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Chapter 1 — Uncle Henry’s Stuff

“Okay. Tell me exactly what she said,” Hannah said jumping into
the passenger seat and buckling her seatbelt. Brit hit the gas and
the rear tires screeched for a second as her Mustang leapt forward
and rocketed up the street, leaving a small whiff of smoke hanging
in front of Hannah’s house. “It better be important. I hate missing
at the Kidz Clinic, especially when we’ve got pony duty.”

Slowing for the stop sign, Brit looked at her friend and said,
“Yeah, I know. Those little kids are so sweet. I love that Grandma
is funding the clinic with Bea’s money. But, Serena said she
thinks her uncle’s been poisoned. We gotta get down there and
see what’s up.”

“Oh my gosh. Really?”

“That’s what she said. And she asked if I could come and
check into it with her. I told her yeah. And I thought you’d wanna
come.”

“Of course. It just sounds kinda . . . you know—poisoned?”

Brit nodded and punched the gas again, and Hannah tried to
talk over the roar of the motor while her body was thrown back
into her seat. “Who’d want to poison an old guy? Isn’t her uncle
like a hundred years old?”

“That’s why it’s so weird,” Brit talked loudly so Hannah could
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hear. “I don’t know if he’s a hundred, but he’s pretty old. I just
saw him that one time when my family went down to visit a
couple of months ago. He seemed fine. Didn’t seem a day over
seventy. But she said he’s at least in his mid-nineties.” She turned
off the street and onto the highway headed south past Santan
Mountain out into the desert, slowing a little to hit the button and
let the white cloth car top raise up and cover them. She locked her
side of the car top and motioned for Hannah to do the same. They
rolled up the windows and Brit turned on the a/c and called Mrs.
Gonzales at the Kidz House. “Hi—this is Brit. Sorry, but we have
an emergency and can’t make it today. Do you have someone who
can cover for us on pony duty?”’ She listened a few seconds, then
said, “Okay. Thanks.”

“Your new car is sweet,” Hannah said, looking around and
admiring the interior. ell, new—I’m not sure if you can call a
d the int “Well, I t fy 11

nineteen . . .”

“Sixty-five,” Brit helped.
“. .. anineteen sixty-five car new. But it looks brand new.”

“Yeah. Love it. Grandma was feeling generous. Grandpa liked
when [ mentioned a ‘65 Mustang convertible. So, she didn’t blink
when I suggested it. Grandpa found it online.”

“So cool,” she looked around.

“Gave me a gas credit card too. Said to be careful, then
Grandpa said, ‘But not too careful.””

The girls laughed as they sped through the desert toward the
intersection with I-10 West headed for Tucson.

“So,” Hannah said, “will Jake be there?” Brit smiled, and
guided her red pony convertible as they sang along with the loud
music blaring from the sound system.

As they finally pulled up in front of the house Brit was
surprised to see Serena sitting in the driveway surrounded by a lot
of old looking household stuff. She turned off the engine. They
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got out and walked fast to the driveway, careful not to spook the
few people who seemed to be admiring her junk. Brit checked out
the visitors and looked up at the house—a nice two-story with
stucco walls and tiles on the roof, pretty much like most of the
other houses in the neighborhood. She quickly scanned the stuff
for sale in the driveway and wondered where Serena had gotten
all of these things that seemed more at home on a 1960s TV show
set. A blonde lady in a light blue jogging suit with pink stripes
wearing white sneakers was holding an old lamp and turning it
upside down to get a better look.

“Garage sale?” Hannah said to Brit.

“Yep. And I love to go ‘sale-ing,” as my dad used to call it.
Yard Sale-ing.”

“Sale-ing,” Hannah laughed. “Good one.”

“Oh yeah. Dad took us kids to yard sales since we were little.
Taught us to spot a bargain, and to negotiate—like bandits. I
haven’t paid full price since.”

Serena’s worried eyes followed them as they walked toward
her. “Thanks for coming,” she said, her voice a little shaky. Brit
was nearly surprised each time she saw Serena. Tall, dark, and
beautiful. Not unlike her brother, Jake.

“Yeah. Of course,” Brit said. “But, what do you mean
poisoned? Are you serious?”

“Yes. Or, no. Uhm—I don’t know,” Serena stammered a little.
“I think so,” she sighed. Brit wasn’t used to seeing Serena like
this. She was usually the one full of confidence.

“Okay. Start at the beginning,” Brit said. “Tell me what
happened.”

The jogging suit lady interrupted, “How much for this old
lamp?”’

Old lamp, Brit thought. This lady is good. It was an old trick
that Brit had figured out years ago. Ask about something you like;
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but mention it in a way that makes it seem undesirable. Her
personal favorite was, ‘How much for this little guy?’

Serena looked at the lamp and blinked. “Um, I don’t know.
Twenty?” Serena was usually more focused. It was obvious to
Brit that she was upset, and distracted now.

“Twenty?” the lady said. “Dollars or cents?”

Serena blinked at her, and Brit could tell that Serena wasn’t
following closely. “Just twenty?” Brit jumped in. “That’s a
genuine antique, I think. I’ll give you forty for it.”

The lady held it tight up against her, and said, “Hey, it’s mine.
She said I could have it for twenty. Here—here’s my twenty,” she
said, pulling two $10 bills from her pants pocket and shoving
them toward Serena. Serena collected the money, and the lady
carried her prize down the sidewalk without looking back.

“Thanks,” Serena told Brit. “I. .. I’'m just not—"
“Hey, it’s okay. Just tell me what’s going on.”

“Okay. I’'m not really sure. You know my uncle Henry is pretty
old—mninety-seven—but he’s always been really healthy. He’s
usually so youthful. I thought he would live forever. But he started
getting low a few weeks ago. Mom and Dad went out to take care
of him on the ranch, but he just got sicker, until they finally had
to put him in a care center. You know—for old people who don’t
have much time left.”

“Well,” Brit spoke gently, “he is old. There’s no getting around
that.” Brit thought about the first and only time she’d met Uncle
Henry. He was a well-worn old rancher, and reminded her of a
rancher she’d met recently named Arty Simmons, from whom
she’d purchased her horse.

“Yeah—I know,” Serena said. “But he’s always been so
strong. Right up ‘til recently. Then, ham! Weak and frail, like an
old, old man. It just doesn’t make sense.”

“But you said he may have been poisoned. What makes you
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think that?”

“I don’t know. It just doesn’t make sense that he got sick so
fast, and now . . . he’s—"

“I’ve seen my share of hospitals lately,” Hannah offered. “I
know that older people come in all the time—one day they’re
perfect, and suddenly, it’s all over. I hate to say it, but it’s pretty
common.”

Brit shot a stare at Hannah, and Serena got a really worried
look on her face and started to tear up.

“Okay,” Brit spoke quietly, “we’ll get to the bottom of this.
Can we go see him?”

“Hmm,” Serena said, wiping her eyes quickly, “I think we
can.” She looked around, and said, “Mom and Dad are with him
this morning. I heard them say it might be the last visit with him.”

Brit wasn’t sure what comfort to offer at this point. She looked
around, and asked, “Is Jake around? Can he take over here? Or
can we just put this stuff in the garage and take down the signs?”

“Maybe,” Serena said, looking around. “Dad asked me to be in
charge and get it all sold—so it wouldn’t take up any more room
in our garage. He wants to get both cars in tonight he said. Jake
went somewhere today. I don’t know where.”

“Hmm, okay,” Brit said, checking out the stuff then looking
around. “Let me see for a minute.” She started to walk among the
four tables and three blankets that held Uncle Henry’s treasures.
Mostly ugly old stuff that no one’ll want, Brit thought quietly. She
saw an old cardboard box overflowing with leather and metal
items and looked in, poking around with one hand. She could see
old horse bridles and spurs, and some other ranch looking stuff.
A flat wood surface in the bottom caught her attention and she
reached in deep and found the edge, pulling it out. It was a very
old looking wooden box of some kind, with some nice inlays of
different colored wood in the center and the corners. It was pretty,
she thought, and rugged. She had no idea how old it was, but it
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was obviously really old. “Maybe as old as Uncle Henry,” she
chuckled. She tried to see if there was a way to open it, but
couldn’t find it. It was a little over an inch thick, and it didn’t
weigh enough to be solid, so she assumed it must be hollow,
although she couldn’t see a way to get it open. “Hmm. Curiouser
and curiouser,” she said.

“Hey, Serena,” she said, turning toward her friends. “How
‘bout this box of stuff? Can I buy it?”

“Sure,” she said, not showing much interested in Uncle
Henry’s things.

Brit carried her overflowing cardboard box to Serena and took
two $20 bills out of her pocket and handed them to her.

Serena looked a little confused, and said, “Forty for that old
box of junk?”

“Yeah,” Brit said, “but some of it might be worth something.
Maybe the spurs are real antiques and made of silver or
something. Those can be real valuable. And look at this cool old
wooden box,” she said, pulling it from the cardboard box and
showing it to Serena.

“Okay,” Serena said, “It’s yours for forty. It just seems like a
lot for old junk.”

Brit put the box on her knee and put a freed hand on Serena’s
shoulder. “We gotta do something quick,” she said. “Let me put
this away, then we’ll make a plan about all this stuff.” Brit got a
firm grasp on the cardboard box and carried it to the Mustang and
set it down to unlock the trunk. The trunk lid opened, and she
reached down to pick up the box, and got it up to the edge and
noticed how little space there was because of the big speakers for
the sound system the prior owner had installed. She got it placed
inside then slammed the lid, and returned to her friends.

“Okay, let’s make a plan,” Brit said.

“A plan? For what?” Serena asked.

11
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“To move this stuff,” Hannah said. “We need to get out of here
ASAP and get over to the care center to see your uncle.”

Brit was thinking about the things they had to get sold as an
old pickup truck pulled up in front of the house. It was dark blue
with white panels, with a heavy bumper and brush guard on the
front. Brit noticed it wasn’t the typical garage sale pickup. A
couple of men climbed out, and she noticed worn features and
straw cowboy hats. They both had dark black hair, streaked with
silver. The driver wore pointed toe boots and the other man had
work boots. They wandered up to the tables and glanced around
quickly.

Brit whispered to Serena and Hannah, “Look, we got to move
all this stuff, so let’s start selling hard. These guys look like they
live near the border, and I see a lot of border families at sales—
filling up their trucks and taking the stuff to re-sale shops in
Mexico. They’re tough negotiators, but if they want your stuff,
they might take a bunch—”

“How much for everything?” the tall man with silver curly
sideburns asked abruptly in a heavy accent as he walked up close
to the girls. Brit noticed that he smelled heavily of ‘man perfume.’
She wasn’t a fan, and this one seemed to capture that ‘old casino’
scent. She tried not to breathe too deeply.

“What?” Serena asked. “Which? What do you—?”

“All. We take it all. How much?” the man asked, rubbing his
fingers and thumb together.

Brit raised her eyebrows and gave a surprised look toward
Serena and Hannah, so the man couldn’t see her face.

“Everything?” Brit took over. “You mean, everything here in
the driveway—everything being sold here?”

“Yes. How much?” he asked, seeming calm, yet determined.

Brit looked at Serena and then at the man. “Well, we had hoped
to raise one-thousand dollars today to help pay for—”
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“Okay. We take it. We take everything. One thousand pesos,”
the man said.

Brit wasn’t sure what a peso was worth, but she assumed it was
less than a U.S. dollar. “That’s one-thousand dollars,” she said,
assuming the man would now negotiate her down to a fraction of
that amount.

“One thousand dollar. Yes. That much. We give you. One
thousand dollar. Everything,” he waved his hands in both
directions.

Brit glanced over at her friends, and they both had the same
astounded look on their faces. She hoped they wouldn’t blow this
deal.

“Well, if you want to take it all for one-thousand dollars, it’s
yours,” Serena took over.

Brit was impressed. The man called his friend over and said
something in what Brit assumed was Spanish, and the second man
pulled out an old leather wallet from his back pocket, attached to
his worn jeans by a long silver chain, and counted out ten crisp
$100 bills. The uniform new bills seemed out of place coming
from that old wallet Brit thought. From what she could tell, there
were still several in the wallet after the $1,000 had been taken out.

Brit’s first impression was vindicated—they were resellers
buying a lot of garage sale inventory in bulk today. She shot a
look over at the pickup and noticed this was their first stop of the
day. She wondered why they had gotten such a late start—
resellers usually had a full load of furniture and bikes strapped
into the back of their truck by this hour on a Saturday. “Must’ve
slept in,” she chuckled.

Aftershave man handed the hundred-dollar bills to Serena,
then he and his buddy immediately began to grab armloads of
Uncle Henry’s treasures and carry them over to the pickup where
they poured them in over the side. The three girls watched in near
disbelief as the men emptied the driveway in four minutes flat.
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The girls were careful not to talk about the purchase while the
men were still there, and watched the loading with straight faces.
They didn’t want to blow the deal.

When the last armload was emptied into the back of the truck,
the men turned back toward the girls, and the tall one asked, “That
all?”

“Uh, yeah,” Serena said, looking around at the bare driveway.
“That’s it. All yours.”

The men looked at each other, then turned, and each headed
for his door and climbed in quickly. The pickup’s motor roared to
life and the driver guided it around Brit’s red Mustang and down
the street. Brit noticed the New Mexico license plate on the truck
as it sped away, leaving nothing but a popping from the old
exhaust system in the air as it disappeared around the corner.

Brit turned and looked at Serena and Hannah. The two girls
jumped out of their chairs and Hannah looked at the thick wad of
cash in Serena’s hand and said, “I can’t believe it.”

“Yeah,” Serena said. “Just like that! It’s all gone. And I didn’t
expect to get anywhere near a thousand dollars for it. I just can’t
believe it.”

“Well,” Brit said, “a thousand and forty,” she wiggled her
eyebrows.

“Yeah,” Serena said. “In fact, I’d sold about sixty dollars’
worth of stuff before you got here. But then you came and boom!
Twenty. Boom! Forty. And boom! One-thousand! Boom!”

Hannah was laughing, and Brit leaned over and said to Serena.
“See, I told you we’d get this handled.”

“Well, I guess I should’ve known better than to think it would
take even 20 minutes for you to get it done.”

The girls laughed as they folded the tables and chairs and
stacked them flat against the back wall inside the garage. Brit was
happy that they’d sold everything off quickly, and for a decent
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price. It was a really lucky break.

End of Chapter One. Be sure to read all 3 books. Visit the Brit
Axton website at BritAxton.com

Scan and visit!

Don’t miss the next adventure in the Brit Axton Mysteries
series: Missing
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