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Chapter One

“G oodbye everyone,” Traci said answered by un-
harmonious keyboards clacking from the maze

of ice blue office cubicles.
Traci was having a great day at NeverMore, Inc. until

she found out it was her last. After working there for one
year, four months, seventeen days, and two and a half
hours, she was being pushed out of her best job ever.

She filled her backpack with the items from her
desk; a Fulani Diva jumbo paperclip, a desk-sized poster
of a praying mantis eating a butterfly, a chipped and tea-
stained Employee of the Month mug that she had found
in the breakroom, and a personal journal. She looked
over everything else and swept it all into the wire trash
bin next to her desk.
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Traci took the elevator to the C-Suite level and
tossed her employee badge on the desk of Sheila
Townsend’s secretary. The VIP offices were lavish with
views overlooking City Centre and new Renaissance Re-
tail Plaza.

“Ms. Townsend is on an important call at the mo-
ment. Please have a seat.”

She couldn’t decide whether to wait or just walk out
and avoid another confrontation. It was a temp-to-perm
position. The longer you stayed on as a temporary em-
ployee, the better your chances of being hired as a ful-
ly vetted employee. That was the golden ticket Traci was
searching for; a permanent job. She decided to wait.

She placed her hand on her stomach and took
a long deep breath,
Four things you can see. Door. Window. Lamp.
Candy dish.
Three things you can feel. Pants. Chair. Floor.
Two things you can smell. Stargazer lilies on the
desk. Armpits.
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One thing you can taste. Wintergreen Tic Tac.
Relax, breathe, refocus.

The secretary waved her inside the large sunlit office
with pearl white dentil molding and magenta walls. Or
was that lavender? She dropped her backpack on the
floor in front of Ms. Townsend’s desk, and sat on the ze-
bra printed horse-hair and chrome chair and stared at
the senior executive.

“Do you want to search it before I go?”
“Ms. Simmons, I’m sorry we have to let you go. We

gave you plenty of warnings, but we didn’t see the nec-
essary changes in your interpersonal skills to continue
keeping you on the team,” Ms. Townsend said, sliding a
small stack of papers in front of her.

“The team,” Traci muttered. The way she said “inter-
per-son-al” made Traci grind her teeth.

“Yes, your current benefit package will remain in
place for 90 days. After that point, we believe Ms. Rios
will secure other employment for you.”
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Traci followed the expertly lacquered fingernail
from page to page, signing on the blank lines next to her
name, like an obedient child. When they reached the last
page, Ms. Townsend took back her pen and shuffled the
papers into a monogrammed walnut tray.

“Good luck to you,” she said while tidying her desk,
“Is there anything you would like to ask at this time?”

“No,” Traci said and took in a deep breath. “Yes.”
Ms. Townsend tilted her head to one side and stared

while Traci rubbed her hands together.
“I thought my work was ... acceptable.”
“Ms. Simmons, you have strong research skills and

you can put them to good use,” Ms. Townsend said tap-
ping her pen on her desk. “with another firm. I’m sure.”

Traci shrugged, picked up her backpack, walked to
the door and stopped.

“What color is this?” she said touching the wallpa-
per.

“What?”
“This stripe right here,” she looked closer at the small

details, “What color is it?”
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“I have no idea.” Ms. Townsend said with a hint of
disdain.

“Of course, you wouldn’t know,” she said with a side-
eye glance over her shoulder.

Ms. Townsend nodded to her secretary, who swiftly
ushered Traci out of the office.

On the bright side, leaving the office early meant less
traffic and no crowds at the bus stop. She purchased a
ticket at the electronic kiosk and took a seat in the small
alcove. There was a sudden flash in the sky. She squinted
and watched a large window dangling from the line of an
industrial crane. Construction workers balanced on the
massive geometric scaffolding lured it into place on the
new Proctor Place Residential Towers. “More luxury con-
dos, just what we need,” she thought.

A gray-haired woman sat down next to her frantical-
ly wiping away the melted ice cream dripping down a lit-
tle girl’s elbow. The wearied woman looked back at her,
shrugged and sighed. Traci returned a sympathetic smile
and distanced herself from them, taking a position to be
first to board the RA-12 coach to Magnolia Grove. At

8 BARBARA HOWARD



least she would not have to squeeze between the reusable
totes and luggage people carried onboard from the ter-
minal that connected City Centre with the regional air-
port.

She garnered an empty window bench and used her
backpack to block another passenger from sitting next
to her. The loud exhaust fan circulated the muggy air
overhead but gave no reprieve from the sweltering heat.
She pushed the window open behind her and closed her
eyes until the driver announced her stop. It was a ten
minute walk to her house from where the bus dropped
her off, fifteen if she detoured around the block to the
mini-mart, which she would do today. They sold the ba-
sics, which is all she ever needed, and liquor. Definitely
needed that today.
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Chapter Two

The cashier handed her a black plastic bag, weighed
down with the items until it almost cut through

her fingers, leaving black stains mixed with sweat on her
palms. Canned olives, a small jar of mayo, a box of break-
fast pastries, frozen pizza nuggets and a bottle of Pelon
Trust Fine Bourbon since 1984. Traci shoved her way
through the line of old men buying lottery tickets and
cigarettes and exited the store. She ignored the catcalls
from the juveniles standing along the store wall and
crossed the parking lot. The sun glare bounced off the
screen as she juggled her phone to answer the call from
Ms. Rios.

“Tracinda?” Ms. Rios said.
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“Yes,” Traci said, “hello, Ms. Rios. You got the news,
right?”

“Yes, I received a call from Sheila Townsend this
morning.”

“I think it’s a mistake. I did everything they asked,
on time and ...”

“Don’t worry. Sometimes things don’t work out the
way we would like.”

“Seems that happens all the time for me, though,”
she said and took a deep breath.

“Don’t get discouraged. We’ll learn what we can
from this situation and move ahead with the next oppor-
tunity,” Ms. Rios said. “A negative mind will not serve
you well. Remember?”

Traci followed a beaten down path to cut across a
vacant lot and reach Spring Street where she lived. She
had never been this way before, but the sun was so hot
against her forehead she thought she would pass out if
she didn’t get inside soon. She almost missed those bliz-
zard-force winds that blew across the Great Lakes from
Canada and sealed everyone inside their homes until
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April. Summer was short and unbearably hot in recent
years, everyone said so.

“Hello, are you there?” Ms. Rios said.
“Yes,” she said and sat down on a short wall of bricks,

the remnants of a house foundation. Pieces of wooden
window frames and glass shards around her feet. Cans
and beer bottles and other deposits of human neglect
painted a snapshot of the dire economic condition of
the neighborhood. The New Century Renaissance Pro-
ject had begun for other cities in Faucier County but
had only reached downtown Keeferton. The Office of
Land Management was begging people to acquire res-
idential lots from the Land Bank. The staff was over-
whelmed with vacant and abandoned buildings whose
owners lived out of state and withdrew any semblance of
property management.

“I think what’s best ...” Ms. Rio continued, “where I
think we’re missing it ... what I mean to say is ...”

“Yes?” Traci said, squinting at the contact photo try-
ing not to sound annoyed.
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She put down the bag and wiggled her backpack off
her shoulders. She wiped the sweat from her face, looked
across the field to the City Centre skyline and put the
phone on speaker.

“I have an unconventional kind of job for you. I rec-
ommend that you give it a shot. I think it will work
out better for you than the others have so far.” Ms. Rios
said, “Again, based on the feedback that we have received
from your previous assignments, and it is also temp-to-
perm, and they are eager to fill this position.”

“What is it?” Traci said, knowing that it didn’t mat-
ter what type of job it was because she needed the mon-
ey. Except janitorial, she really didn’t want that. But any-
thing else. And, except working with kids, definitely not
that. No way.

“It’s with Dependable Flyers,” Ms. Rios said, “Have
you heard of them?”

“No,” Traci said eying the bottle of Pelon in her bag.
She stretched her neck to look beyond the overgrown
weeds and broken tree limbs for the shortest path to her
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street. Maybe a two to three minute walk, she calculated
from her spot on the broken wall.

“Surely you’ve seen their signs around town.”
Traci wanted to tell her she didn’t go “around town”

at all. She barely made enough money to get to work and
back home, keep food in her stomach and the lights on.
She had watched people hanging out in the City Centre
with catered brown box lunches and afternoon jazz con-
certs on the lawn of the Adega Auditorium. Or meet and
network and sunbathe and walk dogs and find poten-
tial romantic partners. She was not one of those people.
How could she be? All she wanted to know was where to
report for her next assignment, right now.

“Sure, sounds familiar,” Traci said, forcing a smile
to change her tone, remembering that “people can hear
a frown”. She learned that during her first telesales job.
Or was it the fourth? “But, fill me in on what they do,
please.” Ms. Rios was taking a long time to get to the
point. This was a bad sign.

“Dependable Flyers is a business-to-business corpo-
ration with approximately 145 employees. They have
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been in operation in Faucier County for fifteen years
with an excellent reputation for customer satisfaction
and efficient expedited service.”

Traci picked up the bottle of Pelon in her bag while
listening to Thomasina Rios read the company profile
from the Dependable Flyers brochure. She imagined her
perfect posture at her uncluttered desk in her minimalist
and Feng Shui-ed middle management office. She want-
ed to reach through the phone and flip over a few book-
shelves. She opened the Pelon.

“In your new position with Dependable Flyers you
will serve as a ‘Flyer’ in their fleet of document and pack-
age couriers.”

“Wait,” Traci said re-capping the Pelon, “A what?
Courier?”

“Yes, a bicycle courier. It’s an extremely important
job. The Flyers, or couriers, are the backbone of the com-
pany, actually. Everything depends on them. Ha, well
there you have it. Dependable.”

“A bike messenger? What if I don’t have a bicycle?”
Traci said as if that was the only thing that she found
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troubling. She put the bottle back in her bag and took
a deep breath. She had a foggy picture in her mind now
of all the red and neon green electric bikes and scooters
streaking through intersections while she rode the
RA-12.

“The company provides the bicycle and deducts a
small fee from your paycheck for maintenance. Some of
them are electric, no pedaling!” Ms. Rios said with an ex-
tra perky tone at the end of her sentence.

“Great,” Traci said. No, it was not great. It belonged
on her “never” list of job options. Was this even a real
job?

“Why did you pick this job for me?” she asked, im-
mediately regretting it. “If I may ask,” she added to soften
the query.

“I think it’s time we started looking for something
not office related for you. Thinking outside the box, so
to speak,” Ms. Rios said, not so perky this time.

Traci stuffed her bag inside her backpack and slung
it over her shoulder. She brushed the brick dust off her
pants and stretched.
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“It would be a nice change, I think. You’ll get more
fresh air and exercise. Meet some new people,” Ms. Rios
said.

“Great,” Traci said, not smiling, not pretending. This
sounded like a nightmare designed just for her. She was
young, about to turn twenty five years old in September,
but not in the best shape. And not interested in meeting
new people or exercise.

“Great! I’ll text you the deets for the job. You’re
scheduled to report first thing tomorrow.” The perky
tone was back.

“Thank you,” she tried to match the perkiness and
failed miserably, of course. She hung up and immediately
heard her message app chime.

“The deets,” she said with a smirk as she turned up
the narrow chalk dry trail through the vacant lot watch-
ing for copperheads on each side.

Traci noticed some colorful objects bobbing up and
down in the distance just beyond an old wire and plank
fence. The wood had rotted so badly in most places that
the wire draped the ground in a spiral and provided no
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barrier against intrusion at all. Curious, Traci stepped
over the piece of fencing and rounded a brilliant, over-
flowing forsythia bush. She cupped her palm over her
eyes to get a better look and walked closer. The bobbing
objects were the caps and headwraps of people digging
and dragging heavy burlap bags and blue nylon tarps
across a clearing in the field. There seemed to be about
seven people of varying ages, mostly women and a young
boy.

Traci stepped back behind the yellow cascade of
blooms and watched them bickering and joking, while
they shoveled almost pitch-black soil from a pile onto
the blue tarp. They all grabbed the edge of the tarp and
dragged it to a large framed box. And, with a giant
“heave-ho” they lifted the tarp over and dumped the soil
into it. Traci watched them struggle through this process
twice before someone needed to take a break and passed
out bottles of water from a galvanized tub full of ice.

“Who are these people?” Traci wondered aloud. She
peered through the branches and surveyed the area
where they worked. There were white strings tied on

18 BARBARA HOWARD



long thin rods in twenty neat rows. Strips of red rags
were attached to each string. Around the perimeter were
a dozen boxes full of plants bulging out of the soil. There
was a plastic-covered hoop structure and a collection of
long-handled tools leaning against a pickup truck.

“It’s a farm in the middle of nowhere,” Traci whis-
pered. She had lived in this neighborhood for two years.
How did she not know about this? She decided to avoid
involving herself in whatever was going on and go back
the way she came. It would take her longer to get home,
but that would be better than to butt in on something
that was not her business.

As she turned to leave, her backpack caught the edge
of the bush. She tugged on it, ducked under a branch,
lost her footing on an exposed tree root and fell flat. By
the time she gathered her wits and started to get back up,
she was surrounded.

“You okay?” someone asked.
Traci couldn’t see who was speaking. The sun beam-

ing down from behind their backs shaded their faces.
They looked like cartoon silhouettes, not real people.
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“Fine,” Traci said, blinking and squinting in their di-
rection. “I’m just fine. Thanks.”

She looked around for her backpack and tried in
vain to brush dirt from the waves of her thick black hair.

“Did you hit your head?” said another voice, “Did
she hit her head?”

Traci felt a hand touch her shoulder so gently it was
unnerving.

“What’s your name, honey?” someone said.
“Do you know where you are?” another voice con-

tinued.
“No,” Traci said, “I mean, yes. I know where I am.

I am somewhere near my house in Magnolia Grove,
Keeferton.” Their faces were coming into focus. “I mean,
I don’t know what this is,” she said. She could see them
now.

An older woman with short pale-yellow hair that
stuck out in jagged points on the side of her head like
straw was standing closest to her. She was looking Traci
over as if she were the admitting physician in an ER.
Two more women, younger and thinner, wearing t-shirts
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soaked through with sweat, were standing further off
whispering to each other. A man, about the same age as
the women stood next to the straw-haired woman. He
wore a navy jersey from the Keeferton Tornadoes, a mi-
nor league baseball team that had been sold and moved
on to another county with the pockets to build them a
new stadium and cable TV rights. The arms of the jersey
were frayed where they were cut off. That seemed appro-
priate, Traci thought, fixated on this man and his shirt.
A young boy stood just behind him. The more Traci
looked at the boy, the more apparent it was that he want-
ed nothing to do with her. And that was also “just fine”
with her.

“Who are you?” Traci asked.
“Yeah, she’s okay,” the woman said, turning toward

the others. “They tell you to ask simple questions to see if
their mind is alright, y’know?” She turned back to Traci,
“My name is Rowena, by the way. Rowena Garrett. This
is my farm.”

Traci spotted her backpack on the ground near the
boy. She reached for it and startled him. He stepped
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back on his heels. Then rebounded and tried to help her
pick it up. But froze again when he noticed the scar on
the inside of her left forearm. Traci pulled down her lace
sleeve to cover it and snatched up her backpack.

“I’ve gotta go,” she said without looking up.
“You live around here?” said the would-be ball play-

er.
“Yeah, in the green and brown house over there,” she

said pointing in the general direction of Spring Street.
“Oh, yeah, that house was vacant for a long time,”

the man said.
“I thought it still was,” said one of the whispering

women with a giggle.
“No, it’s mine,” Traci said brushing dirt from her

blouse. “I own it, actually.”
“How come I don’t remember seeing you?” the same

woman said, “Seems I would recognize you from hang-
ing around Keeferton somewhere. I got a real good
memory for faces. Ain’t that right, Miss Rowena? You go
to Reverend McMoultry’s church? They got some new
people that joined last Sunday. They from Pekote Coun-
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ty, I think. Wasn’t that it?” She nudged the other woman
next to her in the sun hat, who shrugged and looked
away.

“I don’t really hangout much,” Traci said. “Haven’t
had time to make any friends around here.”

“How long you been living in that old house?” she
asked with a smirk.

“Two years.”
“Yeah, I guess you pretty busy alright,” the woman

said rolling her eyes.
“Sarah, I think I’ve seen her catching the bus from

time to time,” said Rowena and looked out the corner
of her eye toward the woman. “Just never met. What is
your name, honey?”

“Tracin ... Traci.”
“Well, nice to meet you, Traci,” Rowena said, smil-

ing. “You best be getting home now and tend to that.”
Traci looked down with dread at her leaking back-

pack. She turned and walked toward the green and
brown house, not sure that anything she was seeing was
legal. And hoped she would never see these people again.
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Chapter Three

T raci tossed her mail on the coffee table next to the
collection of sample paint strips and stared at the

letter on the top of the stack. It was from County Com-
missioner Polk’s Land Management office.

“Now what?” she sighed, pushed a chair against the
front door and wedged it under the knob. She carried
the letter with her to the kitchen and placed her back-
pack on the counter. She unzipped it and examined the
contents. The leaking bottle was still half full, and for
that she was thankful. She took out her NeverMore sou-
venir mug and filled it halfway with the morning’s left-
over coffee. Then, she added some whiskey for good
measure, took a sip and picked up the letter again. She
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walked out to her back porch, flipped through her
phone messages and found the one from Ms. Rios.

The Dependable Flyers job requirements sounded
simple enough. She checked the bus schedule app, then
set the alarm for 6:15 a.m. That would give her enough
time to swallow some breakfast, pack a lunch and catch
the 8:20 bus for Bridgewell Circle. She opened the letter
and read it through twice, searching for good news.
There was none.

She sat on the cool stone steps on her back porch un-
der the trees and inhaled the faint scent of the honey-
suckle from across the alley.

Deep belly breaths.
Two more.
It wasn’t working. That familiar sensation was rolling

up her arms and legs like a million centipedes.
“I need to talk to Myra.” She pressed three on her

speed dial and waited through the voicemail greeting on
Myra Rogers’ personal cellphone, hoping she would pick
up and answer. She hung up and dialed again. She took
another deep breath and tried again. Voicemail.
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“Myra, this is Traci. Please call me. I lost my job to-
day. Another one and I’m a little scared that . . .” She
took a sip from her cup, “I’m thinking maybe I’m run-
ning out of options here.”

She waited for the beep, hoping Myra would pick
up. The call disconnected. She wrapped her fingers tight-
ly around the phone and waited for the trembling to
cease before she put it away.

Myra Rogers had been Traci’s case worker from the
first day she entered the foster care system in Faucier
County until she aged out as a teenager. Myra kept in
touch every week and even helped Traci get accepted
into the First Time Home Buyers Program. The rehab
property only cost her one hundred dollars plus process-
ing fees. They required her to keep up the tax payments
and repairs. And maintain a full-time job. Myra was in-
strumental in the latter. When Traci’s therapist stopped
accepting slow-paying uninsured clients, Myra stepped
in. Traci lost count of how many late night calls, texts
and video chats they shared. If there was such a thing
as a guardian angel, Myra Rogers was the perfect exam-
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ple. Myra would tell her what to do. She’ll know how
to handle this, Traci thought as she drifted to sleep, the
cool porch floor against her back, pulling all her muscles
down to rest.

Traci woke up to the sound of wild birds squawking
and beating their wings in the trees overhead. She looked
around and noticed the sun was setting through the old
oaks and magnolias that shielded her property line from
the busy street and adjacent abandoned properties. She
caught a glimpse of something orange or red moving
through the trees and then drop to the ground. It was a
cat carrying a small bird. Traci, fuzzy headed, moved to-
ward the commotion. The cat darted through the shrubs
and down the alley. She had never seen this cat before
and knew the bird was a goner by now. But she followed
it anyway. She wanted to give the owner a piece of her
mind. Maybe it’s a stray.

“Then I’ll set a trap and call the animal warden,” she
said to herself. She ducked under the trees, stumbled
across the gravel-filled alley and through the backyards
of several abandoned houses. She was tired and realized

FINAL HARVEST FIRST CHAPTERS SAMPLE 27



she was probably overreacting as she reached a small
clearing. A red and white house with a grand wrap-
around porch stood in the middle of a freshly cut lawn.
At the entrance of the lane there was a lamppost with
a sign swinging gently in the breeze, Hazelton House.
Traci followed the orange tabby up to the house. It
slipped through the lattice under the porch full of young
children, teenagers and one adult. Rowena Garrett.

Traci walked up the path and approached her.
“Hello again,” said Rowena with a welcoming smile.
“Hello,” Traci said, “is that your cat?” She pointed at

the pair of bright green eyes peering through the lattice.
“Yes,” Rowena said. “One of them.”
“It was in my yard,” Traci said trying to moisten her

dry lips, “Took a bird. It took a bird from my backyard.”
She shook her head to clear her thoughts. “You shouldn’t
let your cat kill birds like that.”

“Why not?” Rowena said, “Everybody’s gotta eat.”
Traci looked at the small crowd milling around the

porch. One girl was stretched out on her stomach writ-
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ing in a school workbook, another wearing earbuds
watching videos on a tablet.

“You hungry?” Rowena said.
A young girl came and sat between her legs on the

steps. Rowena took the elastic tie from around the thick
ball of hair and parted it down the center.

“I’ve got food at my house,” Traci said.
Rowena’s nimble fingers braided down one side of

hair as the girl read from a thin dog-eared chapter book,
whispering as her finger slowly moved over each word.
She looked down and squinted at the page and said,
“Dazzle. That word is pronounced ‘dahzz-uhl’, honey.”

“I didn’t ask if you got food. I asked if you was hun-
gry,” Rowena said, turning back to Traci.

“Yes, actually I haven’t eaten dinner today.” Traci
mumbled.

“Then go on in there and fix you a plate,” Rowena
said, “Don’t stand there like you expect me to wait on
you or something. I’m plenty of things but I ain’t no-
body’s maid, y’know.”
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Traci stepped past Rowena and the freshly coiffed
little girl and entered the back door into the spacious
kitchen. She had never seen a kitchen this large. Two
box fans were poised in the tall windows that forced
the evening air through the house. It had the black and
white checkerboard tile floor that she had seen in Faucier
Home magazine, and ceiling high built-in cabinets in an-
tique sage with polished mahogany door pulls. The wall-
paper was off-white with a classic fern and berries pat-
tern. Two refrigerators and a chest freezer hummed and
filled one side of the room near the pantry door. A large
six burner stove with a huge exhaust towering over it
stood as the focal point. The aroma of fried chicken waft-
ed through the steamy room. A pot of mixed greens and
ham simmered on the stovetop.

Two people that Traci recognized from that after-
noon entered from the front room carrying paper plates
covered in aluminum foil and bottles of fruit juice. Oth-
ers were congregating around the tables with makeshift
hostess-ware of mismatched plastic containers and re-
purposed glass jars. Everyone was chatting and laughing.
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Over the remarks about the food and the weather, she
could hear a jazz saxophone solo and a full band joining
in flowing from a small speaker on top of the fridge. She
walked toward the sound and bumped into someone. It
was the boy from the field.

“Sorry,” Traci said.
“It’s okay,” he said and turned away.
“I saw you earlier today,” Traci blurted, “right?”
He was wearing the same clothing from the after-

noon and was focused on balancing a plate full of food
and devouring every bit of it.

“Yeah,” he said quickly and continued chewing.
“My name is Traci,” she said not sure why she picked

this boy to start a conversation. Perhaps it was because
he looked just as uncomfortable as she felt in the room
full of strangers.

“I know,” he said while biting into a drumstick.
Traci watched him peel off the skin, bite and swal-

low the rest, then toss the clean bone in the trash in
twenty seconds. His hands were scarred but clean, his
eyes ringed with dark circles, his skin deep mahogany
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where the sun had traced the brim of his hat. He looked
up and locked eyes with her.

“I’m Milo,” he said and continued staring at her as if
daring her to look away.

“Hi Milo,” Traci said and was immediately at a loss
for words. She looked around and decided on, “Do you
work for Miss Rowena?”

“Sorta,” he said, “I guess you can call it that. We all
do, but we don’t get paid money or anything like that.”

Curious to know more about what she saw in the
field, she decided to stay awhile. She went to the table
and filled a plate with a chicken breast, cole slaw and
bean salad. She couldn’t decide on whether to add a
piece of strawberry rhubarb cobbler or wait until later.
It all looked delicious and there was plenty, more than
enough for everyone.

She turned around to rejoin Milo and finish their
conversation, but he was gone. And, just like that, she
was the only one left in the room. Feeling self-conscious
and embarrassed for accepting the invitation to make
herself at home in this total stranger’s house, she re-
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placed the food, tossed the plate aside and walked back
outside.

The sun had all but vanished behind Mount Pier-
Point, leaving only shadows of people returning to the
field. She could see Miss Rowena’s long faded denim
skirt swaying from side to side as she moved through the
rows between mounds of soil and vegetation. Someone
lit a lantern and hung it from a wire strung between two
of the magnolias. The day was not done for these peo-
ple, but it was for Traci. She remembered her first day
with Dependable Flyers and headed back toward the al-
ley. This day had taken a lot out of her. She checked her
phone. Nine-thirty and no word from Myra. She made
it home just before the darkness completely overtook
her backyard. Time for bed and thoughts of young Milo
working in the fields.
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Chapter Four

T raci wiped down the fogged bathroom mirror and
frowned. She smoothed on a thick coating of sun-

screen over her face and arms, rubbed some Kurly Locs
oil in her palms and spread it through her hair. No point
in making a fuss about hair and makeup. She’d probably
be outside all day in a cap and shades. She pulled her
shiny curls into a floppy bun on top of her head and
added a swipe of lip gloss. She checked her phone again,
nothing from Myra. That was strange.

She decided to make an appearance at Dependable
Flyers as scheduled. According to the information Ms.
Rios gave her, she would complete the on-boarding pa-
perwork and orientation during the morning. Then,
they would assign a company bicycle and she would
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shadow another Flyer for the rest of the day. She would
try calling Myra during her lunch break. They could sort
out her next move and figure things out together. She
stared into the almost empty fridge and realized that she
had nothing prepared for her lunch bag. Her stomach
churned as she regretted not eating any of the food she
saw last night. Or, at least, she should have taken some
home for later.

She shoved her hand into a cereal box, grabbing a
couple handfuls to munch on while checking her mes-
sages, again. Nothing. She double-checked to make sure
her alert notifications were set for Myra’s number. She
drank the last three gulps of orange juice and headed out
the back door. She had plenty of time to catch the R-3
thanks to very little sleep last night. First day on a new
job always made her antsy. And this one was more unset-
tling than usual without being able to check in with her
former case worker for a pep talk.

Myra’s calming voice had followed her through
tough situations and kept her from unraveling. She start-
ed down the back steps and out into the yard while the
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crickets were still singing in the grass. Her mind kept go-
ing back to Milo. There was something in his eyes and
the way he answered her. What was it? Fear. No, some-
thing else that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. She
shook her head. There were more important things to
think about than some kid and a bunch of strangers.

She would have to respond to the letter from Com-
missioner Polk’s office. And there was Mayor Gundry’s
report on how she planned to complete the repairs on
her house. The officials had been patient and very lenient
with the rehab timeline, thanks to Myra’s influence, but
Traci knew her time and luck were running out. She was
doing all the work by herself and her skills were not up
to every task in front of her. She tried to work on the
most noticeable violations first. She managed to improve
the curb appeal, which won them over big time during
the first inspection. But there was plumbing, and dry-
wall still left to do. No major electrical, thankfully. And
the roof needed patched. She had meditated on all pos-
sible scenarios. She had to stay on this job at least six
months to get full benefits and maybe it wasn’t worth it.

36 BARBARA HOWARD



If she gave up, sold off and moved, where would she go?
She tried calling Myra again. It was early, but whatever.
Voicemail, again.

“Hi Myra. This is Traci again. Please call me when
you get this message. I’m on my way to this job. The
courier one. Anyway, call me.”

She shoved her phone in her pocket, and instead of
walking down Spring Street to the bus stop, she turned
down the back alley and wandered past the side yard of
the magnificent Hazelton House.

There were already people bustling around the
greenhouse and sheds, pushing wheel barrels and arrang-
ing an assortment of tools in stacks. There was a cluster
of folks gathered around looking at a piece of paper
tacked on a tall wooden post. Rowena Garrett came out
the back door of her house barking orders.

“No smoking ‘round here, Darnell. I told you that
before. Y’all be sure to check the schedule and be on
time tomorrow! We’ve got traps to set. I’ll be dog-goned
if I’m gonna let some groundhog eat up all our crops this
year.”
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Traci kept walking toward the scene, searching the
crowd for Milo. She finally spotted him attaching a flat
hose to a water faucet at the edge of one of the rows. She
started to approach him when Rowena turned and no-
ticed her.

“What you doing lurking around?” she said. ”There’s
biscuits and gravy on the stove. Maybe some bacon left,
but I doubt it. Help yourself if you want to.”

“I don’t know. Just curious, I guess.” Traci said.
“Well, we got the cure for that around here.” Rowena

said, “Here, pick up the end of that soaker line and pull
it along that row over there.” She pointed to where Milo
was wrestling with the rolls of nylon mulch. “We gotta
get these in place before that heat wave hits this weekend
and dries up everything we’ve worked for up ‘til now.”
She turned and looked at Traci, “C’mon, get busy.”

Traci picked up the end of a long flat rubber hose
and tried dragging it with her free hand toward Milo. He
came over and took it from her.

“I got this,” he whispered.
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“I have to catch a bus and get to work,” Traci said
with an apologetic glance. “I have a job.”

“Right, no problem,” Milo said with a smile that fad-
ed swiftly.

“I just want to know,” she whispered, “What is this
place?”

“This Miss Rowena’s place. Bent Willow Farm. It’s
not much, right? But for some of us, it’s all we got.”

Another man came along and touched Milo’s shoul-
der, directing him to get back to work. He was a full
head and shoulders taller than Traci, wearing a faded
green Moe’s Tavern t-shirt, his hand the size of a catch-
er’s mitt. Perspiration stains already flowed down the
center of his chest and his weary eyes were fixed on Traci.

“Get this out to the compost pile,” the man said to
Milo while never losing his gaze on Traci.

Milo used both hands to lift the thirty gallon trash
can overflowing with weeds and kitchen scraps. He
hoisted it onto his back, glancing at Traci over his shoul-
der as he turned and walked away. Traci smiled politely
and nodded at the man. He didn’t nod back or smile.
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She backed up and looked away. She could see the flash
of sunlight on the windshield of the 8:20 bus turning
the corner and headed down the block. She made a mad
dash for it, cutting across the street right in front of it.
She dropped her fare in the box and walked past the
scowling driver, taking a seat completely out of breath. A
fresh start as a bicycle courier? “Come through electric
bikes,” she said.
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Chapter Five

Employee orientation at Dependable Flyers was ex-
actly how Traci imagined it would be, long and te-

dious. With her cellphone stowed away in her locker, she
grew restless on the metal folding chair and chipped
away her nail polish. She smiled absently toward the oth-
er newbies and wondered who would be the first to quit.

9:00 - signing paperwork, employee photo, compa-
ny president welcome video

10:30 - tour of office, uniform dress code and kit dis-
tribution

11:00 - bicycle assignment and mentor introduction
11:30 - lunch with mentor
Traci had nothing against her mentor Warren, ex-

cept the idea of being someone’s shadow all day. That was
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the part she dreaded. Ms. Rios had implied she would
work alone. What was this idea of being joined at the hip
with someone? For three weeks!

When it was finally lunchtime, Warren returned
from the locker room with his lunch tote and waved
Traci over to a seat near the window overlooking
Bridgewell Arboretum. There were a lot of hollowed out
courtyards and open green spaces in Keeferton because
of the New Century Renaissance Project. Political can-
didates and dignitaries clamored for photo ops around
the parks, hoping to garner tourism and funding. Traci
sat comfortably looking at all the handsomely groomed
acreage behind the walls of a “climate controlled state-
of-the-art employee skylight cafe” in its “zero carbon
footprint Bridgewell Headquarters Building,” all the
while thinking of Milo and his fellow workers toiling
in the fields near her home. What was this feeling she
couldn’t shake? She wasn’t angry. She wasn’t tired. She
felt lost.

Traci stepped away from the table. She did not what
to listen to Warren describing how long he had worked
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for Dependable Flyers, how long it took for him to be
promoted, how long it will take for his next promotion,
how long it took for his wife to get pregnant and how
long before the baby arrived. She needed air. She tried
calling Myra again. No answer and a full voicemail box.
She sent another text.

Myra, I need to talk to you. It’s really important.
Traci tossed an antacid into her mouth. She wanted

to leave Warren at the lunch table with his precision cut
peanut butter filled celery sticks and “perfect pH for op-
timum performance” alkaline water. She looked for an
exit that led outside of this glass cage, but they all di-
rected back to work areas or the secured reception sta-
tion. Her eyes scanned each window section for an open-
ing, a latch or hinge that would release a panel where she
could crawl out. She needed out. Now. She could feel her
cheeks burning and scalp tingling.

“Ready?” Warren said, “We’ll take a delivery assign-
ment together. You can follow me and see how things
work.”

“Outside?”
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“Yep,” Warren said smiling, “It will be a quick ride.
I won’t tire you out on your first gig.” He laughed,
“Wouldn’t want you to quit after your first day.”

“Right,” Traci said and forced a smile.
Warren started walking toward the bike staging area

in the bright courtyard along the side of the building.
She followed so closely behind Warren that she clipped
the back of his heels. She donned her neon green with
red flames Dependable Flyers helmet, unlocked her as-
signed bicycle and sat waiting while Warren went back
inside to get the packet. He rushed out to meet her wear-
ing his ever-present toothy grin, stuffed a large manila
folder into his cross-body courier bag, draped it across
his chest and mounted his bicycle. He tucked his pant
cuffs into his socks and checked to make sure Traci was
ready.

“Follow me. We’ve got a client over at Warner Elec-
tric. We can take the side streets. There’ll be more shade
and we’ll miss the City Centre traffic.”

Traci knew the way. It was through her neighbor-
hood of Magnolia Grove. The old trees would shield
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them from the relentless afternoon sun. She wasn’t sure
about how well she would do with this job. But now that
they were outside, the tension was fading away. She went
through her mental checklist again:

Four things you can see. Warren. Sidewalks. Stop sign.
Purple Leaf Bakery.

Three things you can feel. Hot handlebar. Pedals. Hel-
met.

Two things you can smell. Bus exhaust. Hair gel.
One thing you can taste. Regret.
Relax, breathe, refocus.
“I’m going to be okay,” Traci whispered to herself as

they entered the familiar boundaries of Magnolia Grove.
She took a deep breath, loosened her shoulders and un-
clenched her fingers around the handlebars. She over-
took Warren when they reached the next intersection. “I
know this street.” She waved to him, “I live right down
there!” She smiled, and he smiled back. They lingered at
the corner.

“Show me!” Warren said.
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Traci allowed herself to take in his smile beaming
under the smoke biker sunglasses.

“Okay,” she said and turned down the next alley that
connected all the properties. She led him around the
ruts and potholes through the dusty lane, ducking under
low-hanging branches, turning to check that he made
the adjustments. Warren was matching her pace, glanc-
ing around now and then to check out the old houses
and decayed yard ornaments.

Suddenly, he plowed into the side of Traci and let his
bike drop to the ground before falling with it. Stunned,
he grabbed her shoulder and pulled off his sunglasses.
She was frozen in place, speechless, staring across the
backyard of a red and white house and a small group of
people blocked off by yellow police tape.

Traci let go of her bike and stepped out of Warren’s
grasp. She squinted her eyes, searching through the blue
and white flashes from the two police cars parked diag-
onally across the driveway looking for Milo. She could
hear the radio chatter and officers warn everyone not to
enter the property. She walked up the path to where the
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crowd was waiting, no one speaking. Everyone was star-
ing in the direction of the small kitchen garden next to
the house. She stepped directly in front of the Moe’s Tav-
ern guy and looked past the huddle of uniforms.

They had draped a white cloth over what was clearly
a human body on the cement slab below the kitchen
window. A police officer was talking with one of the
women that Traci recognized from the field. She was
sobbing uncontrollably and gripping her headwrap in
her fists. Traci turned toward the person standing next to
her, and before she could form the words, Moe’s Tavern
said, “Miss Rowena.”

“What happened?” Traci said.
“When you find out, let us know,” he said and

walked away. His sarcastic tone cut through to her core.
Warren pushed through the crowd and nudged her

arm.
“I don’t know what’s going on here,” he said, “But,

we have to get back to work.”
Traci was too busy scanning the scene and refused

to follow him back to where they had left their bikes.
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Her heart leaped. She saw Milo standing off by himself
at the edge of the tool rack. She started walking toward
him, and he dashed behind a pickup truck. By the time
she reached the spot where he had been standing, he was
totally out of sight. She walked around the side of the
truck and still did not find him. Her phone buzzed.

“Traci.” It was Warren. “I’m going ahead to finish
this delivery. Meet me back at the office,” she could hear
traffic and frustration, “if you still want your job.”

She walked back to the area where a police officer
was talking to individuals and writing notes on a small
clipboard. Stunned, she waited alone. Finally, the officer
walked over to her.

“Hello,” he said, “I’m Officer Wells.”
“Hi,” Traci said, “What happened?”
“I just want to ask you a few questions,” he said, “Is

that okay?”
“Yes,” Traci said. What could she possibly know?

Certainly she had more questions in her mind than an-
swers.

“Did you know Ms. Garrett?”
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“Know her?” Traci was fixated on her reflection in
the officer’s mirrored sunglasses. She wasn’t sure how to
answer. What had the others told him about her? What
should she say or not say? Why was she even standing
there when none of this was any of her business? She felt
the blood pulsing in her tightened fists.

“The deceased, Rowena Garrett,” said Officer Wells,
“did you know her?”

“No, I did not.” Traci said, “I just met her. I guess you
could say we were neighbors.”

“So, you live nearby?”
“Yes,” she said, her fingers trembled as she pointed

toward her house. “Down the alley on the other side of
those trees.”

The officer jotted down something, looked up at her
and then wrote some more.

“I have to get back to work,” she said. “Sorry, I really
have to go. It’s my first day and I don’t want to lose my
job.”

“I understand,” Officer Wells said, “I’ll take down
your information and contact you later.”
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Traci gave him her full name, address and phone
number. Her voice was shaking all the while. She regret-
ted staying behind instead of leaving with Warren.

“I’ll be in touch,” Officer Wells said.
Traci made it back to Dependable Flyers in time to

meet Warren at her locker. He explained how he had
smoothed things over with the director for her. Traci
didn’t hear anything he said except that he would meet
her first thing Monday morning at the bicycle rack. Was
that good news?

Her thoughts were still racing from the news about
Rowena Garrett. She stared out of the bus window, then
scrolled through the news apps on her phone. No word
about what happened other than an obscure mention of
police investigating an incident in Magnolia Grove. It
was odd that nothing specific was mentioned about Miss
Rowena’s death. No obituary either. Probably too soon
for that. What would it say about her? Was it crazy to
anticipate reading someone’s obituary?

Instead of going straight home, Traci took the long
way around and entered the field while the evening sun-
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set was a dark coral slice on the horizon. She pulled her
hair down out of the red and neon green headband and
let the wind catch it as she looked across the fence in-
to the empty field. No sound of the shovels and famil-
iar chatter. Just the fluttering of birds and small animals
in the tall grasses. No one was in sight in the entire path
through Rowena Garrett’s land until she got closer to
Hazelton House. She could hear the cats meowing on
the other side of the garden. She waited and out they
popped from the small shed, followed by Milo.

“Milo, what are you doing here?”
He emptied a scoop of cat food into tin pie pans. The

cats pounced on the food and began purring softly.
“What are you doing here?” he said and wiped his

tear-stained face with the back of his arm.
“Honestly, I don’t know,” she said looking around to

see if anyone else was near. “It’s so strange. I just want to
know what happened.”

“We all do.”
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Was that anger in his voice? She couldn’t read this
kid and that bothered her. She was always good at sizing
up people. Not this one.

“Was she your family, Milo?”
“I ain’t got no family, Miss Traci.”
The way he said her name, that was definitely anger.

He put the lid on the feed bucket and stored it back in-
side the shed. She waited.

“Look, I don’t think we should be here and it looks
like no work is going to be done today. I guess we should
get home,” Traci said while she reached down and patted
one of the cats’ arched back.

She watched Milo as he studied the ground between
them. Finally she turned and walked away. She looked
back over her shoulder. Milo had not moved. They stood
in silence for a few minutes, a few yards apart.

“Are you hungry?”
“Yeah,” he cleared his throat, “a little bit.”
“C’mon”
Traci led him down the path and through the alley.

As they approached her house, she walked ahead and
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grabbed a flashlight she had stashed in the planter on her
front porch. She shined it down on the walk in front of
him.

“Watch your step,” Traci said, pointing to the uneven
wooden slats that led to her door. He followed her
through the shabby living room into the kitchen. Traci
pulled the metal lawn chair from the back porch and set
it in the kitchen for Milo. He brushed off his pants and
sat down.

“It still needs work,” she said and rolled the backpack
off her shoulder onto the floor.

“It’s not bad,” he said and glanced around the room.
She turned on the ceiling fan and they both watched

as it buzzed and the blades slowly turned. The center
light cast a creamy glow over them.

“That’s my favorite thing, so far,” she said looking
around the room. It was nowhere near as spacious as the
kitchen in Hazelton House. She had a hot plate, toast-
er oven and microwave on the butcher block countertop.
A compact refrigerator sat at an angle in the corner to
cover the spot where she had run out of the pastel green
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paint for the walls. It was the color of her favorite lime
sorbet that one of her many ‘aunts’ would use as a bribe
to keep her from crying. Auntie Rose, she thought, or was
it Ruth?

“Nice,” Milo said. He settled back in the chair and
looked around the room. Traci opened her fridge and
glanced back at him.

“I have some leftover Chinese takeout. I eat it cold
sometimes. It’s pretty good that way, actually,” she said
while stacking the small buckets of lo mein noodles and
vegetable stir-fry, plates and forks on the card table in the
center of the room.

“Okay, that would be great,” Milo mumbled. He
watched her scoop helpings of each onto a paper plate.
“Thank you,” he said. He reached for the plate and
looked at his hands.

“Oh, here,” Traci said pointing to the sink. She
passed him the bottle of dish soap and a hand towel. “I’ll
get you a drink.”

She left Milo standing at the sink scrubbing his
hands meticulously and grabbed two bottles of water
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from the cooler on her back porch. When she returned
Milo had already eaten all of his food.

“You can have more if you want.”
“You sure?”
Traci pushed the containers toward him and took a

sip of water. She hopped up on the kitchen counter and
slipped off her shoes, letting them fall to the floor with a
thud. She watched Milo finish the takeout and swallow
down the water in big gulps. He smiled up at her, finally.
He looked about fourteen years old under the soft light.

“Thank you.”
“No problem,” Traci said. She found some peanut

butter sandwich cookies in the cabinet and tossed one in
her mouth. She took a couple long sips of water, trying
to think of something to say.

“I appreciate this, Miss Traci,” Milo said breaking the
silence.

“What happened over there, Milo?”
“They say she fell out the attic window,” he said, his

voice cracking. “Hit that concrete so hard it broke her
neck.”
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She tried to imagine the scene and wondered who
found Miss Rowena’s body, who called the police and
what will happen to all those people?

“But, I don’t believe them,” Milo said interrupting
her thoughts. He folded his hands into fists, clenching
and unclenching them. Traci cleared away the table and
poured a small glass of Pelon out of Milo’s view. She
swallowed it down, and another one, then filled the glass
a third time.

“Why not?” she said and turned to face him. “What
do you think really happened?”

“I don’t know. But, I do know that Miss Rowena nev-
er went up them steps. They was too steep and she was
a real scary type,” he said. “A lot of people didn’t know
that about her. But, she believed her dead ancestors still
lived in that house. You know, ghosts.”

Traci raised her eyebrows and downed the rest of her
drink.

“Well ...” she said and took a breath, searching for
the right words.
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“All I’m saying is,” Milo said, “she ain’t die like that.
No ma’am, not like that.”

“You know, it is pretty crazy,” Traci said, “falling out
a window like that.” She could feel the bourbon kicking
in as she struggled to get the words in her mind to flow
smoothly across her lips. She dragged one of the thrift
store bar stools across the room, perched herself on it
and looked down at him.

“You know what else’s crazy, Milo?” she said leaning
over him.

“What?”
“What’s crazy is ...” she said, brushing her hair back.

“I think you’re right!” She laughed.
“I think you’re drunk,” Milo said with a shy smile.
“Well,” she wiped her mouth, “you’re right again.”
They laughed for a few minutes. They both needed

it. Then they sat and looked at each other, out of breath.
“What happened to you?” Milo said, pointing to her

arm.
“I hurt myself,” she said softly, rubbing the scar. “I

used to hurt myself a lot.”
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Milo nodded, walked over and tossed his empty wa-
ter bottle in the trash across the room. He stood in the
corner, lost in his thoughts.

“See, Miss Rowena, she cared about me. She’d come
looking for me, you know? When nobody else was. She
was like that. If she hadn’t done it, I don’t know where
I’d be right now.” He looked down at his hands. “Prob-
ably locked up somewhere.” He looked away at the wall,
“Probably locked up,” he repeated to himself, “or worse.”

Traci knew about young boys like Milo that were put
into detention centers, shelters and foster homes. Then
got lost in the shuffle of bureaucracy. She had spent most
of her life in and out of them.

“You think she was killed, don’t you?” Traci said.
Her eyelids felt heavy.

Milo turned around and looked straight into her
eyes.

“Yeah, I do,” he said, “That’s what I think and you
can’t convince me otherwise neither.”

“But, why would somebody do that?”
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“I don’t know but, somebody did.” He sat down and
placed his hands on his knees. “Whoever did it, took
everything from me. I wish I could find them.”

Traci put her hand on Milo’s shoulder and butted
her forehead into his, “We’ll find them, Milo.”
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