
  
    [image: Worthless Treasures]
  


  
    
      WORTHLESS TREASURES

      A NOVEL

    

    
      
        MARY L. HAMILTON

      

    

    
      BLUE MIST BOOKS

    

  


  
    
      Worthless Treasures

      Copyright March 2025 by Mary L Hamilton

      Published by Blue Mist Books

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, digitally stored, or transmitted in any form without written permission from the author.

      

      Scripture taken from the HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION[image: registered] Copyright[image: copyright]1973,1978,1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved.

      

      This story is a work of fiction. While some location names have been included for effect, all characters and places in this novel are fictitious. Any resemblance to real locations or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      

      Cover design by 100 Covers

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Discussion Questions

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Mom

      

      

      
        
        (and all who struggle with letting go)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      The Lord your God has chosen you out of all the people on the face of the earth to be his people, his treasured possession. (Deuteronomy 7:6b, NIV)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Diamond Lange could make dust and clutter disappear from any home—except Eva Malone’s.

      What does one call a professional cleaner/organizer whose own mother’s house might be classified as a minor landfill? A failure, that’s what.

      As Eva’s house came into view, Di vowed once again to avoid criticizing Eva’s housekeeping habits, or lack of. Such promises had yet to be kept.

      Her car rocked over driveway pavement cracked and broken by roots from an ancient live oak tree that shaded the house from the blistering Texas sun. This being the last of April, the summer heat was getting an early start. At least the white siding was in good shape, thanks to her husband Mitch’s patching and painting last fall. If only the inside of the house looked as good.

      She sighed, grabbed the pharmacy bag from the front seat, and hurried past a struggling azalea bush. The yard looked dry, the grass sparse, especially under the trees, and the beds needed some fresh color. But all that would have to wait. Her next appointment was in forty-five minutes, so this would be a short visit.

      Di knocked twice on the front door of the older ranch-style home, steeled herself against the mess inside, then twisted the knob and shouted, “It’s me.” Eva’s increasing difficulty in getting around prompted her to leave the door unlocked so visitors could enter easily. Di prayed no unsavory characters would come to visit. Then again, anyone intending harm to Eva Malone would first have to surmount the obstacle course inside. And the prospect of wading through the debris for anything valuable would certainly deter any thieves.

      Di pushed open the door and grimaced at the jam-packed living room. The old piano that took up space but hadn’t uttered a purposeful note in decades held piles of outdated magazines, a couple of plastic eggs left over from Easter, and a Christmas snow globe. Newspapers, calendars, and other useless knickknacks littered every square inch and contributed to the odor of dust and mildew. Even the abstract art pieces on the walls looked as if someone had simply framed a drop cloth. But what did she know about art?

      Eva, still in her frumpy bathrobe, strained to push her ample body out of her worn recliner with its frayed and thread-bare upholstery. Her arms gave way, sending her back onto the faded seat cushion. She inched forward to the edge and tried again.

      “Would you like some help?” Di moved closer to support her efforts. Her heart ached watching Eva struggle. Not so long ago, the woman was a dynamo, hard to keep up with.

      Eva waved her off and nearly lost the battle again. “I can”—huff, puff—“do it.” She stood upright, as much as her bent frame would allow, and glared at Di. “What happened to Aunt Glori? I thought she was coming.”

      Di held up the pharmacy bag. “She’s showing a house. Asked me to pick up your medicines. Do you want them here or should I put them in the kitchen?” The bag rattled when she shook it.

      “I’ll take them.” Holding onto the recliner, Eva reached across a footstool stacked with books.

      “Aunt Glori said your power is out. Has it been off long?” Di flicked the light switch. Nothing. She tried the lamp beside the recliner, but it remained dark. Despite the outside warmth, the house was a little on the cool side. “Are you chilly? Would you like me to get your sweater?”

      Eva waved away the offer and shuffled a few steps to set the bag of medicines on the end table beside her recliner. Pressing one hand to the back of her hip, she straightened to her five-foot height.

      “I told Gloria I’d take care of it myself. She wasn’t supposed to mention it.”

      “She’s only trying to help, Mother. Mind if I go out and check the breakers?”

      “I already looked.”

      Di doubted Eva would’ve made it all the way out to the garage, but her mother detested appearing less than competent. “I’m sure you did, but I’ll recheck just to be sure. While I’m out there, I’ll look around to see if I can figure out what’s going on.”

      Stepping lightly, Di maneuvered around the landmines of papers, books, and other detritus as she proceeded to the kitchen, biting her tongue to keep from starting the familiar argument that never brought about any change. A sour smell emanated from the kitchen. Or had something died? She wrinkled her nose.

      Inside the garage, she automatically reached to flip the light switch, then shook her head. Duh, no power. She used her phone to light the way around the perimeter of a musty garage as full of junk as the house. A sneezing fit briefly interrupted her progress.

      All the breakers were intact, but she flipped each one to be certain. She let herself out the door to the side yard and checked the power line to the house. Nothing appeared amiss, other than a garbage bin on its side. She righted it and returned it to the driveway side of the house. Letting herself in the back door, she wiped her feet on a faded towel and made a mental note to buy a doormat the next time she went to the store. Adding one more thing to an already overflowing house might not be wise but at least a mat was useful. Eva would love one of the cute ones she’d seen at the craft store.

      “Everything looks okay. Have you asked any neighbors if they have power?” Di twisted the knob on the electric stove and held her hand above the burner while surveying the messy counter. A white envelope peeked out from under a mound of restaurant and real estate flyers. The envelope bore a red ink stamp that read “Final Notice.” Di snatched it from the pile, glanced at the return address, and tore it open.

      “Mother? When was the last time you paid your electric bill?” She stumbled through the narrow trail and handed the notice to Eva. “Have you paid this?”

      “Of course, I—” Eva backed her head away, adjusted her glasses, and studied the paper. Her forehead wrinkled and she turned away. “Where did you find that? I’ve been looking all over for it.”

      “So, you haven’t paid it.”

      Eva scooched down in her recliner. Her gaze darted around the room. “I set it down somewhere, then couldn’t find it when I went to write the check. Figured I’d come across it sooner or later.”

      Di exhaled her frustration. “It was buried under a pile of advertisements. You wouldn’t lose important bills if you’d get rid of all this junk.”

      “Don’t call my stuff junk.”

      “Restaurant and real estate flyers that you’ll never use, or need, are junk.” Di picked up a yellowed newspaper from a nearby stool. “And a three-year-old newspaper is junk. Why are you keeping it?”

      “There’s something in there I want to read.” Eva attempted to snatch the paper from her, but Di whipped it behind her back.

      “Tell me what it is, and I’ll cut it out for you. There’s no reason to keep the whole paper for one article.”

      Eva put a finger to her cheek. “There might have been more than one. I don’t remember. I’d have to look through it.”

      “And when were you planning to do that?”

      “As soon as I have time.” Eva pushed herself forward to the edge of her chair.

      Di’s earlier promise not to criticize flitted through her mind. She ignored it when her foot caught on a nearby stack of magazines, and they cascaded in all directions. An old TV Guide landed at her feet. Di picked it up and held it out to Eva.

      “The information in here is outdated. It’s useless and needs to go.”

      Eva grabbed it and riffled the pages. “I wanted to read the article from the front cover.”

      Di gritted her teeth. “Mother, how can you live like this?”

      Eva jabbed her finger at Di. “You know I don’t like being called that.”

      “And you know I don’t like you living in the middle of such a mess.”

      With more energy than she’d shown earlier, Eva pushed herself up and glared.

      “It’s my house.” She bent over to straighten the magazines, but halfway down she gripped the arm of the recliner while her other hand went to her lower back. Rising slowly, she said, “I’ll get those later.”

      “This is not a healthy way to live.” Di squatted to gather and restack the publications.

      “Do I look sick?” Eva patted her Clairol-red hair with its white roots and raised a thickly penciled eyebrow.

      “Not all illnesses are obvious. Speaking of which, how’s your blood pressure? The pharmacist mentioned your meds have been increased.”

      Eva’s shoulders slouched. “Doc says I need to lose weight, but what does he know? He’s not even old enough to drive. How am I supposed to lose weight when it hurts to move?”

      Di stared at the Southern Living magazine in her hands. Her throat tightened as she considered the difficulties that accompanied Eva’s age and health. Squinting at the 2015 date on the magazine, she shook her head and softened her voice.

      “What if we cleared out some of this stuff to give you more space? I think you’d be happier with room to move around in.”

      “Who says I’m not happy?” Eva nudged a stray periodical toward Di with her foot.

      Di topped the stack with a Reader’s Digest and slid the pile farther away from the narrow traffic lane. Arguing only made Eva more obstinate. She’d try a different approach. Brushing the dust from her hands, she motioned for Eva to sit and settled cross-legged on the floor near her feet. Di willed her voice to a conciliatory tone.

      “Won’t you please let me work with you, Eva? We can at least organize your things so you can find them easier. Other people trust me to do that for them.”

      Eva sniffed. “Your idea of organizing is throwing things away.” She reached back for the armrests and aimed her backside onto the seat of her oversized recliner. “You were always good at making things disappear. You should work with that woman who flips houses.”

      “Is that all I am? A cleaning lady?” Di quelled her rising irritation. “I’m a businesswoman, Mother, same as the house flipper. I have employees who do the cleaning now. I do the organizing. People hire me to put things in order. Sometimes that does include getting rid of stuff that’s no longer useful or necessary.”

      She pushed aside a pile of folded clothes lying on the couch and moved onto the sagging cushions. The odd assortment of apparel beside her included the red plaid jumper she’d worn for her fifth-grade school picture. Speaking of no longer useful or necessary . . . 

      Breathing deep to control her anger, she leaned forward. “I worry about you, Eva. What if you catch your foot on something and fall? You could hit your head, break an arm or a hip. What if you need to get out quickly? All the clutter and junk in here makes the house a real fire hazard.”

      Pointing an arthritic finger at her, Eva narrowed her eyes. “Leave it alone. When I’m gone, you can throw everything away. But until then, this is my house and my stuff.”

      “Fine.” Palms up in surrender, Di rose to her feet. She was finished. No more arguing. “If that’s the way you want it, you can have it.”

      “This is the way I want it. Although when the time comes, I do have a few things I don’t want you to throw away. A few . . . treasures.”

      “Like what? The artwork on your walls? Your jewelry?”

      “No, I don’t care what you do with those. I’ll make a list for you. But you must promise you’ll give them to people who will cherish them like I do.”

      A list—as likely to get lost in the mess as the electric bill.

      The pharmacy bag caught Di’s eye, and a shiver of alarm passed through her. “Is there something you’re not telling me? Did you get bad news from the doctor?”

      “Psh.” Eva waved away the suggestion. “Nothing like that, but at my age, you just never know.” She fixed a steady gaze on Di. “But I want your promise.”

      If Di had her way right now, she’d throw out the mostly-burned candles, the bag of peppermint candies so old they had melted and stuck together, and the cheap knickknack from the local gift shop that bore a Bible verse. But, she reminded herself, this wasn’t her house.

      “All right, I promise. But Eva,” Di sighed, “this clutter chokes the life out of me. I can’t even catch a deep breath.” She sucked in as much air as she could. “I’ll do what you ask. But if you’re not willing to clean all this out, I’ll only come back inside this house if it’s an emergency.”

      Eva’s eyes glinted and she raised her chin. “If that’s the way you want it⁠—”

      “It’s not the way I want it, Mother. I want to come and spend time with you. But you’d rather have your clutter than your own daughter.”

      Eva’s mouth took on a firm set. “I guess that makes us two of a kind, doesn’t it? Neither of us is willing to give up our comfort for the other.”

      “It’s not the same thing, Mother.”

      “Isn’t it?” She shook her finger at Di. “I don’t appreciate you coming in here telling me what to do with my own house. What if I did that to you? If it bothers you so much, then just leave.”

      Thrown out of her own mother’s house?

      Di stomped to the door and yanked it open. “Do you want me to contact the power company for you?”

      “I told Gloria I’d take care of it, and I will. You don’t need to do a thing.”

      Without saying good-bye, Di closed the door firmly and inhaled the fresh air. She mumbled all the way to her car. “House is a death trap. She clings to all that useless junk like it’s the gold of Fort Knox.” She could almost recite the lines from their repeated arguments, going over the same things time after time.

      Was it so unreasonable to expect a 79-year-old woman to change? She shuddered to think of Eva falling, lying alone for hours or days, unable to call for help. Or burning to death in a fire. She resisted even imagining that horror, but she’d never forgive herself if such a tragedy occurred.

      People would naturally ask who allowed her to live in such deplorable conditions. What would happen when they found out the person responsible was not only her daughter, but also the owner/operator of Diamond Cleaning and Organizing?

      Her hand shook as she pressed the button to start the engine. She hated leaving on such a bitter note. Should she go back in and say a proper good-bye? Maybe even scoot a few more things farther from Eva’s path? She recalled Eva’s finger pointing and the order to leave it alone.

      All right then.

      Di backed out of the driveway, realizing for the first time how few neighbors Eva might have called regarding the power. She drove slowly through the neighborhood, the number of vacant houses finally registering in her brain. Torn screens on broken windows, trash strewn in front yards, and spray-painted gang symbols on doors attested to the presence of vandals and those unsavory characters she’d feared.

      What had happened to this solid middle-class neighborhood where she grew up? A downturn in the economy had resulted in many of the houses being snapped up by investors who turned them into rentals. Those hadn’t been kept up and showed signs of age and neglect. But why were so many now vacant?

      With the corresponding rise in crime, Di had begged Eva to move, but she refused to leave the small, three-bedroom home she’d occupied for nearly a half-century. And despite concerns for Eva’s safety, Diamond hated the thought of moving all that junk.

      Even cleaning ladies had limits.
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      In contrast to the jungle inside Eva’s house, the interior of Di’s newest client’s house felt like a pleasant open meadow.

      Alice McCormack led Di into the living room of her large, two-story home in Waco’s historic Castle Heights neighborhood. Floor-to-ceiling windows revealed a landscaped yard with colorful flowers in various planters and beds. Inside cushioned chairs formed a cozy semi-circle around the fieldstone hearth. Di stepped between them to examine the matching Oriental tapestries hanging on either side of the fireplace.

      A trim, white-haired woman in her 80s, Alice possessed a posture and bearing that left no doubt about her self-confidence, yet without the arrogance and overbearing attitude Di had encountered in a few clients.

      “I’ve decided to move to a condominium in that new retirement community.” Alice’s jewel-bedecked hand rested on a seat back.

      Di turned from the tapestries. “The one that overlooks Lake Waco?”

      “Yes. Obviously, I’ll need to downsize, and I’d like your help.”

      “How big is the condo?” Di dug her stockinged toes into the plush white carpeting, having slipped her shoes off at the door.

      “It’s a two-bedroom, smaller than this first floor. I’ve offered my children anything they might want but things are so different nowadays. No one wants heavy furniture, fine china, or silver place settings anymore.” A frown tugged at the corners of her mouth.

      “Giving your kids first choice is a good start. Next, you’ll want to make a couple of lists—one for everything you definitely don’t want and another for what you do want to take with you.”

      Alice nodded her understanding, then led the way through a modern kitchen into the formal dining room.

      An antique buffet caught Di’s attention. “What a beautiful piece of furniture. Is it walnut?”

      “Yes, a family heirloom on my husband’s side. He passed away last year. Worked for an oil company back when they moved their engineers around every few years.”

      “I’m sorry about your husband.” Di examined the buffet. “Will you be keeping this?”

      Alice hesitated, then shook her head. “It wouldn’t fit. I’ll see if any of his extended relatives might want it.”

      “If not, I can give you a list of antique and collectible dealers who might give you something for it.”

      Alice continued up the stairs and pointed out each bedroom and bath as they passed. Di observed the rooms with an eye to assessing the work.

      “Was it hard on your family to move around so often?”

      “Sometimes, but we enjoyed seeing different parts of the world. And the frequent moves required me to keep our possessions to a minimum. Until he retired and we settled here.”

      Di stopped to admire a small teardrop-shaped bottle on a dresser. “Is this for perfume?” Gold leaf ringed the bottom and top of the pedestal base while the purple glass body held an etched leaf and berry design. A purple topper rose to a steeple tipped with a clear bead.

      “That’s from our time in Egypt. It’s hand-blown glass.” Alice picked it up, pulled out the stopper, and handed the two pieces to Di.

      “It’s beautiful. So delicate.” Di sniffed the bottle but detected no scent.

      “You can put perfume in it, but I’ve only used it for decoration. Keep it if you’d like.”

      “Oh no.” Di replaced the stopper and handed it back, but Alice pushed it away.

      “It’s not going with me. You appreciate its beauty, so take it.”

      “But it’s small. Are you sure you don’t want to keep it?”

      “I’ll keep the memory of it.” Alice smiled, looking pleased with herself. “And if I happen to lose the memory, I won’t miss it anyway.”
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        * * *

      

      Late afternoon sunlight streamed through the kitchen window splashing lilac-colored hues from the perfume bottle across the counters, the leaf pattern distorted in the refracted light. What a difference between Alice and Eva. The two might as well be day and night, summer and winter, ice cream and kale.

      Eva’s comment about making things disappear came to mind while Di unpacked the groceries she’d picked up on the way home. Not the first time she’d disparaged Di’s profession, but it stung. Every time. Di stiffened her shoulders and spoke her rebuttal into the empty kitchen.

      “If I hadn’t spent half my life cleaning up after you, Eva, maybe I could’ve accomplished something more worthy of your respect.” She plunked the soup cans on the counter with a thwack, then wrapped a package of chicken breasts and shoved it into the freezer. Having loaded her arms with as many boxes and cans as she could carry, she entered the walk-in pantry and arranged them on the shelves.

      Hmmm. Maybe she should move the soups next to the canned tomatoes. The pasta boxes needed straightening. And what’s a can of black beans doing among the pinto beans?

      A door slammed.

      “Di?” Mitch poked his head into the pantry. “Uh-oh. Re-organizing?”

      “Not exactly.” She kissed Mitch and quickly relocated the black beans before following him back to the bedroom. “How was your day?”

      “I closed two sales, one on a car and the other a pickup. And I made top sales associate again this month.”

      “Congratulations.” She hugged him, and they exchanged another kiss, his breath holding a latent hint of coffee. “Does that mean I can start planning a Hawaiian vacation?”

      She loved hearing his laugh. That full-on smile was what first attracted her, along with his sense of humor that took the edge off her tendency to be too serious. Touches of gray traced the dark edges of hair at his temples, giving him a young George Clooney look.

      While Mitch exchanged his work pants for running shorts, Di related the story of Eva’s power being shut off. She followed behind him, flipping a pant leg that hung over the edge of the hamper and straightening the socks in his drawer.

      “I told her I’m not going back unless there’s an emergency. And then she kicked me out of her house.” She pushed the drawer closed.

      Mitch stopped unbuttoning his shirt and winced. “Are you sure you want to handle it that way? I mean, her health isn’t great and she’s not getting any younger.”

      “Her house isn’t getting any cleaner, either. She won’t listen when I tell her how dangerous it is to live with all that clutter.”

      Mitch hesitated only a moment. “You do know your perfectionism is showing, right?” He shrugged out of his shirt and tossed it in the hamper.

      “I’m not a perfectionist. I just like things neat. And I’m so frustrated.” She adjusted one of his shirts so it hung evenly on the hanger. “Be glad I’m not into retail therapy.”

      “Oh, I’m very happy about that. But if you don’t like going into her house, I think you’ll need to take her out. Often. For a meal or a show or something. Anything. You don’t want to regret this when she’s gone for good.”

      “Well, that’s a cheery thought.” A niggle of conviction made her pause. “Yeah, you’re right. I’ll call tomorrow and see if she wants to go for lunch on Saturday.”

      A door slammed again, and Julianna called out, “Mom? Dad?”

      “We’re back in the bedroom.” Di stifled a groan. “Doesn’t anyone in this family know how to close a door softly?”

      Mitch grinned and bent over to tie the laces on his running shoes. “Only two years before she’s off to college. Then you’ll miss those slamming doors.”

      Julianna bounded into the room, dropped her backpack, and threw her arms in the air. “I’m up for the lead role in the children’s theater production.”

      “Congratulations!” Di applauded. “Is this for Cinderella?”

      Julianna nodded, but her expression clouded. “It’s between Briana and me. She’d be fantastic, but her parents are threatening to make her drop out of the play because of her grades. I feel so bad for her.”

      “That is a shame,” Di said, “but grades are lots more important than a play.”

      “I know.” Julianna bit her lip. “But if she has to drop out, I get the part.” A smile returned to her face and her feet did a happy dance. “Can you imagine me as Cinderella?”

      Mitch walked over, hugged her, and planted a kiss on her forehead. “If you need to do any research for this role, I’m sure Mom has some floors that need mopping. You could clean out the fireplace ashes, sweep the garage⁠—”

      “Da-ad.” Julianna swatted at his arm, but he sidestepped and headed for the door.

      “I’m going out for a run. Back before supper. Make sure it’s on time, Cinderella.”

      Di pointed to the door and she and Julianna chorused, “Go!”

      Julianna bounced on her toes. Her chestnut-colored ponytail bobbed and swished across her shoulders. “I’m so excited, Mom. If I do well, I’ll have a good chance of getting more parts, maybe even acting in one of the adult productions.”

      “Think you can handle practices with homework?”

      “I’ll make it work. I’ve dreamed of a starring role since forever.” She hugged herself then ran to answer the doorbell. “I’ll get it. It’s probably Namiko. Wait ’til I tell him.”

      Di stared after her daughter, listening to her excited report and the soft response of her latest boyfriend.

      Absently, she fingered the diamond on her necklace, a gift from her parents when she was around Julianna’s age. Had she entertained such grand dreams at that age? Or had she been too much of a Cinderella, working hard to stay ahead of Eva’s clutter? Maybe Mother was right. She could’ve done more than organizing people’s homes, if only she’d learned to flip houses rather than clean them.
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        * * *

      

      “Is it too much to ask a nearly 80-year-old to change a habit they’ve had for most of their life?” Standing in the doorway of their ensuite bathroom, Di spoke through the mint foam in her mouth and waved her toothbrush in the air. “I mean, she’s been like this to some extent as far back as I can remember. Dad
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