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Precious

Here you go,” Brody says with a smile as he hands me a scrap of paper. Every week it’s the same, his work hours scribbled on a little slip of paper. Usually it’s on the back of a receipt. I could probably chart the man’s purchasing life through the receipts I get from him. “More hours than normal this week. I might have to talk to Hattie. Things are ramping up at the inn, and I might not have time for everything.”

I tuck the receipt into my bag, although I turn it over first. Two dozen eggs and ibuprofen from Jane’s grocery. The man seems to purchase things one at a time. Or maybe he throws away his long receipts and only keeps the little ones for me.

“She might offer you more money to make you stay,” I say. Hattie was thrilled when Brody came on board as a freelance repairman. Hattie and I both clean office buildings at night, and now Brody is on call to do minor repairs, also at night.

Brody spends most of his days at Straw Hats Inn working on the new renovations. While there he flirts with Daisy, something everyone but Daisy herself is aware of.

He yawns. No surprise. I don’t know when the man sleeps.

“Thank you, Precious,” he says, suddenly serious. Brody isn’t often serious. The man smiles all the time. I think I used to be that way, but in the past year I’ve gotten rusty. “It means the world to me that you helped me find work when I needed it.”

“And yet you’re going to leave us in the lurch,” I say. I’m teasing him. Straw Hats needs him. Daisy needs him. This was meant to be temporary until the new man in town found his feet, so it’s gone longer than I expected.

“No,” he says. “I’ll try to find a way to make it work.”

I put my hand on his arm. “Brody, it’s okay. What you’re doing at Straw Hats is important. Hattie ran this business without an on-call handyman for years. We’ll be fine. You need to sleep and take care of yourself. You’re looking a little worn.”

He nods. “We are such stuff as dreams are made on; and our little life is rounded with a sleep.”

I shake my head, and he laughs. 

“The Tempest,” he says. “Not my favorite. How about this one: To sleep, perchance to dream—ay, that’s the rub.”

“Hamlet,” I say. I have no idea when he started trying to stump me with Shakespeare quotes, but I suspect most people would be surprised. The handyman and the housekeeper have more layers than people know.

While I know why I know so many—my father taught high school English, loved Shakespeare, and forced me to read and know more than I ever wanted to read and know—I always wonder what in Brody’s past led him to his extensive knowledge of Shakespeare.

The funny thing about Brody is how good he is at not answering that kind of question. For all I know, the man popped into existence a few months ago here in Coon Valley.

He leaves with a yawn, and I glance at the clock. Not that the time matters. I clean until I’m finished. Hattie negotiates by the job, not the hour. And I’m her only employee, so I get paid by the job.

The first floor of Coon Valley Motors is finished. The showroom floor is shining, including one tire mark that didn’t want to come off. The lower offices have been vacuumed, dusted, and straightened, and each is ready for new clients in the morning. The small bathroom is so clean a person could eat off the floor.

Ew. I don’t like that image.

Now I’m heading upstairs. This floor houses more offices and another business that sublets the space, a small accounting firm owned by the car dealer’s nephew. 

And wow, everyone on this floor is a slob. Joe, the nephew, rarely brings clients up here, preferring to meet them on their home turf, and the man believes all papers should see light. He allows me to stack them at the corner of his desk every night, but I’m not to try to organize his world in any way.

That doesn’t bother me. I simply vacuum around things on the floor, dust around things on the shelves and desk, and clean the small bathroom, which is always surprisingly clean compared to everything else.

Oh, he does let me throw away fast food containers and candy wrappers. The man eats like a teenage boy.

Then the other offices belong to the loan officers who work for the car dealership. They work up here but see clients on the lower floor, so they don’t need spotless work areas. John loves a fluffy, vacuumed carpet, but Samantha doesn’t care about any of it. She’s happy for me to clean whatever I want, however I want it. 

Because she’s so easygoing, I always do a spectacular job on her office.

Bruce, the owner, isn’t as easygoing. I don’t skimp on the dealership—I couldn’t skimp even if I wanted to; I’m not wired that way—but I sure don’t clean with as much joy and good feelings as I do Samantha’s cluttered little space.

My phone beeps, reminding me that I need to head out, have a snack, and check on the animals. Shark needs to go out every couple hours. I’m not sure I’m ever going to housebreak him, but I don’t care. That poor pup brings me joy just by surviving.

Nobody should endure trauma, especially puppies. I’m amazed Shark doesn’t bite every human he encounters.

I worked faster than expected this evening, and I’m nearly finished by my second break. I walk back through the upper offices, emptying the trash and making sure things are in order. I give Joe’s daily stack an affectionate pat, knowing tomorrow I’ll be rounding up all these same stained, wrinkled pages yet again. Most of his accounting happens on his computer, so I’m not even sure what the pages are for.

“Goodnight, Sam’s office,” I say as I pass her room and close the door. Then I do my final check in the bathroom and head down.

I try to look over the main showroom with the most critical eye possible, because Bruce Leiter, the owner, will walk in tomorrow and do the same. He loves to find fault. I wish he’d fire us, but I think he likes anger and drama, so every few weeks he calls Hattie and complains about something. The last time he found a tiny lizard in his office. 

I know. A lizard. Apparently he thinks I go through every nook and cranny looking for hiding lizards, and I overlooked this one, so he wanted Hattie to know I wasn’t taking my job seriously.

Hattie always offers to do the job herself and move me elsewhere, but Bruce always says no, he doesn’t want to cause waves. He just wants me to learn to do better.

The old bat. I think he loves the power.

Because I’m finished a little early, probably because two of the car salesmen are at a regional conference and their offices are closed while they’re gone, I’ll get to my next job early, and I’ll get home early. I wish I could take a hot bath. Before I had to move, I loved a good soak after a week of cleaning, but now I don’t have that option. Instead, I might have time to read a few pages in the romance novel I downloaded on my Kindle last week.

I sigh at the thoughts, wondering if and when my new normal will feel normal. What if things never change? That’s likely, because I’m not actively pursuing change. Well, not good changes. Three short months ago I changed everything, changes that hurt. Changes that I stubbornly handled on my own because I’m an adult now, alone in the world and needing to prove I have the mettle to be an adult alone in the world.

I’m not sure I have the mettle at all, but I’ll keep pretending until it happens.

I set all my cleaning supplies on the curb, as well as the mop, bucket, and vacuum cleaner, and stroll to my van. I’ll drive it to the curb to load it. I slide open the door, one hand out to deflect Shark, who has way too much energy to spend his evenings in a van, but nothing jumps at me.

I admit a wash of pure terror slides down my neck. What would I do without my animals? How could I possibly survive this ridiculous life I’m living without wagging tails and slobbery kisses and gentle purring at my side every night?

“Guys?” I say. Because I park at the edge of the lot, a big old VW van that barely runs, I can’t see much of the interior here in the shadows. I hear breathing, panting, so I know the animals are in here, but why aren’t they rushing to the door to greet me? “Shark? Hoover? What’s wrong?”

“It’s me,” says a voice. I freeze. A male voice is speaking to me from the darkness of my van. It’s a tired voice, ragged. I hear more panting, so it seems my animals are tolerating the speaker. Or he’s hurt them. How could one man hurt four animals? Why would one man be in my van hurting four animals? “They’re here with me. I need... I’m sorry.”

Okay, this is where I should be scared, right? Except the past few months have scorched away things like fear. Hope. Dreams. Really, most strong emotions simply aren’t worth the trouble. If this strange man wants to hurt me and my animals, so be it. 

I pull out my phone and use the screen to shine a little light on the situation. A man is lying on the floor in the back of my van, and my animals are all around him. The looks in their eyes make me smile, because the dogs seem to be imploring me to do something, but DD is sitting in the passenger seat ignoring the whole event.

Then Shark whimpers, and I step into the doorway and shine the light again. This time I spot blood on the man’s shirt, low on one side.

There’s a bloody man in my van in the dark parking lot of the closed Coon Valley Motors dealership.

Wow.

“What happened?” I ask. That probably shouldn’t be my first question, but there it is. And that fear I should be feeling? Nope, still not feeling it. 

“Gunshot,” he says, gritting out the word.

“Let me call for help,” I say, my phone already in my hand.

“No,” he says. “Please? I’m not sure what happened, but I don’t think I want to be found. I’m a police officer. Right? Yes. Wow, this hurts. I had no idea how much this hurt.”

The police officer, who isn’t wearing a uniform, mind you, doesn’t want to be found. Is this a rogue police officer? It makes more sense that he’s a bad guy who’s lying to me. Gullible Precious, taken in by a bad guy.

He doesn’t sound like a bad guy, but how would I know that? The pets think he’s okay, but they’re animals. Maybe he had snacks.

And am I in danger? I wish that question bothered me more than it does, but again, I’m too tired to care.

I scoot all the way into the van at the man’s side and flash the light in his face. He cringes against the brightness, and I realize I need to see. I climb out, close the door, then open the driver’s door and put the key in the ignition. Then I turn on the overhead, cringing. He’s managed to spread blood pretty far. Hoover, who’s tucked himself under the stranger’s arm, has a little in his hair.

DD meows at me. It’s the voice she uses to ask for food. Leave it to the cat to ignore the drama and ask for dinner.

“In a minute, DD,” I say, stroking her fur. Then I slide out of my seat and settle at the man’s side. I’m trusting my pets here, because it’s crazy to close oneself into a car with an unknown man sporting a gunshot wound, but if the pets are okay with it, then it’s fine. Right? 

I had no idea I was feeling so reckless with my life, but here it is. Let the chips fall where they may. I’m curious, and bored silly, and Hoover doesn’t curl up with just anyone, so this guy must not be a serial killer.

“I’m Precious,” I say. That sounds preposterous, I know, so I keep talking. “Precious Vanderbeck. My name.”

The man gives me a tight nod. His face is white, and one hand is resting over his gut. Gut shots are bad, right? But it’s low, down on his hip. Maybe he won’t die in my van.

“Dean Haugen,” he says. “Detective. Chicago.”

Chicago. We’re not anywhere near Chicago.

“Who shot you?” I ask. Like that matters right now. 

He shakes his head. “I don’t know. I can’t remember it all. Where are we?”

“Coon Valley,” I say. “Not near Chicago. A long, long way from Chicago.”

“I think I was chasing someone,” he says. He hisses and shifts his hand.

It’s probably time to stop asking dumb questions and save this man’s life.

“You’re sure you don’t want an ambulance,” I say. He closes his eyes.

“No. Please. I don’t know who to trust. I need to remember.”

So, apparently Dean Haugen’s life is in my hands. I hope I can do justice to this moment. Divine moment. Yes, God has something to do with this. The fact that I’m not scared, don’t care... I’ve known for a while God was going to have to do something big to talk to me. I followed God for years, loved following, loved God, but lately I don’t care.

Not about God, not about anything. Life is messy, and I’m sick to death of it.

I guess God thinks it’s time to throw a wrench in my pity party and get me moving.

“Wow,” I mutter. “Kudos on the drama, God. But you didn’t give me any nursing skills here.”

“It’s a through and through,” he says, like I’m supposed to know what that means. Jane loves crime and cop dramas. She probably knows what it means. She might know how to deal with a gunshot wound.

Gunshot wound. What a remarkably strange evening.

Hoover whines and snuggles closer to Dean, and Dyson licks Dean’s cheek. My dogs are enamored. Shark is now at my side, touching both Dean’s leg and mine, and even DD is tiptoeing toward us, sniffing the air around her.

“I’m trying, guys,” I say to the animals, because I’m more comfortable talking to animals than people. It wasn’t always that way, but the past year has come with a lot of new habits and routines. Choosing animals over people is my biggest new habit.

“The bullet went through,” Dean clarifies.

“So I won’t have to heat a folding knife with my lighter and dig the bullet out of your gut?” I say. “That’s good, because I don’t have a lighter or a knife. Can I see? Should I apply pressure? I do have some clean cloths in the van. Shark doesn’t always make it to his potty breaks.”

Shark wiggles his whole body when he hears his name, and I run my hands down his smooth coat. He looks at me with his good eye and shifts closer, falling into my lap because he’s not used to having only three legs.

Dean, who is bleeding to death in my van, smiles. But then, if this guy wasn’t a dog lover at heart, my animals wouldn’t be snuggled around him asking me to fix him.

“Shark, I need to take care of Dean now,” I say, gently moving the pup aside. I lean back to the stack of clean hand towels and grab two, then lift Dean’s shirt. Blood is actually pumping out of his body. It’s not a lot, but it surprises me, and suddenly this whole thing is very, very real.

I don’t know what look crosses my face, but Dean lifts his head to see the wound and then hisses and drops his head back down. I gently smear blood away so I can assess the speed of the blood loss, and then I think about that. Through and through means an exit wound.

“I think I should see where it left,” I say. “I’m sorry, Dean. I know this hurts. Please let me take you to the emergency room.”

He shakes his head and groans as he rolls to his side. I lift the shirt higher and tuck it up out of the way. I suspect Dean got lucky, because the bullet probably didn’t hit anything inside. The entrance and exit holes aren’t far apart, right above his hip bone, and with him on his side and the wounds lifted this way, the bleeding slows.

“I’m afraid I have a little roll of fat there,” he says apologetically. “Can you see where it went through?”

I laugh. “This isn’t much of a roll of fat, and it might have saved your life. Stay on your side. The bleeding is slower. Dean, I want to take you home. I’ve got the overhead light on, and we might attract attention out here. If you’re serious about staying hidden, this isn’t the way to do it.”

He nods agreement, and I hand him the towels and help him place them, moving his hand to press on them. Dyson lies down along Dean’s front, pressed against his belly, which will help balance him.

“Good boy, Dyson,” I say. “You stay there, okay? You’re helping.”

I climb back into the driver’s seat and start the engine. Shark jumps into the passenger seat, easily distracted when a vehicle is in motion, and Hoover remains under Dean’s arm, now nearly against his neck.

I head out and spot my supplies on the curb. Right. I’m at work. I grab the supplies, tuck them in behind Dean, and text Hattie. I lie and say I got sick before my last job. She’ll cover for me, because she’s a sweet older lady who knows about my current life situation, but I feel terrible for lying and making her work extra tonight.

As I start again, I look around, realizing DD’s gone into hiding. I was surprised she didn’t hide from the start. Few visitors to my life get to see DD.

Of course, for months now I’ve let no visitors enter my life. Even the Straw Hats girls, the dearest people in my life, have no idea what’s going on with me. They have lives of their own and don’t need to hover and worry about me. I’ll figure things out. That’s what smart, grown women do.

However, smart, grown women probably don’t take men with gunshot wounds home with them. Baby steps.
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Precious

It doesn’t take long to get home. I jump out to open the gate, then drive into the small yard and close the gate to keep the dogs in. When I open the van door, the dogs leap out to do their business. After tossing DD through the door of the RV, I return to find Dean pushing upright. He sits in the doorway, his feet out, and closes his eyes.

“Please don’t pass out,” I say. “If you do, I’m calling for help. You only stay hidden if you stay conscious.”

He gives me a small smile, and here in the RV porch light I really look at Dean Haugen.

First, he’s wearing a Hawaiian button-down with some loud red, black, and orange flowers on it. This tickles me, because my shirt is flowered today, too. Of course, my shirts are flowered every day. Next, the man has short hair with some curl to it, and at the moment those curls are sticking up all over his head. 

Yes, he might have a small roll of fat. This man is a few years older than me, and he’s not a tiny guy. Not fat, but he’s also not a ripped male supermodel. He has a normal, lived-in body. His cheeks are flushed, and without thinking I place a hand on his cheek and then his forehead.

“No fever,” I say. “Can you walk in?”

He takes a deep breath. “I hope so.”

I steady him and help him upright. I’m not tall, about five four, and Dean is probably five ten or eleven. I don’t think he’s six feet. He’s solid, so I hope he doesn’t start to topple, because if he does, both of us are going down.

He glances over at me, likely assessing me the way I’m assessing him. I mean, we’re strangers. He’s probably wondering what kind of woman finds a guy bleeding in her van and takes him home. Maybe he thinks I’m a serial killer.

“Gun,” I say. “You’re a detective. Do you have a gun?”

He feels his side and shakes his head. “No.”

“ID?” I ask. He shrugs, and I pat his pocket and come up with a wallet and a badge. Yep, Dean Haugen. Detective. Chicago. So far so good.

“I can show you my driver’s license if you’re worried about who I am,” I say.

“I’m not worried. I’m too sore to be worried.”

This speeds me up, and I take him straight to my tiny bedroom and prop him against a wall while I spread two towels on the bed. I settle him, again on his side, because the walk has got him bleeding again. I press on the wounds, and for five or six long, awkward minutes we sit this way in silence.

“This is cute,” he says, waving one hand around. “You like flowers.”

This is true. I’ve got a flowered bedspread, flowered toss pillows, and am wearing a flowered shirt. He didn’t see that the motif is the same in the little living area and the kitchen, although the kitchen only has flowered tea towels and a vase of flowers on the windowsill.

“I do,” I say. “Flowers are beautiful. Life needs beauty.”

I cringe at the words. I believe them, but I haven’t been living them out lately. In high school Lacey asked me to join her club, Straw Hats and Old Lace, all about living with beauty and simplicity. Looking at the RV that’s currently my home, it’s clear I got the simplicity part. But recently I’ve not given thought to beauty. Beauty in this broken world can feel like a slap in the face.

“I assume Precious is a nickname,” he says, breaking the silence again. Maybe he doesn’t like silence. I don’t, either, but I seem to have forgotten how to fill it.

“No,” I say. “My given name is Precious. My mother died in delivery, and my dad said the nurses kept giving me looks. They sort of blamed me for his loss, I guess. He wanted everyone to know I was precious to him, that it wasn’t my fault, and I was a gift from God. So I’m stuck with the name Precious.”

Dean gives me a smile. I surprised myself by sharing that. “It’s a pretty name
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