying a word. He did a lot of shaking his head and biting his bottom lip.
Angie broke the silence, pointing out what she found. “So?”
“You captured it. Now I have to explain to the captain how I got my hands on these pictures and how you got into the house past Officer Ganne. There’s going to be a lot of reprimanding going on later today. But this is amazing work, Angie. I was in that room for a couple of hours and didn’t spot any of this.”
Angie patted Randy on the shoulder. “You opened up the path for me when you removed the body. You must have moved a few things around.”
“Don’t patronize me, Angie.” He chuckled, handing back her camera. “You know the routine. Print out the two pictures.”
“I’ll go do that now.” Angie turned to Vicki. “I’ll be right back. You stay here with Randy.” She leaned into her and whispered, “He’s a cutie.”
Vicki felt her cheeks heat. Angie had to know they had known one another since high school and dated, which would account for her last comment.  
“I heard what she said. By the look on your face, do you think I’m still a cutie?” Randy asked.
“No… I mean yes… no.” Vicki threw her hands up in the air. “Stop confusing me. You look halfway decent for your age. How about that?”
“I guess I’ll take it. But I must say, you’re not looking so bad yourself.”
Vicki swallowed his comment for a moment. Her instincts suggested she not answer him. What were her chances of running into him after all these years? But now that she was back, it was obvious she would see him often. “Thank you,” she uttered before changing the subject. “That Angie is something, isn’t she?”
“Yes, she is. This isn’t the first case she’s got herself involved in. She shouldn’t have been in the house. God forbid something happened to her. We’d have some lawsuit.”
“I doubt she would sue. All she wants to do is solve cases,” Vicki defended her.
“I understand that. But she is officially retired. She shouldn’t have access to the computer where she could see the pictures.”
Vicki slid her hands to her hips. “Really? If you guys didn’t want her sticking her nose into things, you would have changed the password.”
Randy dropped his gaze to the ground. “Okay, I’m guilty as charged. We are a small town department, and the forensic photographer we hired isn’t sharp. Even my team didn’t notice the water bottle or the ring. I might have forgotten to change the passwords. But that’s our secret.”
“My lips are sealed,” Vicki said, motioning her fingers across her lips. “Can I take a look inside the house?”
“Absolutely not. Only official personnel are allowed at a crime scene. Consider yourself lucky that you stumbled upon the murder scene.”
“But—”
“No buts. I appreciate the work you and Angie did finding additional information that was overlooked by the other officers, but for the time being, it’s against regulations for any outsiders to be at the scene.”
Vicki rolled her eyes. Since she’d found the body, in her mind, she should be able to assist. At least Angie lived across the street and would know when all was clear. Vicki had no doubt Angie would nose around with her camera the moment she could. 
“You’re thinking, and something tells me that might not be a good thing.”
“I’m just contemplating what I have to do when I get home. With the summer around the corner, I have to get the transporter stocked and ready to go. It might not officially be summer, but the weather is getting warmer earlier than expected,” she explained, brushing him off. 
“It’s been a long time since we’ve dated, but if I recall anything, it’s that look on your face when you’re up to no good.”
“You’ve mistaken me for someone else you must have dated.”
Randy’s head shook like a bobble head. “Oh, I can never forget that look. So, can you do me a big favor?”
“Sure, anything.”
“Go home and let me do my job. I will pay Angie a visit and tell her the same thing.”
“I… I—”
“I’ll unofficially stop by later to let you know what’s going on.” Randy winked before walking toward the house. 
Vicki sighed. Her gaze remained on Randy as he walked down the walkway and disappeared into the house. 






  
  Chapter five

After a couple of cups of coffee, Vicki made her way to the front of the house and stood before the 1962 Volkswagen transporter with the tarp covering the back part. The ocean blue transporter was shiny, with a white chrome bumper and vintage white rims. 
Vicki had thought Mia was insane when she’d bought it. The paint was chipping, the white bumper rusting, and the back showed signs of wearing through. But it didn’t take long for Mia to restore the vintage Volkswagen and turn it into a summer business.
It took Vicki nearly an hour to untie the tarp and take it off. Before she removed and rolled up the tan canvas cover to reveal its contents, she carefully laid the tarp out on the grass, folded it, and placed it on the shelf in the garage. On the same wall, Mia had every cubbyhole labeled with its contents. Evidently, Vicki’s own OCD had gotten passed on to her daughter.
As she walked outside, she couldn’t wait to examine the wooden compartments where each item had its own space from the previous summer. On the top shelf, she spotted a box with her name on it. She got the step stool, and slid the box off the shelf. When the box cleared the shelf, she almost dropped it, never expecting it to be so heavy. She rested it on the top of the step stool and climbed down. Once her feet hit the cement floor, she carried the box to the worktable on the opposite side of the garage.
Vicki opened the box and the first thing she saw was Randy’s woolen football jacket. The jacket looked worn, covered with lint balls, but was in pretty decent shape despite being over thirty years old. She unfolded it and slipped her arms into it. “Yay! It still fits,” she said. She remembered the day he had given it to her. If your boyfriend gave you their football jacket, it meant you were going steady. And steady they went. Vicki was at every football practice and game, cheering him on from the stands. She smiled at the memory. Who would have known all these years later they would run into each other? Shake it off Vicki and get back to work.
The decision to leave the box down was an easy one. There was so much more to explore. Reaching into it, she found her yearbook and poems she had written, movie ticket stubs, cardboard coasters from various bars and clubs she had gone to, and her journal. She lifted it out of the box, flicked through the pages and felt her heart flutter. Slowly, she placed it back into the box. 
Before putting the top on the box, she moved a few things out until she found the scrapbook at the bottom. 
Slowly, she opened the scrapbook and there, gazing up, was a picture of her and Randy sitting on the dais at their senior prom after being crowned king and queen. She closed the book and put it back in the box. There was no sense in looking back to a time that had ended so long ago. Randy had been her first puppy love. They never actually broke up, instead they grew apart until they were only a distant memory in each other’s hearts.
There would be time to look through this all later. Her primary concern was making sure she had enough merchandise to start with before she added her own touch. Returning outside, she walked over to the back of the transporter and slowly lifted the canvas covering its contents in the compartments. To her astonishment, her daughter had everything already stocked. But walking to the other side, surprised her that Mia had mirrored the merchandise on the opposite side. Mental note number one, time to make her famous flip-flops and add paperback novels. There were other items she would like to add, but first she had to check on how much stock there was of the items already here. 
Vicki had so many ideas on how to up her game on the Beach Shop on Wheels. Tonight, she needed to organize her ideas and write them down. Her mind wanted to make more mental notes, but her heart pulled her back to thoughts of the past she shared with Randy. Lifting a beach towel out of its compartment, she pulled it close to her chest. She closed her eyes and went back in time.
“Come on, Sweetheart. Take the towel off and show off your presence.”
Vicki felt her face heat up. She wanted to kill Randy for buying her a bikini. If her mom found out she was exposing so much skin, she would have been grounded for the summer. 
“It’s just you and me,” he explained, pointing around the lake. “Remember, this is our special place.”
After a bit, Vicki dropped her towel. Randy’s eyes popped open as he took her into his arms and…
Vicki shook all thoughts of that afternoon out of her head. Her first experience took place on rocky sand and didn’t make the painful ordeal any more pleasurable. But the next time around was much more ratifying until their world fell apart. There wasn’t any one thing that broke them up. They had a wonderful relationship, sharing so much more than intimacy. After high school graduation, they’d slowly drifted apart. The journal she kept consisted of the two years they’d spent together. Hopefully, she could find the missing link to their relationship. Again, when she found the time, she would go back to the box in the garage, and read the detailed journal of their time together. 
Erasing thoughts of Randy, she returned her attention to the transporter. The one thing she couldn’t understand was why Mia carried so many of the same items, especially beach towels and cover-ups. Why wouldn’t she want to have a wider selection? As she walked around the transporter, something caught her attention. She walked closer to its side and saw a hook, which she opened. Underneath, the display was even more of the same. Why? Vicki made a mental note to ask Mia the next time they spoke. Since she was taking over the business, she planned on adding her own touch. It would be the new and improved Jersey Shore Beach Shop on Wheels. 
“Yo neighbor,” a husky voice called out, causing her to jump.
Vicki turned. Standing in front of her was a tall, overweight man with a beer in his hand and a cigar wedged between his teeth. “Can I help you?” she asked.
“I’m Allen Peterson. I’m the head of the community watch.”
He had to be kidding her. If she saw him walking down a lonely alley, she would run the other way. “Okay. I’m—”
“I know who you are. Your daughter decided to use my land to house her monstrosity of a truck, making the neighborhood look like a pigsty.”
“Excuse me. You’re on my property.”
“And your truck and ugly tarp are the décor during the winter months. Do you realize you are bringing down the value of our property?”
Vicki was floored. “This is my family home that was passed down from generation to generation. You should know that. As you should already know, this monstrosity of a truck,” she said, using quotation marks with
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