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TUESDAY, JUNE 3, PRESENT DAY

There was a parrot outside her window.  Kelly Welch rubbed her eyes and squinted into the painful glare of bright Florida sunshine that had awakened her.  Perched in a palm tree, the large scarlet and blue bird cocked its head and looked back at her.  Trying not to frighten it, Kelly slid the sheet back and eased her legs out of bed.  One slow step at a time, she crossed to the window and knelt down.

“Hello, pretty bird,” she said.

The bird looked at her like she was crazy.

Kelly smiled.  “Okay, then, how about handsome bird?  Maybe you’re a boy.”

Still nothing.  The parrot twisted his head almost upside down.  His black marble eyes blinked, then he lifted his head and shook, causing his rainbow-colored feathers to fluff up.

That was the full extent of her bird talk.  Kelly had grown up around horses, dogs, cats, chickens, ducks and even a miniature goat.  But her experience with tropical birds was limited to occasional visits to the zoo.

“You look like a boy to me, so if you keep hanging around, I’ll think of a good name for you.”  What was it about parrots that made people want to engage them in conversation?

The parrot opened his yellow beak and let out an ear-piercing squawk that was clearly heard through the closed window.  With a last glassy wink at her, he lifted out of the tree with a graceful flap of his colorful wings and flew away.

Kelly turned back to the room, but instead of standing up, she slid down until she was sitting on the floor, her back against the wall, and looked around.  It was a stranger’s room, decorated in beiges and soft greens.  The walls were mostly bare with only a large mirror over the dresser and a print of a beach hanging on opposite sides of the room.  The curtains were sheer lace that had done nothing to delay the first light of day from waking her.

She sighed.  A glance at the alarm clock confirmed that it wasn’t even 6 o’clock yet.  She rarely slept late, but this was a little too early.  The day stretched long and empty, and she wouldn’t have minded putting off the inevitable until a later hour.

Just yesterday, she had awakened in her own bed, in her own room back in Friendswood, Texas.  If she had looked out her window there, she would have seen oak trees, green fields divided by white-railed fences, a small red barn and a beautiful pinto horse grazing in the pasture.  Kelly squeezed her eyes shut, trying to force back the rush of tears that never seemed to be far from flooding out.  Just a week ago, her parents would have been asleep down the hall.  Their alarm would have gone off at 6 a.m. and her mom would have fixed breakfast while her dad got dressed for work.

It was crazy how quickly things had changed.

The air conditioner had chilled the tile floor and Kelly shivered.  She stretched her arms over her head and stood up.  The one good thing about this totally impersonal bedroom was that it had its own private bathroom.  She had to work her way around the maze of moving boxes, gathering clothes out of her suitcase along the way.  As she brushed her teeth, she tried not to look in the mirror, but her reflection refused to look away.  She stopped, her mouth filled with foam and stared at herself critically.  Her eyes were probably her best feature.  They were large and an interesting shade of greenish-brown that could be called hazel.  She wasn’t as happy with her stick-straight dark-brown hair that fell several inches below her shoulders.  It was a constant challenge to coax it into anything resembling a curl, so she rarely tried.  Her complexion was having a good day, but her face was nothing special at the best of times and it was still missing the high cheek bones God had given all the beautiful girls by now.  Maybe they would show up if her cheeks were less . . . round, was the word she was searching for.

She finished brushing her teeth and rinsed her mouth.  After a quick splash of water on her face, she brushed her hair and pulled it back into her usual high ponytail.  With her arms raised to twist the elastic band around it, her attention was drawn to the slight bulge over the top of her shorts.  Her mother would call it puppy fat.  Tyra Banks would call it a muffin top.  Kelly called it embarrassing.

She turned and checked it out from the side but the issue was just moved ninety degrees clockwise.  It meant that this would be another summer spent in a one-piece swimsuit.  She remembered seeing a pool in the backyard.  That would be a good way to kill some hours with the added benefit of helping her find her waist.

Within a few minutes she was prepared to meet the world or at least her aunt Jane, and she left her new bedroom and headed downstairs toward the kitchen.  Muffin top or not, her mom had always told her breakfast was the most important meal of the day, and old habits die hard.

“Good morning,” Aunt Jane said with obvious surprise.  “I wasn’t expecting you to be up so early.  Did I wake you?”

“No, there was a parrot squawking outside.”

“That stupid bird.  I don’t know who he belongs to, but he hangs out by the pool and poops on everything.”

“He’s beautiful.”

Jane shook her head.  “He’s messy.”

Kelly had already noticed that everything in the house was very neat and orderly.  Aunt Jane’s comments further confirmed that she wasn’t used to having anything disrupt her lifestyle.  It must be quite a shock to suddenly have a fifteen-year-old thrust into your household.

“I don’t know what you like to eat, but I picked up some basics.  I usually grab a cup of coffee and a bagel on my way to the office.” Jane smiled, but it didn’t hide the concerned look on her face.  When Kelly’s parents that were killed in a head-on collision last week she had lost her mom and dad, but Jane had lost her older sister and brother-in-law.  Jane was a well-respected assistant district attorney, and she had to handle all sorts of people and problems.  But it was clear she had no idea how to deal with this awkward situation.

“I can fix something for myself.  Mom taught me a lot about cooking.”

Jane paused with the spatula in mid-air.  Her expression softened.  “Your mom was always a much better cook than I was.  She took after our mother.”

They were silent for a minute, each lost in her own memories.

The smell of burning eggs brought them both back to reality.  Jane hurried to stir the eggs, turning them from over-easy to crunchy scrambled.  Kelly watched, helplessly, wanting to take over, but hesitant to butt in.  Jane looked over her shoulder at Kelly and grimaced.  “I think these are ruined.”

Kelly nodded.  “I think you’re right.  Want some help?”

Jane dumped the overdone eggs into the garbage and handed Kelly the spatula.  Kelly noticed there were burned crispy lumps already in the bag.

“Waffles?”

“Sort of,” Jane admitted.  “They didn’t turn out right either.”

Kelly glanced around the room and noticed the box for a waffle iron on the counter. “Did you season the waffle iron first?”

“No.  Was I supposed to?”

“Actually, yes.  Then the waffles won’t stick.”

“Listen, I went straight from four years pre-law at the U to law school and then to twelve-hour days at the DA’s office, so I barely had time to eat, much less cook.”

“I’d be glad to help out.  It’ll give me something to do.”

“Until you make some friends.”  Jane washed her hands and watched as Kelly cleaned the waffle iron, then wiped oil all over the ridges and into the creases.  Kelly plugged it back in, waited until it heated up, then poured batter on the waffle plates and closed the lid.

“That might take awhile,” Kelly said as she wiped off the batter that oozed out.  “I don’t have a lot of experience with that, if you know what I mean.  My mom said I needed to work on my social skills.”

Jane studied her niece and noticed the flush of color on Kelly’s cheeks, showing she was a little embarrassed by the conversation.  Jane knew that Kelly’s life had been centered around her family and a few lifelong friends from surrounding farms.  Living in a city, even one as small as Fort Myers Beach would be a new experience for her.

“It’s too bad school doesn’t start for three months.  I’m sure you’d make a lot of friends there.”

Kelly had her doubts about that, but she didn’t voice them.

“I’m glad you’re able to take care of yourself,” Jane admitted.  “I wasn’t sure what to do if you needed daycare or something.”

“Daycare?” Kelly repeated incredulously.

Jane hurried to add.  “I didn’t mean daycare like a nursery school or a babysitter.  I just wasn’t sure if you would be comfortable if I left you alone.”

“I’ll be fine.  I’ve always spent a lot of time alone.  Well, sort of alone.  I had a horse and a dog, and I’d ride over to my friends’ houses sometimes.  I brought some books and I have my games.  Really, you don’t have to worry about me.”

Kelly finished the cooking as her aunt set their plates and silverware on the island.  The waffles turned out perfectly golden and fluffy, and even Jane’s mouth was watering at their delicious fragrance. They sat next to each other, facing the pool in the backyard.

“Sometimes on a weekend I like to sit here in the early morning and just stare out across the pool and waterfall and watch the morning sun reflect off the water.  It’s very calming.”

“Do you swim often?”

Jane shook her head.  “Almost never.  By the time I get home, it’s usually pretty late, and I almost always bring work home.  There’s a guy who comes on Wednesdays to clean the pool, and I have a cleaning service in on Fridays.  The last six months, I’ve been involved with remodeling this place, so I just don’t have the time for anything else.  But feel free to swim all you want.  It’ll be good for someone to use it.”

“I went out late last night and sat by the pool for a while.  It looks really pretty with all the lights around the backyard and shining on the waterfall.  If it wasn’t so humid and hot out, I’d leave my window open just to hear the sound.”

“I have the lights set on a timer, and there are nights they’ve already shut off by the time I get home.  Usually I’m so tired, I’d be afraid of sitting on the edge of the pool . . . I might fall in and drown.”  Her aunt smiled.

“Do you like working at the DA’s office?” Kelly asked, helping herself to a second waffle.

“I love it . . . just love it.  As long as the bad guys get put away for as long as the law allows, I feel like I’ve done my job.  What sucks is when the bad guys walk.”

“Do the bad guys walk often?”

“Some do.”  Jane shrugged.  “Not enough evidence or a lawyer that cares more about the money than the truth will occasionally allow someone to get away with a crime.  I guess you can’t win them all.  I used to worry about that, but then I watched some of my colleagues get burned out.  It took a couple of years until I learned that I have to do the best I can with what I have, then try to forget the ones that slip through.”

“Are you in court today?”

“Not today.  I have to drive to Tampa and take a couple of depositions for a trial next month.”

“How far is Tampa?”

“With traffic, which there always is, maybe two hours.  I’ll be home around 8 p.m., I hope.  I’ll call you and let . . . oh no.”

“What?”

“There’s no land line in the house.  You don’t have a cell phone, do you?”

Kelly shook her head.

“How’d you guys survive without cell phones on the farm?” Jane seemed unable to comprehend a world without cell phones.

“It would have been fun to have, but all my friends were a horseback ride away.  Besides I think the coverage was pretty spotty out where we lived.”

“Well, I can’t fix that today.  Maybe this weekend.  There are just so many things I’ve got to do to get you settled.”

“Aunt Jane, stop fussing over me.  I’ll be fine.  Actually, I don’t have anyone to call . . . anymore.”  Kelly’s face saddened as the reality sunk in.

Jane reached over and covered Kelly’s hand.  “I’ll never replace your parents, and I wish I could introduce you to some of the kids in the neighborhood.  But the truth is, I can’t even tell you which houses have kids in them.  When your grandma died five years ago and I moved in here, I did check for sexual predators in the neighborhood, and there weren’t any then.  I’ll run another check when I get to the office.”

“That’s good to know,” Kelly smiled at Aunt Jane’s comment but she wasn’t really worried.  It wasn’t likely she’d bump into anyone any time soon.

“You should be okay, but I wouldn’t go door to door.”  Jane pulled a twenty dollar bill out of her purse and laid it on the counter.  “Maybe you can use one of the neighbor’s phones and call out for pizza.  Feel free to use the computer in my office to Google it or to play games.”

“Sounds good.  I’m hoping to get my computer set up this morning.”

“Well, if you get done with your room I could use some help in the garage.  I never had time to go through your grandma’s things, and then I started this remodeling project so every room has gotten moved to the garage then moved back when the decorator was done.  I think there are even some boxes from your great-grandma.  Someone from our family has lived in this house since the early 1900s, so who knows what you’ll find.  I need to have a garage sale soon so I can park my car inside.”

“I really like what you’ve done so far.  This kitchen looks awesome.”  Kelly felt safe in extending that compliment as there were still some paint spots that hadn’t been cleaned off the floor and back splash, proving the job had recently been done.

“Thanks.  I haven’t gotten to your room yet, so you can pick out the colors and the flooring.  You can get new drapes and a nice comforter for your bed, too.”

“I’d like that.”  Kelly smiled.  “And I’d be glad to help with the garage sale.  I helped with a few at church, so I kind of know what sells and what doesn’t.”

“Great.  If you get to it, make three piles.  Throw away, sell and keep.  As far as I know, there’s nothing out there that I want to keep.  I’ll glance through them all this weekend.  And feel free to keep anything that catches your interest.  There might even be some stuff of your mother’s mixed in.”

“Got it.”  That thought caught Kelly’s attention.

“I better get going,” Jane said as she grabbed her dishes and silverware and dumped them all into the dishwasher.  She noticed Kelly’s surprised look. “What?”

“I’ll put them in right so they’ll all get clean.  It’ll save you water, too.”

“Well, okay.  Thanks.” Jane picked up the navy blazer that matched her navy pencil skirt.  She glanced at her Blackberry, then tucked it into her purse.  “I’m off,” Jane said as she headed toward the front door.  “Here’s my business card.  It has my cell phone number on it.  Don’t hesitate to call me.  Leave a message if I don’t answer, but I’ll get back to you as soon as possible.”

“I’ll be fine, Aunt Jane,” Kelly repeated for what seemed to be the hundredth time.  “Drive safe.” Kelly frowned at the reminder of the risk of being in a car.

“I will.”  Jane noticed, but felt completely at a loss on how to relieve Kelly’s worry.  It would just take time and patience.  Jane hoped she was up for the challenge.

“Bye.”  Kelly watched as Jane left through the front door.  Her aunt looked very professional in her trim suit, white blouse, high heels and briefcase.  She was about five years younger than Kelly’s mom and seemed to be the perfect weight for her height.  The one bright spot in all this was that maybe some of Aunt Jane’s good eating habits would wear off on Kelly.

Kelly cleaned up their breakfast mess and loaded the dishwasher neatly and correctly. She checked out the pantry and the refrigerator and jotted down a grocery list.  She filled out the waffle iron warranty card and left it on the counter where her aunt wouldn’t miss it so it could get mailed.  Then she headed to her bedroom to begin the task of unpacking her worldly possessions.

The first box she opened had a few t-shirts and shorts on top.  But it was the fluffy comforter on the bottom that she most excited about.  She lovingly took it out and after removing the blanket currently on the bed, she spread the comforter over the sheets.  Standing back, she felt a lump rise in her throat.  She remembered the day she had picked it out.  It had been her thirteenth birthday when her parents decided she needed to transition from her childish My Little Pony-themed room to one that was more mature.  Her dad had painted the pink walls a sunny lemon yellow.  She and her mom had gone to the mall to find a comforter and matching drapes.

Kelly had never been a “girly-girl”, but she didn’t want her room to look like the tack room in the barn either.  They had looked at dozens of designs, dismissing them because they were too feminine or too abstract.  When they saw the comforter set that had large, bright, primary-colored flowers on a snow-white background, they had both known they had found the perfect balance of attitude and color.

She had left the drapes behind, but having the comforter with its large red poppies, yellow daisies and blue hydrangeas made the room look more like home.  The comforter was almost three years old and a little worn, but it held too many memories to be discarded.  Hopefully, Aunt Jane wouldn’t insist on something newer and more chic.  It looked perfect to Kelly.

The two tall wardrobe boxes emptied quickly as she lifted out her clothes, still hanging on their hangers and placed them on the racks in her walk-in closet.  She had just a chest back home, so the added drawer space of both a dresser and a chest with six drawers each made putting things away pretty quick and easy.  It took a little longer to unload her computer and set it up on the desk and to arrange her books on the shelves in the bookcase next to the desk.  It was well after noon when all the boxes were empty.  Kelly cut the tape on the boxes and collapsed them, then carefully maneuvered them down the stairs and carried them into the garage through the kitchen door.

The garage was even worse than she expected.  She doubted that Aunt Jane’s car had ever been housed inside it.  Kelly stood in the middle, surrounded by boxes and furniture.  With a little organization and a lot of discretion, there was hope. The three car garage had one part consumed with an odd mixture of furniture probably from her grandma.  The other two-thirds were only about half-filled and not stacked very high.  Plenty of room to create the three piles Jane wanted.  Kelly’s stomach growled, the two waffles long ago forgotten.  She decided to take a lunch break before tackling the piles.

She knew from her earlier search that there wasn’t much to choose from.  No peanut butter.  No bread.  No jelly.  No ramen noodles.  No SpaghettiO’s. There was a head of lettuce and some oil and vinegar dressing in the refrigerator, but not much else.  She knew the lettuce would be the smart choice, but she opened a can of chicken noodle soup instead.  There was a box of Wheat Thins for crunchiness.  Within minutes, however, the meal was over.

Texas had been hot, but Florida was even hotter and much more humid.  Kelly delayed going back outside by taking a tour of the house.  She had been here several times in the past, visiting her grandmother when Kelly was much younger, and again when her grandmother died.  But she had never really explored the place.

The house was over a hundred years old.  It had survived hurricanes and greedy developers.  It was, in fact, the only original structure in the area.  Apparently, it had once stood on a large tract of land, but it was now surrounded by dozens of tract homes that had been built in the late 1980s and early 1990s.  The house was in the old Florida style with tall windows, a shiny metal roof and deep, covered porches on both levels.  The pool had been added when Kelly’s mom and Jane were kids.

Kelly started at the top where there were three more huge bedrooms other than her own, each with their own baths.  Apparently, her great-great grandfather had been quite successful, although Kelly had no idea what he had done to be able to afford such a mansion.  Clearly, it had been updated and remodeled extensively through the years.  The other bedrooms looked similar to her own, generic and totally lacking in personality.

Downstairs was Aunt Jane’s bedroom that opened out to the pool.  Kelly took a quick peek from the doorway, but didn’t go inside.  Next to that was a large office that was beautifully decorated in Laura Ashley prints and a whole wall of bookcases.  Two large windows let in lots of light, and glass French doors opened into the living room.  The large walnut desk was partially hidden by a stack of about a dozen brown file boxes.  Curiously, Kelly lifted the lid of one and pulled out a Fort Myers police file.  She opened it, but the pictures of the victim turned her stomach and she quickly put it back and hurried out of the office.  How could anyone do that to another human?

In the living room, there were large comfortable couches facing a flat-screen TV that had to be about 65 inches in size and was surrounded by speakers along the bottom, sides and ceiling.  Kelly could only assume that Aunt Jane must like to watch Judge Judy in life-size.

All of the downstairs area appeared to have already been remodeled.  Aunt Jane had chosen to replace the tile with oak flooring, accented by large rugs.  Her color scheme brought the outdoors inside with its shades ranging from aquamarine to a dark cobalt blue.  Although they were blocks from the Gulf of Mexico, Kelly felt like she was right on the beach.  It was a warm, friendly house . . . which seemed contradictory to Aunt Jane’s cool, collected attitude.  The tranquil blues carried over into the kitchen and breakfast area, but the formal dining room was all in whites with a few cobalt blue accent pieces.

Kelly knew she had delayed as long as she could.  She punched the button and the garage doors rolled up, allowing the sunlight and the oppressive humidity to come flooding in.  But it did make the garage appear a little less congested.  She looked around again and decided it would be easier if she dragged some of the stuff outside and cleared a wall so she could start the piles.  She carried eight dining room chairs outside, then pulled out the matching dining room table.  Sweat beaded up on her forehead, sticking her bangs to her skin.  Her shirt was saturated, and she could feel the sweat running down her arms and legs as she alternately pushed and pulled a large couch.

“Jeez, how do these people survive here?” she muttered as she stopped to catch her breath.

“We grow gills,” a masculine voice spoke behind her.
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Kelly whirled around, startled.  Her heart leaped into her throat as a tall young man was silhouetted against the bright sunshine.  The sexual predator discussion with her aunt flashed through her mind, and she mentally measured the distance between her and the kitchen door.

“Hey, need some help?”  The person stepped forward, and once inside the shadows of the garage, she could see he was just a teenage boy.  He was several inches taller than she was and had medium-length dark-blond hair.  Although he wore a tank top and baggy cargo shorts, his legs and arms were pretty white and boney, especially for someone who lived so close to the beach.  His shoes were untied, the style of today, and he had a nice smile.  Most importantly, he looked totally non-threatening.

She wiped her brow with the back of her hand, then regretted it because she knew she had probably left a dirty smear across her forehead.  “Hey,” she greeted him neutrally.

“I live next door, and I noticed you were working pretty hard,” the boy said as he pointed to his house.  “I’m Scott.”

Kelly’s lips relaxed into a smile.  She was thrilled for any excuse to take a break.  “Hey Scott, I’m Kelly...Kelly Welch.”

“Are you moving in or just visiting?”

“No, not visiting.  I’m moving in.  Actually I’ve already moved in.  Today.  It’s my aunt’s house.  I got all my stuff unpacked this morning.  I told her I would help straighten out her garage.  She wants to have a garage sale.”  Kelly felt self-conscious and knew she had a tendency to talk too much when she was nervous, so she forced her mouth shut and started pushing the big couch again.

Scott immediately grabbed an arm and pulled.  With his help, the couch moved easily, and they were able to position it against a bare wall.  “What’s her name again?” he asked.  “Your aunt?”

“Jane.”

“I’ve never met her.  I’ve seen her around, but she always seems to be in a big hurry.  She’s not home much anyway.”

“Good to know that she’s not just avoiding me.  I haven’t seen her much yet either.  In fact, I’ve met her maybe six times in my whole life . . . usually on holidays and at funerals.”

“What’s next?”

“I thought we’d stack all the furniture up against that wall.  I think it’ll all go in the sale pile.  Then we can stack boxes up against them.”  She pointed toward an empty corner.  “The maybe keep pile goes over there, and stuff that is obviously garbage goes up front by the doors.”

“Got it.  Let’s move the dining table back in against the couch.”

It was much easier with him lifting one end.  Scott spread a layer of flattened cardboard boxes on top of the table, and they stacked several end tables upside down on the cardboard.

“You’ve done this before?” Kelly asked.

“Nope . . . just naturally careful.”  He smiled.  “My mom calls it mild OCD.”

“My aunt will definitely approve.  I think she’s borderline OCD herself.”

They used more boxes to cushion the edge of the table, then stacked a bedframe and a mattress set vertically and shoved a dresser against them to keep them upright.  “There, now we’ve got some room.”

“Thanks. That went a lot quicker with help.”  They turned their attention to the boxes, opening them and sorting them into the appropriate area of the garage.

“Are your parents living here, too?”

Kelly hesitated.  She had just met this guy.  This was all still new to her.  How much or how little should she tell him?  She could feel the tears building, but she knew she would always have to deal with this question, so why not now?  “My parents died in a car accident and my aunt Jane is my guardian.”  She felt strangely relieved just blurting it out.

“Oh wow, I’m sorry,” Scott rushed to say.  “I didn’t mean to get into your business and all.”

“No . . . it’s okay.  You’re just curious.  I’d probably ask you the same thing if our situations were reversed.”

“I can’t even imagine what that would be like.  I’ve lived in the same house with the same parents and the same stupid little sister my whole life.”

“I always wanted a sister,” she said wistfully.

“You can have mine.”

“I doubt your mother would agree.”  Kelly’s smile didn’t really disguise the sadness she was feeling, but maybe under all the dirt, he wouldn’t notice.

Scott was obviously uncomfortable.  He shifted from foot to foot and looked away as he thought about what to say next.  Kelly hoped this conversation wasn’t going to be repeated with every person she met.

Kelly tried to shrug it off, both to make him feel better and to change the subject.  “Hey, we’re going to be neighbors, so of course you should know something about me.  But I should know stuff about you, too.”

“I’m really boring.  Ask anyone.”

“I doubt that.”  There was something in his tone that touched Kelly and instinctively made her rush to defend him.  “I’m not bored.”

“Yeah, but you’ve only known me about an hour.”

“Who’s to say that wasn’t the most exciting hour I’ve ever spent?” Kelly teased.

Scott looked at her and grinned.  “Wow, that’s really sad.”

“And you thought you were boring!”

Scott laughed out loud.  They turned back to the task at hand and continued to open boxes.  “This is all dishes, really old looking dishes . . . it says Mary on the side,” Scott said as he lifted out a fragile china plate.

“They were my grandmother’s.  I put a marker on the table by the door. Put that over there as the start of the keep pile for now,” Kelly ordered, pointing toward the front corner.

Scott complied and returned to open another box.  “More dishes, but these have Betty on them.”

“My great-grandma,” Kelly told him.  “Keep pile.”

Scott marked the box and placed it next to the first one.  Within a few minutes more of her grandmother and great-grandmother’s dishes were in the keep pile, and a couple boxes of kitchen utensils were in the sale pile.

“Okay, you’re right,” Scott said.

“About what?”

“Here’s something about me.  I’m kind of a geek which translates into not cool.  I don’t have many friends in the neighborhood or school, but I’m okay with that.  There are hundreds of things I’d rather do than just hang out with people who have nothing intelligent to say.”

“What are some of the hundreds of things?”

“I read a lot and research . . . mostly on-line.”

“Anything special?”

“Yeah . . . history and technical stuff.  I invent things . . . mostly cell phone apps and electronic stuff.  How about you”

“That’s a tough question.  I used to go to the beach a lot, and I had a horse.  That took up a lot of my time.”

“Horse wouldn’t work here, would it?”

“Nope.  I gave her to my best friend, Gina.  She and I used to ride together, so I know Scarlett will be well taken care of.”

“That must be hard on you.”

“Yeah, it sucks.  But I don’t have a lot of options, you know?”  She busied herself looking through a box of clothes, then marked Mary’s Clothes on them and pushed them to the sale pile.

“What grade are you going to be in?”

“My mom home schooled me, but I decided I wanted to go to public school in the fall.  Every year I had to take an achievement test, and I tested out to senior level.”

Scott frowned. “I’m going to be a junior.”

“That’s great.  I already told Aunt Jane I wanted to go in as a junior so I could have a couple of years to get ready for college.  I’m sure there will be a lot of adjustments going to a public high school.”

“High school can be brutal.  Not the classes, but the kids.”

Kelly had to admit she was a little intimidated by what sort of people she would be around every day.  She’d seen the movies and TV shows about mean girls.  That was something out of her range of experience.  But she knew that it was part of the socialization process she needed to prepare her for college.  Now, hopefully, she would be starting with a friend.  The fact that Scott was a little geeky and not part of the popular crowd didn’t bother her at all.  He was funny and sweet and cute in a taller Josh Hutcherson sort of way.  And she felt comfortable around him.

“Let’s look inside these big boxes next,” Kelly suggested.

Scott opened the top of the biggest one.  “Looks like blankets, pillows and towels . . . all flowered.”

“Label it old linens, and I’ll help you slide it over to the sale pile.  I doubt if anyone will buy them.  If not, they can go to the Salvation Army.”

Together they started another row and within twenty minutes they had stacked up six boxes neatly along the wall.

Finally, Kelly and Scott stood, surveying the now orderly area with a real sense of accomplishment.  “We made a lot of progress, thanks to you,” Kelly smiled and stood with her hands on her hips.

“Yeah, all we’ve got left is all the stuff on that old workbench and the boxes underneath it.”

Kelly hesitated, not sure if she wanted to attack that project.  There were lots of tools, most really old and probably valuable to someone who knew something about tools.  Kelly didn’t.  Scott was poking around, looking at a few items with interest, but Kelly was too tired to dig into the mess.  There were dozens of little jars filled with screws and nails.  Nothing on top of the workbench was boxed which meant a lot of item-by-item sorting.  But underneath were two rows of boxes that they could probably easily be allocated to the appropriate pile.

“Why don’t we just do the boxes today?” Kelly suggested.  “The stuff on top will take longer.  That is, if you’re up for it.”

Scott shrugged.  “I’ve got nothing better to do.  Besides some of those boxes look really old.  I’m curious what’s inside.”

The first row of boxes was just more really old household goods, some probably collectible, that were quickly moved to the sale pile.  Kelly pulled out a small cardboard box labeled Mary’s Records.

“Hey, look at this.”  She opened the box and took out a handful of small vinyl records with large holes in the centers.  They were still lovingly stored in their original colorful paper sleeves.  She flipped through them one-by-one and read the labels aloud.  “I Saw Her Standing There by The Beatles, And I Love Her and We Can Work it Out, also by The Beatles, California Dreaming by the Mamas and the Papas, Sounds of Silence by Simon and Garfunkel, Last Train to Clarksville by The Monkees, Good Vibrations and Barbara Ann by The Beach Boys and Daydream by the Lovin’ Spoonful.  Wow, these are so cool.”

“Save ‘em.  My parents have an old record player.  They keep saying there’s no sound like old vinyl, so we can check it out and see if they’re right.”

“I’ll take these to my room later.  Aunt Jane might want them, but if not, I’ll keep them.  They look like they were played a lot; some of the grooves are pretty worn.  My grandma Mary must have really loved these for her to have kept them from when she was a teenager.”

“My parents listen to music from the Sixties, Seventies and Eighties,” Scott agreed.  “I like some of it a lot.”

Kelly closed the box and placed it on the floor by the kitchen door.  It would be fun to listen to the old songs and try to imagine how Grandma Mary had felt when she was Kelly’s age, hanging out in her room, playing her stereo.  She returned to the workbench just as Scott was dragging out an old wooden crate that had been tucked in the far corner in the back.  It wasn’t big, but it was pretty heavy, and it took both of them to pull it to the middle of the floor where they could open it.  On the side in neatly printed but badly faded letters was the word “Darby”.

“Darby!  My great-great-grandfather’s last name was Darby.  Do you see a claw hammer?”

They rummaged through the pile of tools and Scott held one up.  “Got it.”  He held it out to her.

“Go ahead . . . you can have the honor.”

Scott smiled, “Thanks.”  He kneeled down and worked the lid off the box, being careful not to damage the wood and then set it to the side, nails pointing down.  “Safety first.”

He removed a layer of dried straw from the top, revealing a large yellowed envelope.  He opened it and slid the paper out.  “Holy crap!” he exclaimed as he quickly scanned it.

“What is it?”

“A letter from Thomas Edison.”  Scott stood, barely able to contain his excitement as he walked toward the front of the garage where the light was better.  The ink had faded and was almost impossible to read in spots.

“Really?”  Kelly followed and peered down at the letter in amazement.

“I wrote three different term papers on Edison.  I love this guy.  He was America’s greatest inventor.  His house and museum aren’t very far from here.  I’ll take you there when you’re settled.  We can spend an entire day there easy.”

“Jeez, Scott . . . what does the letter say, anyway?”

Scott began to read the letter out loud.  “From the Laboratory of Thomas A. Edison, Fort Myers, Florida.  April 14th, 1929.”  He held the letter out for Kelly to see. “I love how they used to write letters back in the day.”

“Really, that’s what it says?”

“No . . . no . . . that was me. Okay, it says, 

”Mr. R. J. Darby, As you and many of my people already know, I am reducing my workload on several of my inventions.  This decision has been a long time coming.  Deciding what to work on and what to not work on has been very difficult. One of the items I have decided to stop development on is the Telephone to the Dead as you and I have called it.  It has been two years of collaboration which I have greatly valued, but I fear it will not be widely accepted.  In appreciation for your many years of dedicated work for me, I am officially giving to you this device and all rights forever.  You are free to continue its development on your own time and with your own resources as you see fit.  I wish you the best of success as you fine-tune it for commercial or personal use.  Signed, Thomas A. Edison.”

Scott sat in silence staring at the letter almost in disbelief.

“My great-great-grandfather worked for Edison?”  Kelly was equally shocked and impressed.  She had no idea that someone in her family had had such a close brush with greatness.

“He was a mucker,” Scott said with authority.

“A what?”

“A mucker.”

“Did you make that up?” she asked skeptically, not really knowing if he was insulting or complimenting her distance relative.

“Nope.  That’s the name that Edison gave to his helpers who actually did the metal work, carpentry, you know, the manual labor on his inventions.  He had so many inventions going at the same time, he couldn’t do all the work on them, so he hired young men right out of college or technical school to help out.  I’ve talked with a lot of people around here and no one knows where that name came from, but it’s real.”

“Go on.”

“This means that in that box is something Thomas Edison, himself, invented.  He actually worked on it.  He touched it.”  Scott was clearly overwhelmed.

“What did he mean by a Telephone to the Dead?  That sounds pretty wild.”

“I don’t know much about it.  There were always rumors that Edison
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