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Brook walked past the garage sale sign glancing at the items on the makeshift plywood table.  The sun broke through the clouds for a moment illuminating a yellow pineapple appliquéd on the side of a large square purse. She picked it up looking inside.  The straps were worn, but it still had plenty of life.  There were pockets, zippers and the fabric felt stiff, like a carpet.  A cinnamon aroma drifted upward from it.
“You’re not getting that, are you?”  Echo asked.

“I like it,” Brook answered, resolving to buy it now that she knew her sister didn’t approve.  

“How much?”  Brook asked the woman who sat reading a movie magazine at a card table in the front of the garage.

A sad expression crossed the woman’s face as she looked inside the purse, pulled out a five-dollar bill and said, “Two-fifty.  This was my daughters, but I have no use for it.”

“It’s not my usual style, but I like it,” Brook said as she fished two-fifty from her plain black bag.  “Tell your daughter thank you.”

“She’s dead,” the woman said glancing up quickly, then looked back at her magazine.

“I’m sorry,” Brook said.  

The woman shrugged, “That’s life.”

“What a strange woman,” Echo commented as they drove down the street looking for more garage sales.  “That comment about her daughter, it seemed like she didn’t care.”

“Maybe she’s just depressed, I can’t imagine losing a child.”

Three hours later, they unloaded their morning’s treasures from the car.  

“This has been so much fun,” Echo said.  “That’s one problem with living in the big city.  You just can’t garage sale unless you are in the suburbs.”

“You have that great second-hand shop down the block, though.”  

“Yeah, and they charge great prices, too.”  

“Wow, you two really cleaned up,” Tabor, Brook’s husband commented as he leaned over the car.  “I’ll help you unload if it speeds up lunch.”

“We’re tired from saving you all this money,” Echo said, scooping up a stack of baskets from the back seat.  “You should take us out to lunch.”

Brook smiled to herself; if anyone could talk Tabor into taking them out to lunch, it would be Echo.

Four more days until she leaves, Brook counted to herself as she watched Tabor laugh at the risqué story Echo was telling.  Brook forced a smile, even though she wasn’t listening.  She loved her sister, of course, but it was easier to do so from afar.  When Echo was little, she followed Brook around with admiration.  But everything changed when Brook brought her first serious boyfriend home. He fell for Echo – married her, in fact, several years later.  

“Can I borrow that cute purse to go to lunch with Aunt Mimi?”  Echo asked the next morning, as Brook was ready to dash out the door to work.

“I thought you didn’t like it.”

“That’s not true, it would match these pants perfectly, don’t you think?”

Brook had to admit it was true and she needed to leave, so she consented.

“I put your purse on your bed along with the fiver you had in it,” Echo commented that evening.  “Aunt Mimi is such a hoot.  I don’t know why you don’t visit her more.  She is getting up there, you know.”

“I call her at least once a week.”  Brook protested. “And I do her shopping and laundry.”

“She said she hasn’t spoken to you in months,” Echo said.  “Oh, let me show you what she gave me.”  Echo darted into the spare room returning gently carrying a white Persian cat statue.  Brook gasped, she’d loved that piece ever since she could remember, since before Echo was born.

“She gave you Kitty?”  Brook knew her emotions were showing in her voice, but she didn’t care.

“Yes.  She asked me if there was anything I wanted.”

“So you asked for that?  Echo, have you no scruples?”

“She’s an old lady.  What good does a marble cat do her, and she did ask.  You don’t get what you want out of life unless you ask for it.  It doesn’t pay to be timid.”

“Well, no one can accuse you of that.”

“I have the perfect place for Kitty, on my grand piano.  But, I’m going to have to leave some of the other things I bought.  Can you send them, or I’ll pick them up next time I visit.”

“Why did you give me a five dollar bill?”  Brook asked Echo later that evening.  

“I found it in the purse.  I figured it was yours. The purse is strange, the zippers don’t stay closed, and I guess I need a new change purse – I found lots of nickels on the bottom when I took out my stuff.”

Brook put the purse on the top shelf and put the five on her dresser making a note to return it to the woman from whom she bought the purse.  

Brook found herself missing Echo the day after she left.  It was always that way.    The pineapple appliqué purse glinted from the closet shelf on that overcast Monday.  Maybe this will brighten my day, Brook thought.  She opened the top of the yellow bag and dumped in the contents from her black one.  

She met Valerie, a former colleague, for lunch.  They’ve raised the prices, she thought, looking over the menu.  All she had was ten dollars and she hoped to find something good for that amount.  When the separate checks came, her total was $8.88.  I need some change to leave a 15% tip, and I’d like to leave more.   I know the waitress could use it.  She dug in the bottom of the unorganized yellow bag and found a dollar bill.  Perfect.

“Do you have a dollar I can borrow for the tip?” Valerie asked. “I’m short today.”

“I’ll look,” Brook said fishing inside the bag, finding another dollar, which she handed to Valerie.

It was drizzling as she scurried to her car.  A weathered old woman approached Brook before she could close the door.  

“Do you have any spare bills?”  The woman asked, her voice wavering.  Brook usually shied away from panhandlers, but this woman reminded her of Aunt Mimi.  

“I don’t think so, but let me look.”   Brook felt the bottom of the yellow bag, her fingers grasping what felt like a bill.  She pulled it out – a twenty.  

“Oh, you are too generous,” the old woman’s face brightened and she snatched the bill from between Brook’s fingers with a speed that didn’t match her demeanor.  “Bless you,” the woman said walking away.

Now that is strange, Brook thought.  I may have had a couple of loose ones in the black purse, but I know I didn’t have a twenty.  She remembered that she’d never returned the five dollars to the woman she purchased the purse from.  I’ll do that after work today.

Back in her office, Brook carefully cleaned out the purse, placing her keys in a pocket, zipping up her make-up in a pouch.  Her wallet was empty of bills and her change purse contained only several pennies.  

“Cute purse,” a co-worker commented as she left the building.  

Brook parked in front of the house where she bought the purse, pulling the five-dollar bill from her visor.

A woman opened the door.  She spotted Brook’s  purse and started to close the door, saying, “all sales are final.’

Brook surprised herself, placing her high-heeled foot into the door.  “I found this in the purse and wanted to give it to you.”

The woman took the bill.  “Okay, thanks.”  She started to close the door but Brook felt brave.  “Can I ask you a question?”

The woman stopped and stared at her with vacant eyes.  

Brook continued, “Can you tell me anything else about this purse, other than it was your daughter’s.” She didn’t know what kind of answer she expected but she thought there was something peculiar about the purse.  

“My daughter made it from a carpet that came from somewhere east, maybe India.  She made lots of things, shawls, dresses, and earrings.  She talked all the time.  Even while her fingers where whirling on a project she talked.”  The woman looked down and tears filled her eyes.  “Sometimes I didn’t listen. Now it’s quiet all the time.”

Brook pulled a Kleenex from her purse, handing it to the woman.  The woman sat in a wicker rocker on the covered porch and pointed to another chair where Brook sat uneasily.

“She had anorexia,” the woman said, so softly that Brook could barely hear her.  “She just wasted away.  At the end, she wanted to eat, but she couldn’t.  She was so pretty, but she thought she was fat.  She was so smart; she read everything.  I used to get so mad at her..”  the woman began crying again.  “Why did she leave me?  She did it just to make me mad.”  The woman was pounding her thigh with her fist.  

Brook felt stunned.  She wanted to help.  I’m not a counselor, she thought, but this poor woman needs some help. “Do you have anyone you can talk to?”  Brook asked softly.

The woman nodded.  “All my children want me to talk.  I don’t want to talk.  I’m so mad at her.  It is such a waste…”  She scurried into the house and shut the door.

Brook felt guilty at the relief she felt as she walked back to her car.  She looked at the purse, rubbed its knobby fabric, thought about its origin and the unusual happenings of the day.

She drove past her favorite store on the way home.  A large SALE sign hung in the window, so she pulled into the one vacant parking spot.  

She strolled around the store looking at jewelry, paintings and dishes.  She looked at the price tag of a necklace, which caught her eye.   More than I can justify, but probably reasonable.  Then she checked the purse for lurking bills – nothing. Disappointed, she walked to the car.

She reached her hand into the purse looking for a piece of gum.  Her hand felt the familiar square foil.  Cinnamon she thought as she popped the gum into her mouth.  Cinnamon?  I never buy cinnamon gum.  Something strange is happening here.


She stopped to pick up Aunt Mimi’s dry cleaning and found a ten-dollar bill at the bottom of the purse.  That was not there at the department store, she thought as she paid the bill.


“Hi, Mimi, its Brook,” she said letting herself in with the key.  “I’m putting your wool coat into the closet.”


Peeking in the living room, she saw Mimi lying in the Lazy Boy.  The poetry book on her stomach rose with her breathing.  


“Hi, Mimi,”  Brook whispered and she kissed her on her smooth forehead.  


Mimi’s eyes flickered and she moaned.  Brook checked her refrigerator for spoiled food and then left.  


On the way back to her car, a man approached her.  “Do you have a light?”


She started to say no, but looked into the purse and there glinting from the top was a lighter.  “You may have it, “she said handing him the lighter.  


As she drove home, Brook considered telling Tabor about the purse experiences.  


“Hi, sweetie,” Tabor greeted her with a kiss on the cheek.  “I knew you were busy with Aunt Mimi so I made dinner.”


Brook glanced into the dining room seeing the table set with the good china and candles.


“How was your day?”  Tabor asked while popping the cork on the champagne.


“Perfect now,” Brook smiled thinking, I don’t see any reason to talk about the purse now.


Brook carried the purse and was awarded change for the parking meter, money for tips and some of the local n’ere-do-wells began to ask for handouts regularly.  The bag seemed to help out when there was a need.  It did not accommodate extravagance.  Tabor remarked once about her bag, but Brook decided not to tell him the complete story.  She wasn’t sure that he would believe her and she didn’t want to sound foolish.


What can I get Echo for her birthday; Brook asked herself a few weeks later.  “Poor Echo,” she said aloud, then smiled at herself.  Echo was always the pretty one.  The one who could sing, dance and enthrall people with her stories.  Brook was the plain older sister who studied hard and got good grades.  Brook went through several years when she was terribly jealous of Echo.  Now that they were older, character seemed to be more important than beauty.  


Echo could use someone to look after her.  Her two marriages had failed, she never seemed to have enough money and half the time she couldn’t find her keys.  


The next day, Brook mailed a package to Echo containing a perfect birthday card and the pineapple appliqué purse.  She needs it more than I do, Brook thought, smiling as she insured the package for the maximum amount.


Five weeks later Brook opened an email from Echo.


“Dear Brook and Tabor, Thank you so much for the birthday present.  I can’t believe that you sent me Aunt Mimi’s poetry book, the one that I always wanted.”


Brook stopped reading.  Book of poems?  Is she daft?  What happened to the bag? She continued reading.


“I am attaching a picture of me and my new beau.  It is because of you that I met him.  The mailman delivered my package from you to his house by mistake.  I met him when he brought it to me.”


Brook stopped reading again.  “He stole the present with the purse and gave her….”  That doesn’t make sense, how would he get Aunt Mimi’s book of poems?  Brook continued once more.


“I know you will think that I am being too quick and foolish but we are in love.  Percy is everything I’ve always wanted in a man.  He is an accountant and a computer hobbyist.  We will come and visit you next month.”


Brook looked at the bottom of her screen at the picture that was scrolling into place.  Standing tall, next to a smiling Echo was a blonde man dressed in a nappy suit.  His curls resembled – “what” –Brook exclaimed.  His curls resembled the bumps of a pineapple.  Underneath the picture were the words, Percy Carpet and Echo Taylor. 
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