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Wear Your Rain Gear
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“How in the world do I have twenty-three pairs of socks for three kids for Christmas?” I muttered to myself as I looked over my gift stash. I picked up a pair of socks and smiled. They had Ramon the Wonder Dog all over them. Mikey would love them! But twenty-three pairs? What was I going to do with them all?

Thanksgiving was in ten days, and I was organizing my Christmas gifts - I always start buying early, like in the summertime - before the big sales began. The turkey was in the freezer, the potatoes were taking up floor space in the kitchen, and the counters were cluttered with pie- and bread-baking ingredients. I would have a baking frenzy next Wednesday. I had bought the ingredients earlier than usual, giving me time to buy more if I forgot something. This was Nigel’s first American Thanksgiving, and we wanted to show our favorite Brit how we celebrate. 

But today was for going through gifts. Shelly and Hannah were at school. The summer before her freshman year, Shelly had asked if she could attend public high school, and I had conceded that it might be good for her. And it has been! So Hannah had followed suit. Now, they are a junior and freshman, respectively. And Mikey? He sits alone and disconsolate in the school room, the only one still homeschooling. I love having him here, but he does miss the companionship of his sisters. He is in seventh grade and loves to learn. And I don’t have to “empty nest” quite yet. However, I may start a history or geography club, so Mikey can have some friends over for classes once or twice a week. 

A tap at the bedroom door made me frown. Mikey was supposed to be doing his science, but he doesn’t like to do it alone. I find myself more and more often working in my office with Mikey right next to me. Opening the door, I asked, “What’s up, Mikey?”

He tried to peer around my shoulder to see what gifts were lying on the bed, so I quickly stepped into the hallway and closed the door.

“Well,” he said, “my science book suggests you might want to buy a dead piglet for me to dissect.” I raised an eyebrow. Ew. “They come frozen, and I can explore their digestive system and heart,” he quickly argued with the eyebrow. “And they don’t smell because they’re frozen.” He was hopping now. “Can we buy one, Mom? Please?”

I thought quickly. “How much do they cost?”

He stopped hopping. “I forgot to check,” he admitted.

I smiled. “Give me a cost analysis, and we’ll ask Hannah if she will help you dissect the pig, okay?”

He whooped and ran down the stairs. My homeschool strengths lie in English, Math, and History. Not science. But Hannah loves it. So maybe she would, ew, help Mikey dissect a piglet. 

With a sigh, I returned to the pile of Christmas and birthday gifts. I smiled when I unearthed a hair clip from the pile. The dark bronze of the clip would offset Shelly’s long, straight, dark blonde hair beautifully. At 5’6”, Shelly was going to be the shortest of my three children. The clip went into the stocking stuffer bin.

The next thing off the pile was an owl-shaped wall clock. Not only does she love science, Hannah also loves all things animals. Her birthday was the first week of December, and I thought I might give it to her then, rather than wait for Christmas. I pictured my middle child, her soft brown curls and pretty face that framed a kind, intelligent mind. I’ve often wondered which direction she will go - full-time motherhood, full-time career, or a combination. She has finally outgrown her older sister by an inch, which puts her almost eye-level with me. Why do they grow so quickly?

And then I had to laugh. Mikey will love the singing bass fish. I hadn’t even realized they still made these things when I found one on clearance (which may mean they no longer make these things). Mikey is only twelve, but he is already level with my nose, so about 5’5”. And his hands and feet are large, which makes me laugh when I see him from the side. He looks like he’s wearing flippers. I placed the fish in the Christmas gift bin.

As I continued to separate and record Christmas and birthday gifts, I pondered the wonder of genetics. Shelly and Hannah both look a little like me, and although Hannah’s gentle brown curls are the same color as mine, they’re nothing like my corkscrew curls! And while I may be a comfortable size 12, I assume it’s because of childbearing. All three of my kids are slender. My mom is, too. I shrugged and smiled. 

Nigel thinks you’re beautiful, I told myself.

Detective Nigel Hawksworth, lately from Derbyshire, England, was here in Linn County, Oregon, on a job exchange. The two countries thought it would be good for public relations if several police forces around our respective nations exchanged officers of different ranks for a two-year stint. And we had been blessed with Detective Chief Inspector Nigel. He’s an excellent detective, and a kind man. Tall, about six feet in his socks, with wavy brown hair, blue eyes, and dimples, I have fallen deeply in love with him. Despite promising myself I would never get involved with a police officer again, Nigel has won my heart anyway. I’m getting used to it. Sort of. I still have moments of panic, wondering if I’m making a huge mistake, but my dear friend, Natalie, reminds me of all the wonderful things he has said and done. And she reminds me he is consistent. And that she’ll hide the body if he ever starts to act like my ex. She’s a good friend. 

My phone rang, and I reached into my back pocket. It was Natalie, of course. 

“Pinky’s Party Emporium, how may I direct your call?” I answered cheerfully.

Natalie laughed. “Do you sit around and think up different ways to answer the phone?”

“Nope, and I only answer that way for you, so you should feel flattered.”

“I do!” She sounded delighted.

“What’s up?”

“I’m antsy and want to take a walk. You have time for one?”

I looked at my bed. There were only four gifts left to record and put away, so I said, “Sure! I’m at the end of a project, so I need about ten minutes. Will that do for you?”

“You betcha,” she answered. “Wear your rain gear.”

“Yes, Mommy,” I answered.

“I know you.” I could hear her smile as she defended herself. “And you sound distracted, so I decided you may not know it’s raining.”

I sighed. “It’s November in the Willamette Valley. Isn’t it always raining?”

I finished my Christmas gift organizing and decided Natalie’s kids would be getting socks for Christmas (not the dog socks, of course), since mine would never want this many. As I headed downstairs, I peeked through the window. Sure enough, it was raining outside. Or more accurately, it was drizzling, that steady wetness that makes the chill seep into your bones. I set up the electric tea kettle and placed three different teas on the counter along with mugs, sugar, and honey, for when we finished walking. I knew from experience that we would come home cold. 

Mikey appeared in the school room doorway. It used to be the dining room, but we have a nice table in the kitchen area. 

“Hey, Mom!” He announced. “So I did the research on frozen pigs for science, and it turns out they’re pig fetuses, and they only cost about twenty dollars. Isn’t that cool?”

I thought about that for a moment. “How do they get the pig fetuses, hon? Is it ethical to do science experiments on an aborted pig?” As his eyes got big, I continued. “Let me ponder that, okay?”

Mikey lifted an eyebrow, something he has just recently learned to do. “I’ll ponder it, too, okay, Mom? Because I didn’t think about them being aborted.”

“Better yet, why don’t you and Hannah do some research on how these companies - because I assume there’s more than one - get their pig fetuses, okay?”

Mikey started hopping. “Yes! And we can write a report on it, so we have it for when other people ask that question, too!” 

I smiled. Not very many kids would volunteer to write a report. “Impeccable reasoning, Mike. I’m proud of you.”

His grin was infectious, and I grinned back. “And now,” I continued as Natalie courtesy-knocked and walked in, “Auntie Mommy and I are going to take a walk. We shouldn’t be more than thirty minutes.”

“Hi, Auntie Mommy!” Mikey called. 

As Natalie entered the kitchen, she answered, “Hey, Mikey!”

Mikey continued, “Can I have a snack while you’re gone, Mom? I promise I’ll work on the research.”

I smiled, “Of course. We have to feed those hollow legs of yours.”

Mikey laughed and headed to the kitchen. I grabbed my baseball cap and rain coat from the closet. 

“It’s just 43 degrees and blustery,” Natalie said. “You might want gloves and a scarf.”

I shook my head as I grabbed them. “How can 43 degrees feel so cold?”

Natalie looked out the window. “Is that a serious question? In this drizzle?”

I scowled as I shoved my hair into my cap and wound my scarf around my neck. “I hope you’re wrong and I end up too warm,” I told her.

Deciding to walk our regular loop the opposite way, we turned toward the old new development when we finally got outside. 

“What have you been doing today?” Natalie asked. 

I looked at my best friend in the whole world. “Natalie, how is it you look so put-together in this drizzle? And where did you get that fabulous raincoat?”

Natalie and I have been best friends since college. She is 5’4” and a size 2, and with my 5’8” height and size 12 waistline I should look huge next to her, but her big personality and acceptance of all people negates the size difference. And did I mention she’s Italian? Long, black hair and olive skin (and her very nice income) combine to make her look pretty and rich. 

She lifted her arm and looked at the purple of her coat. “It’s nice, isn’t it? I found it at one of those boutique stores when I was in Newport last month.”

I touched the sleeve. “It’s very pretty.”

Natalie shrugged. “It’s practical, and that’s more important.” She nodded toward my boring dark blue coat. “Like yours.”

I looked down and scoffed, “It’s practical.”

I tried not to feel just a little bit jealous of my best friend. It usually works, but not today.

“What have you been doing today?” Natalie asked again.

“I went through the Christmas gifts I’ve collected throughout the year,” I answered. “I still need to buy two gifts for Shelly, and one each for Hannah and Mikey.”

“That’s impressive!” Natalie said. “So you’re almost done with Christmas shopping?”

“For the kids. I need to buy gift cards for my parents, and I need to get something for Nigel.” I pondered for a moment. “Do you have any suggestions?”

Natalie thought. “Shaving cream, aftershave, a leather jacket . . . or a jean jacket. Maybe a flannel shirt?”

I laughed. “I’ll keep thinking. What have you been doing today?”

Natalie works part time at the office and part time from home. We had already walked earlier, about 6:30, but when she works from home we can take a second walk if we need it. 

“I had a video presentation at 9:00, and the internet connection was weak, so I had to repeat myself, sentence by sentence, so the fifteen-minute presentation lasted forty-three minutes.”

“Ouch! No wonder you need a walk.”

“I’m just thankful the problem wasn’t on my end.”

“I’m sorry, Natalie.”

She sighed. “Well, they bought the system, so they must have liked it - or what they could hear about it.”

“That’s great!” I brightened. 

Natalie is vice president of a small entertainment company headquartered in Eugene. We live off Highway 99E in the little farm town of Jewel, just five miles north of Harrisburg and five miles south of Halsey. Since her commute is about thirty-five minutes, she works remotely a couple of days a week. She has brought in more business than anyone else in the company, so they treat her very well. And she always gives them her best. Except four months ago, when her mom was kidnapped. She took some time off to find her mom, and then took more time off to spend with her after she came home. It was a harrowing experience for all of us. Nonna and Papi, Natalie’s parents, are my children’s grandparents, too, if only honorary ones. 

“How are your kids liking school, now that it’s been a few weeks?” I asked. 

“Abe is loving the new drama class and club.” Abe was Natalie’s oldest, tall and brawny like his dad, but with more of his mom’s intelligence. “He says there’s a surprising amount of talent in the school.”

“Seriously?” I asked. “That’s wonderful! How many students are in each?”

“Abe says there are thirteen in the class and about twenty-five in the club.”

“I wonder if Hannah would be interested in drama club,” I said. “Is it too late to join?”

Natalie chuckled. “No, but she won’t join unless Edgar does.”

“Oof,” I said quietly. Last summer, Edgar discovered how pretty Hannah is. 

“They’ve been spending a lot of time together, haven’t they?” Natalie probed.

I nodded. “Yes, and he treats her very well.”

“He’d better!” Natalie retorted. “Anyway, other than drama class and club, Abe isn’t enjoying school as much as he did last year. Most of his closer friends graduated, and he doesn’t have classes with those who are left.”

I shrugged. “It’s time to make new friends?”

Natalie nodded. “His freshman year was exciting, but I’m concerned about his sophomore year.”

“We’ll keep an eye on him,” I promised, “the girls and I will. And he’ll make friends in drama.”

Natalie smiled her thanks and continued. “Tabitha hates junior high, and she hates the mean girls. Her classes are fine, but you can’t stay in class all day. She feels like she wears a target on her back, and the bullies in school take turns with her.”
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Chapter 2

Just Any Beautiful Woman
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MY HEART CONTRACTED, and I stopped walking. “We can’t allow that to continue, Natalie.”

Natalie stopped and answered, “And we won’t, Danielle.”

I started walking again. “Okay, tell me how we’re going to fix this.”

“I have another meeting with the principal in an hour. He will come up with a plan, or I will pull her.”

I felt my eyebrows go up. “I knew she wasn’t enjoying school, but you didn’t tell me it was this bad. And now you’re ready to pull her. Why didn’t you tell me all of this before today? I love Tabitha and wouldn’t want her to go through this!” 

Natalie laid her hand on my shoulder, and we bumped along as she answered, “Because you would immediately volunteer to help homeschool her for me. And you have a job and don’t need an extra hormonal teenager. Besides,” she finished, “we needed to find a solution before we decided she should homeschool the rest of this year.”

“And?” I asked. “Because you’re absolutely right. I am volunteering to help homeschool her this year. Mikey would love the companionship, and Tabitha would be safe from bullying.”

Natalie sighed. “The principal gets one more chance. And this evening, I may need suggestions on what curriculum to buy. I just hate asking you to take on more work in this area when you need to earn your own living.”

Thoughtfully, I said, “Having Tabitha at my house for school would solve a problem I have, actually.”

Natalie stopped walking. “What problem? Why didn’t you tell me?’

I smiled. “For the same reason you didn’t tell me about Tabitha. You would have offered to help, and you have a job.” Natalie snorted and we started walking again. 

“Tell me,” she ordered.

I sighed. “Mikey is really lonely in that school room. He spends more and more time doing school work in my little office while I’m writing. And he interrupts a lot. I was thinking I would have to offer a history or literature class to other homeschoolers, so he can get his social time in. Not that he doesn’t get social time, of course.” Natalie nodded her agreement. I shrugged. “Between after-school sports, church, and Danny, he gets a lot of social time! Just not during school hours.”

Natalie brightened. “So you’re not just being nice, and having Tabitha there might actually help you get more work done?”

I nodded as we rounded the corner on to Main Street. We smiled and waved at Papa Jong. He was supervising the installation of a new front window after the other one had started leaking. He had hired the people from Junction City, and he looked pleased with their work. He smiled and waved back.

“And Danny?” I asked. “How is my namesake doing?”

Natalie chuckled. “He loves school! Especially PE and after-school sports.”

I laughed. “He does, indeed.”

“Yesterday, he wanted to be an airplane pilot. Last month, it was a train engineer. And in the spring, he wanted to be a detective.”

“It’s a fun age. The whole world is lying at your feet, and you can be anything you want to be,” I smiled. 

“Does Mikey still want to be a forensic scientist?” 

During the summer, someone broke into our house. As the police investigated, Mikey followed one of the forensic scientists around and asked question after question. The man, our very nice next-door neighbor, answered them all, and Mikey spent several weeks studying forensic science. 

“He does, and Nigel says it’s the safest part of the police force, so I’m letting him learn about it to his heart’s content.”

“He’s twelve,” Natalie reassured me. “He’ll probably change his mind again. Several times.”

“Thanks, Natalie. But I’m almost okay with him being in forensic science.” My abusive ex-husband was in the police force. (In fact, he took over Nigel’s desk in England when Nigel came here.) Because of Jim, I’d never wanted my kids to be on the force, but Nigel was changing my views.

Natalie raised her eyebrows. “Another win for Nigel.”

I nodded. “His being here has brought a lot of healing in a lot of areas, and to a lot of people.”

As we turned onto my street, we saw Peggy Sue’s car parked out front. 

“I hope nothing’s wrong,” I murmured.

Natalie groaned. “Oh, my word. Me, too! People always seem to stop by your house when something’s wrong.” She was quiet a moment. “Now that Nigel’s in your life, maybe you should have some couples over for dinner. Just so you don’t fret when someone pulls into your driveway.”

I laughed. “Good idea. And I’ll start with Peggy Sue and Papa Jong.”

“Not with Shea and me?” Natalie tried to look hurt. 

“You two come all the time anyway!”

We were laughing when we walked up the steps, wet and cold, but cheerful. My shoes squelched a little, so I stopped just inside the door to remove them and my soaking socks. Natalie followed suit. 

“We’re in the living room,” Peggy Sue called as we removed our wet outer garments. “If you’re going to act like fish and swim in that water out there, you deserve the colds you’re prob’ly gonna get!”

We laughed, and I waved at the door. “Go on in, Natalie. I’ll put the water on for hot tea.”

Natalie headed to the living room, and I could hear the greetings and the banter as I walked to the kitchen to make tea. Peggy Sue is a large-boned blonde from Mississippi, and her accent comes through at times. Everyone in town loves her rollicking laugh, especially Papa Jong. He’s a small-ish Chinese-American man. She may be larger and taller than he is, but they are very much in love. 

“Now, I can’t share any new gossip until Danielle gets here,” Peggy Sue was saying as I walked through the living room door. My big, old Victorian house, built before central air, is a series of smaller rooms. 

“I don’t want to hear the gossip,” I smiled as I handed Natalie her tea. “You know that.”

“Well, not exactly gossip,” Peggy Sue answered. “More like the news that’s happening in my life. Well, not exactly my life. It’s Sue Ellen’s life. And that’s pretty much my life, right?”

“Oh! We’re thrilled to hear about your daughter, Peggy Sue,” I answered. “Always!”

Peggy Sue grinned. “I thought you would be. Ever since my baby girl and her baby boy came into my life, after her adoptive parents died in that car crash, bless them, I have been the happiest woman on earth! I know I had to give her up for adoption when I was just a teenager, but it was hard not knowing anything about her.” She blinked back tears. “But now they’re here, and I’m just so happy.”

“And you have Papa Jong, too,” Natalie said with a smile. “And we’re so happy for you.”

Peggy Sue sighed happily. “I’m finally living the life I’ve always wanted,” she said. “A good man, a daughter who loves me, and a grandson, too.”

And she told us all about Sue Ellen. “She has a job in the office at that RV manufacturing plant in Harrisburg. You know, out there on Diamond Hill?” 

“Mountain Valley RV Manufacturing?” I asked.

Peggy Sue nodded. “And she’s started dating someone who works there. He’s a security guard, so their work hours don’t quite coincide, but they’re making it work.”

“Who is he?” Natalie asked.

“His name is Davin . . . somethin’.” She waved a hand. “He’s three years younger than she is, but they don’t seem to mind.”

“It’s not too bad an age gap,” I agreed.

“And he’s smart, too! He’s in his second year in the MBA program at OSU, whatever that means,” she finished proudly. 

Natalie and I laughed in delight. “He sounds like a gem,” I agreed. “Does he live in Harrisburg? Because Sue Ellen lives with you right now, right?”

Peggy Sue blushed. “Well, when she sleeps at home. But yes, she and LeRoy live with me. And I don’t mind that she leaves LeRoy with me sometimes,” she declared. “I’m catching up on all the years I missed, lovin’ the socks off that boy.”

LeRoy, Mikey, and Natalie’s youngest, Danny, were excellent friends. We knew all about LeRoy.

“We have no doubt you love it,” Natalie answered. “And we’re very happy for you all. Speaking of, how is LeRoy enjoying school?”

Peggy Sue waved her hand. “He loves it! He’s such a geek, he even loves the academic part. And he made a lot of friends quickly.”

“Being in sports, even if he doesn’t really enjoy them, helps a lot,” I answered. I remembered meeting LeRoy during a spring baseball practice. He was smaller than the other boys, and skinny. Seven months later, he’s still small and skinny. 

We visited for a while longer. After Peggy Sue and Natalie went home, I checked on Mikey.

“Mom, it’s noon, and I only have one subject left to do.” He looked pleadingly at me. “May I do something fun this afternoon?”

I joined him in the school room. “What subject?”

He sighed. “English.”

My favorite. I smiled. “What’s the assignment?”

He sighed again. “I have to write an essay on ‘Three Reasons I Should Be Allowed to Have a Pet’.”

I laughed. “No wonder you’re sighing like that! We have Ramon the Wonder Dog lying under the table, hoping for some food to fall; we have Tom and Jerry who are . . . where are they?” I looked around.

Mikey answered, “I heard them chasing something in the living room a while ago. I think they’re in the basement now.”

I nodded. “And we have our beautiful bird, Asia. Why should you write a boring essay like that?” He looked at me, hopeful, as I continued. “Why not, instead, do some research on those fetal pigs being sold for study, and write an essay?”

His eyes brightened. “What’s my thesis?”

I pondered. “Would you like to argue that they are ethical or unethical?”

“Hmm. Can I think about that while I make lunch?”

I chuckled and agreed. “First breakfast, second breakfast, and first snack are consumed, and now it’s time for lunch. Is that correct?” 

“Of course,” he answered as he headed to the kitchen. 

I shook my head, snagged a slice of lunch meat and two saltines - just about all we had left of lunch foods after Mikey’s snacking binges - and headed downstairs to my office to write. If I could have four uninterrupted hours, I would feel accomplished.

––––––––
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IT WASN’T TO BE, HOWEVER. Just an hour into writing, my phone rang. 

“Hello, handsome,” I answered cheerfully. 

“Hello, darling,” Nigel said. My stomach flutters every time I hear his beautiful English accent. It sounds like, “Hullo, dah-ling.” Oh, my!

“What are you doing right now?” He continued. 

“I’m working on my book,” I answered. “Why? What’s up?”

I heard some papers being shuffled. “Life is boring for us coppers sometimes, and the silky voice of a beautiful woman always improves my day.”

“A beautiful woman? Just any beautiful woman will do?” I asked.

I could hear his grin. “You’ve caught me.” He chuckled. “No, there’s only one beautiful woman whose voice brightens my day. And I didn’t have a chance to answer your good morning text. So I thought I would phone you. Should I let you work, though?”

I shook my head. I knew he couldn't see it, but I did anyway. “I don’t mind taking a break, if it means I can spend a few minutes with you on the phone.”

“Actually,” Ooh, I love his Ack-shully. “Remember that I mentioned how boring life can be for us coppers at times? Well, if nothing comes up, I should be off work by 5:00. May I take you to dinner? If you don’t have plans?”

I smiled. “I would love that! What time would you like me to be ready?”

“It won’t mess with your writing schedule?”

Again, I shook my head. “No, I can make it work.” It would mean getting up at 5:00 tomorrow morning, but it would be worth it. Or maybe I can work a few hours on Saturday, I thought. I hate mornings.

“Excellent! Then I shall call for you at 6:00. Will that work?” 

“That works perfectly. See you then, sweetheart.”

I wrote until 4:15, when Hannah arrived home from school. I could have worked another twenty minutes, because Mikey started regaling her with his researches in the fetal pig business as soon as she opened the door. She patiently listened to his recital and even asked a few pertinent questions. 

Finally, however, he wound down long enough to ask, “May I go to Danny’s house and play some basketball?”

“Don’t you have cross country practice today?” I asked. 

Mikey brightened. “Oh, yeah! I need to change my clothes. Practice starts in 15 minutes. Can I have a ride?”

I shook my head. “Remember our agreement? I will drive you to meets, but we only live six blocks from the school, so you’ll ride your bike or walk to practices.”

Mikey grinned. “It was worth a try.” And he ran upstairs. 

Hannah laughed, then sobered. “It’s getting worse, isn’t it? His loneliness.”

I nodded. “But I think we may have an answer. I can’t tell you right now, but I may gain a student tomorrow.”

Hannah’s eyebrows rose. “That soon?”

I nodded and asked how her day went. Like many homeschooling families, my kids and I are very close. I heard several details about each of her classes.

“And Abe and Cindy ate lunch together again,” she finished significantly.

“Well, they’re friends, right?” I asked. 

“Mm-hm,” she answered. “And friends always play footsies under the table.”

I laughed. “Okay, smarty pants, maybe they’re flirting. Maybe they’re thinking about dating. Maybe it’s none of our business.”

Hannah rolled her eyes. “Abe’s my brother. Of course it’s my business!”

I laughed again. “Keep me posted, okay?” She grinned and nodded. I continued, “Nigel is taking me out to dinner this evening, so I need you to be home when Mikey’s cross country practice ends. Can you do that? Or do you have a job?”

Hannah walks dogs for friends and neighbors. She started small and has grown quite the business in the last several months. We thought the work might fade away in the fall months, but she has kept all her clients, and she has to scramble at times to keep up with work and still get her homework done.

“I only have two jobs,” she said as she stood. “If I do them now, I can be home before you leave.”

“Perfect. Thank you, Hannah-boo.”
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Chapter 3

Scrawny Little Necks
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“If I were to buy you a Christmas gift,” I asked over a scrumptious Tiramisu at Sweet Life Bakery in Eugene, “what kind of gift would you like?”

Nigel had taken me to a new Italian restaurant in Eugene. We decided we wouldn’t recommend it unless they got a new chef. To make up for the poor-quality dinner, he had brought us to Sweet Life, my all-time favorite bakery. 

He licked the chocolate goodness off his fork before answering. “We have good desserts in England,” he said with a smile, “but none to equal what I’ve had here.” I wondered if he would lick the plate, too. 

“Oh, absolutely,” I agreed. “And the chocolate Silk that you just ate is one of my favorites. But back to my question?”

Nigel looked thoughtfully at me. “If I tell you what I would love more than anything in the world . . . you won’t laugh at me, will you?”

My eyebrows went up. “Of course not! And I am now dying of curiosity to know what you want ‘more than anything in the world,’ so please tell me.”

Nigel put his fork down, wiped his mouth, and answered. “More than anything in the world, I want you to write the story of how we met.”

I stared in surprise. 

“And,” he continued, “if you could have it bound, so I could put it on my bookshelves next to your other books —”

“You bought my books?” 

He smiled. “Of course. I’m very proud of what you’ve accomplished.”

I gulped. “I had no idea. I’ve never seen them at your apartment.”

“Oh,” he chuckled. “They’re at the station.”

I shook my head. “Why?”

“So that everyone who walks into my office will see them, perhaps be curious, and buy one for themselves.”

I laughed in delight. “You’re trying to market my books to your colleagues? You darling man!” I reached across the table, grabbed his face in my hands, and kissed him right there in front of everyone.

I checked the front of my blouse as I sat back down. Somehow, I had managed to avoid getting dessert on myself. 

“In answer to your Christmas present request,” I said cheerfully, “we’ll see if I can do that this Christmas. It may have to wait for next year. It takes a while to write and publish a book.”

He nodded. “I’m learning that. And other things.” He took my hand and looked deeply into my eyes. “I truly am very proud of your work, you know. Your books are interesting and informative. I enjoy them.”

I grinned in delight. “You’ve read them, too? When? How many? Which ones do you especially like?” I chuckled. “You have no idea how good it feels to hear you say that.”

Nigel pulled me up from my seat. “C’m on, love. Let me tell you all about your books in a more quiet location.”

I quickly agreed. We bussed our table and headed out to the car. 

On the way, a woman stopped me and asked, “You’re an author?” When I nodded, she continued, “What kinds of books do you write?”

So I told her about the historical fiction books I write for junior high and high school ages. She asked for my name and website, and we finally reached the door and the cold quiet of the street. 

Nigel grinned as we walked to the car. “That was interesting. Does it happen to you often?”

“That’s the first time, actually. It was weird but very cool!”

He held the car door for me, and as I settled into my seat, he said, “I hope it continues. You deserve the accolades and the sales.”
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AS WE WALKED THE NEXT morning, I told Natalie all about dessert, the lady at Sweet Life, and Nigel’s buying and reading my books.

She waved at Mr. Graham who used to own the hardware store. I obediently waved, too. 

“I love that!” Natalie said. “I’m so glad he bought your books. And then read them. What a sweet thing to do.”

“Wasn’t it? And then we spent about an hour talking about his favorites, and why they were his favorites.” I groaned. “And he discovered a plot hole in the most recent one, the one I wrote while my parents were here in August.”

“Oops,” Natalie said. “Although understandable with your mother around. Do you have to fix it?”

I shrugged. “Probably. I’ll contact the publisher today and see what they say. It may be too late.”

“Is it a big plot hole?”

I shook my head and waved to the mail lady. “No, it just leaves the reader wondering how the protagonist got from the docked ship to the middle of the Amazon Forest.”

Natalie thought for a moment. “How did he get there?”

I laughed. “I don’t know. He was at the coast and suddenly appeared in the Amazon Forest, about four hundred miles away.”

She shrugged. “Thank you, again, for giving Tabitha space at your schoolroom table.”

I gave her a quick side hug. “Of course! Her presence will give me more opportunity to work. And Mikey won’t feel quite so abandoned.”

Natalie had called as Nigel and I pulled into my driveway last night. The jr. high principal hadn’t been helpful, so Natalie had immediately pulled Tabitha from school, registered her as a homeschooler, and wanted to know what curriculum to buy. I had told her I would test Tabitha and let her know. In the meantime, she could use Hannah’s textbooks from last year and start learning what homeschooling is really like. I would need to spend a solid chunk of time with her today, but that was all right. The end result would be worth it.

“And you’re sure you want her there at 8:30?” Natalie asked.

I nodded. “I always have the kids start at 8:30, so they can be mostly done with school by lunchtime.”

Natalie shook her head. “How can they be done by lunchtime? Are they doing enough work?”

We’d had this conversation many times, but I just told her again. “There’s only one student in her grade - or two if we combine a subject or two with Mikey.”

“Like English and science?” Natalie asked.

I nodded. “Or maybe history. It depends on what they both enjoy. Anyway, she doesn’t have to wait for other students to catch up, so she can work at her own pace. Which is usually quicker than it is in a classroom setting.”

“Then how is Hannah handling the classroom?” Natalie demanded. We waved to Mr. Long, Shelly’s favorite English teacher. He often rides his bicycle to school.

I sighed. “It was a learning curve, that’s for sure.” Natalie chuckled. “Hannah hadn’t realized she would have to wait for other students to catch up for each subject, even though she knew she would change classrooms. But she quickly learned to bring a long book, especially to those classes that are easier for her.”

Natalie grunted. “Okay, I get that. But you’re sure Tabitha will do okay with homeschooling?”

I shook my head. “No, I’m not sure.” I held up a hand as Natalie started expostulating. “Hang on! We won’t know if she’s self-motivated enough, or even externally motivated enough by the thought of going back to public school with bullies, until we give it a try.” I patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep a close eye on her. If it isn’t going well, you and I can have a parent/teacher conference.”

Natalie looked at me sideways. “Can I bring wine to our parent/teacher conference?”

I laughed and waved to Papa Jong and Peggy Sue. “Any time, my friend!”

Mikey was thrilled to have a schoolmate. He quickly ate breakfast and cleaned up the school room for Tabitha who appeared right on the dot of 8:30. Natalie courtesy-knocked, and the two breezed in with a gust of cold, wet wind.

“Oof!” Natalie declared. “It’s getting blustery out there!”

Tabitha stood, wide-eyed, and waited for directions. I quickly said, “Good morning, Tabitha! Thank you for being willing to do school with Mikey at our house. You sure are going to be a blessing to us.”

She looked surprised, “Really? Mom said you were doing us a huge favor, and I should be careful not to get kicked out.”

Natalie laughed uncomfortably. “I may have overstated things a bit, hon.” She hugged her daughter. “I’m sure you will do well, and I know Danielle will make it fun.”

We all walked into the school room that used to be a dining room, and looked around. It looked a little shabby and a little messy, as all comfortable school rooms should look. In my humble opinion, anyway. Tabitha took it all in as if she was seeing it for the first time. Which, come to think of it, she must have been. I had cleaned off last year’s posters and put up new ones for this year - math, grammar, and geography. 

Mikey hopped a couple of times. “We’re gonna have a great time! We get to choose which subjects we’re gonna do together, and we can choose from a list of English books to read and . . . and . . .”

“Deconstruct,” I supplied for him.

“Yeah, that. And we’re usually done with school by lunch time, so we get to read and do projects in the afternoon.” He gasped. “Do you like science? Would you like to dissect a fetal piglet with me?”

Tabitha’s nose wrinkled, and I quickly said, “We can talk about all of this later, Mike, okay?”

Mikey tried not to look disappointed. “Okay, Mom.”

Natalie laughed and said, “I’m off to work, then. See you all later!” And she breezed back out into the blustery day as Tabitha, Mikey, and I settled in to start school.
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A LOUD BANGING ON MY front door had me scurrying upstairs from the basement about 2:00 that afternoon. Tabitha had tested well, and she had breezed through her schoolwork, so she and Mikey were enjoying a documentary on ancient Egypt. The knocking had drawn them to the living room doorway.

I glanced at them and smiled reassuringly as I hurried. 

“Geez! Where were you, Timbuktu?” Peggy Sue asked as she bustled in. “I thought I would freeze to death before you answered the door!” Her laugh belied the haranguing tone. Mikey and Tabitha scooted back as Peggy Sue entered the living room.

“Oh! You’re watchin’ a movie,” she said. She pivoted and entered the kitchen. I followed, telling the kids to continue their documentary.

As Peggy Sue sat at the table, I plugged in the electric kettle and pulled out mugs and three kinds of tea.

“Is Tabitha sick?” She asked.

“No, Natalie pulled her. I’m helping homeschool her.”

Peggy Sue looked shocked. “Ms. Leader of the PTO, leading light of the school gossip circle is homeschooling? That’s impossible!”

I shook my head, sat at the table, and answered quietly. “Tabitha was being bullied, and the principal hasn’t been helpful.”

Peggy Sue slammed her hand onto the table top. “Who are they? I’ll wring their scrawny little necks!”

I smiled and tried to calm my friend. “If they’re still bullying people into their 20s and 30s, Natalie and I will let you do that. In the meantime,” I continued, “we will give them an opportunity to grow up.”

“Grr!”

The kettle clicked off as I sighed. “I agree, Peggy Sue, but for now, we will give Tabitha a safe place to learn and to heal from the emotional wounds of her tormentors.” I rose and grabbed the mugs, boxes of tea, and the kettle. I settled back at the table, and we fixed our teas.

She sighed, too. “All right. Fine. But if they come after her . . .”

I laughed. “Natalie and I will call you. If Natalie doesn’t wring their necks first.”

Peggy Sue finally smiled. “She probably will. And won’t leave a mark.”

I chuckled at that. 

Sitting back, she announced, “I have the smartest, bravest, best daughter in the world! I’m so stinkin’ proud, I could just burst the buttons on my blouse!” She looked down and laughed at her button-free t-shirt. “Well, I would if I had some!” She finished.

I wrapped my hands around my mug and said, “Tell me! What happened?”

Peggy Sue sat forward. “Well! Remember that I tole you she works in the office at the RV place in Harrisburg?” I nodded. “She sees all the financials over there. And when she started there last April, she didn’t know a carburetor from a dildo.” 

I snorted tea and hurried to clean up the mess. Peggy Sue just kept talking. “But she’s been there long enough to know a thing or two now. Well, only a thing or two, but enough to know that some of the invoices she’s seeing come through for several thousand dollars each - each, Danielle - aren’t for actual parts.” She sat back with a smug look on her face.

I thought about that. “How much money has been embezzled?”

Her eyebrows went up. “Dang, you’re quick! It took Sue Ellen nearly two weeks to figger out what was goin’ on.” The more emotional Peggy Sue gets, the more Mississippi her accent. She was pure Southern Belle by now. “And then another week to tally up how much is missin'.”

She took a deep breath, and Mikey asked, “Can we have a snack?”

Peggy Sue blew out her breath as I answered, “Sure, hon, how about some cookies?”

I pulled a baggie out of the freezer and Mikey whooped his approval. He and Tabitha disappeared back into the living room to finish their documentary. I estimated we had about eight minutes before they were back. 
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Chapter 4

How Much is Missing?
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“Talk quickly, Peggy Sue. They’ll be back soon. How much is missing?”

Peggy Sue said quietly, “Five hundred thousand.”

I stared at her. She added, “And change.”

I asked, “How is the company not in bankruptcy with that much missing?”

Peggy Sue shrugged. “Sue Ellen says they have two years’ worth of finances in savings and investments, in case the industry crashes again.”

I shook my head. “The owner must be an amazing businessman.”

Peggy Sue chuckled. “He is.”

I pondered another moment. “Did they call in the state police?”

She nodded. “Like some detective from Salem is going to be able to solve this case.”

I shrugged. “They’re good.” As Peggy Sue nodded, I asked, “Did she get in trouble for reporting this to the police?”
Peggy Sue grinned. “Nope! Her boss was so proud of her findin’ this, he just about wants to pin a medal on her chest. Both bosses, actually.”
“Both?”

“It’s a pretty small company. The president and vice president both work in the office. And they’re both proud of her. Isn’t that somethin’?” She sat back with a contented sigh and drank her tea.

“How many people work in the office?” I asked. “And how many in the plant?”

Peggy Sue chuckled. “I knew you’d want to investigate.”

I shook my head. “No, not really, because it’s the state police, and I think they’d throw my butt in jail if I interfered.” 

She grinned. “Prob’ly.”

“But it’s an interesting problem, and I’d like to know more,” I finished.

“Well, I guess that makes sense,” she said. “Let’s see. There’s Sue Ellen and Violet in the office. And the president and VP have their own offices. There’s also a little high school kid who does the filing after school. She only works a coupla hours a day.” She sipped her tea. “Then there’s about twelve men and two women who work in the plant.”

“That’s really small,” I said. 

Peggy Sue nodded. “Yep. They focus on quality rather than quantity. On the other hand, they can put out eighteen of them travel trailers a week.” 

I smiled. That didn’t sound like quality to me. Then again, if the walls and chassis were pre-fabricated, they might be able to slap them together pretty quickly.

“So there are five in the front office and fourteen in the plant?”

Peggy Sue nodded. “And Sue Ellen’s boyfriend, the security guard.”
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PEGGY SUE DIDN’T LEAVE until 3:30, and I knew Natalie would stop by about 4:00, so I gave up trying to get any more work done that day and made a batch of jumbles cookies instead.

As I was mixing the dough, I had a thought. “A recipe book! I could give Shelly and Hannah recipe books for Christmas!” I looked at my dough. “And I can start right now with my jumbles recipe.”

I quickly spooned dough onto a cookie sheet and popped it into the oven. Once the timer was set, I grabbed a spiral notebook from the classroom. I wrote “RECIPE BOOK” on the cover and opened to the first page. 

Mom’s Jumbles Cookies

¼ cup oil

¼ cup butter

1 cup sugar

1 egg

¼ cup sour milk

1 tsp vanilla

1 ¾ cup flour

½ tsp baking soda

½ tsp salt

½ cup coconut flakes (unsweetened)

½ cup chopped pecans

¾ cup dried cranberries

1 cup dark (70%) chocolate chips

Preheat oven to 400 degrees. Beat wet ingredients until fluffy. In separate bowl, combine flour, baking soda, and salt. Add to butter mixture and combine. Stir in remaining ingredients.

Bake 7 - 10 minutes, until cookies are puffed and slightly brown. Test first cookie - coconut flakes should be caramelized. 

Cool on cookie sheet 3 minutes before removing to wire rack.

(Note: I highly recommend you quadruple the recipe and keep some in the freezer.)

I shook the cramp out of my hand and considered typing the rest of the recipes. “I think I’ll give them their recipe books when they move out,” I muttered to myself as I took the first dozen cookies from the oven. 
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Chapter 5

Stop Him!
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“Mmm,” Natalie said as she entered the kitchen after her usual courtesy knock. “Those smell delicious!” 

She had stopped by the school room, but Tabitha had already headed home, so she grabbed a glass of tea from the fridge and planted herself at the table. 

“How did it go?” She asked.

I popped a dozen cookies into the oven and joined her at the table. “It went great!”

Natalie looked surprised and pleased. “Really?”

I nodded. “She tested at a third grade reading level, second grade math, and her –”

Natalie’s look of horror melted my heart, and I laughed. 

“She’s at or above grade level in every subject,” I told her.

“Oh, you!” Natalie stood and grabbed a still-hot cookie from the cooling rack. “Don’t do that to me!”

She sat back down, and I said, “I’m sorry, Natalie. You know how intelligent your daughter is. So I thought I could tease you.”

She took a bite and rolled her eyes. “It’s a good thing you make beautiful cookies,” she mumbled.

I smiled. “Why don’t you go over the day with Tabitha before our very first parent/teacher conference?” I suggested. “Then we can talk when you have some intelligence from the front lines.”

Natalie nodded. “Sounds like a plan. But did you get any writing done?”

She looked anxious, so I was happy to answer, “I did! Only about four hours, though, because Peggy Sue stopped by, so proud of her daughter that she would have popped the buttons off her blouse, if she’d been wearing one.”

Natalie choked on her cookie. “She wasn’t wearing a blouse?”

I thought about my sentence and laughed. “She was wearing a t-shirt.”

“Oh!” Natalie laughed with me. “Whew!”

I told her about what Sue Ellen had discovered at work, and we enjoyed talking it over. Natalie soon headed home for her first “homeschool report” from Tabitha. 

––––––––
[image: image]


“HELLO, LOVE,” NIGEL’S sexy voice and accent greeted me. “I have to work late this evening, so I shan’t be calling.”

“Translated into the American dialect, that means you aren’t able to come over this evening,” I said. “Bummer. I’ll miss you.”

He sighed. “I’ll miss you, too, but work is . . .”

“Work,” I provided for him. “And I understand.”

“Criminals don’t take a day off,” he agreed. “In fact, I’ve been ordered to question a suspect in a new case that just landed in my lap. I’ve not had time to review all the evidence, but my super believes we have enough to bring him in, so I’m swotting for all I’m worth before I head out.” 

“Swotting?” I asked.

“Mmm. Hold up.” I waited while he searched for the American equivalent. “Studying intensely. Cramming.”

“Ah.”

His voice softened, “Although I’d rather be with you.”

I’m getting used to the butterflies that flutter around in my stomach when Nigel speaks so lovingly to me. I like them. 

As soon as we had said our good-byes, Natalie courtesy-knocked and walked in. Shea and Tabitha were right behind her.

“Ooh,” I said, “This looks serious. Was school that horrible?”

Tabitha smiled, Shea laughed, and Natalie waved an airy hand. “No,” she confirmed, “the day was great. But Shea and Tabitha wanted to hear what you thought, so we all came.”

I bustled about getting drinks and cookies for us, and we all sat at the kitchen table. 

“Before I speak,” I began, “I’d love to hear an honest assessment of Tabitha’s day. Do you mind?” I turned to her.

Tabitha shook her head. “I really liked it. The testing wasn’t as scary as I thought it would be, and I like the scores I got!” We all chuckled. “And Mikey didn’t talk too much, but he wasn’t completely silent, either. And lunch was good.”

“Well, lunch isn’t always good,” I grinned. “Sometimes it’s just sandwiches.”

“I’ll buy lunch ingredients,” Natalie said quickly. “Just give me a list.”

I nodded but continued to look at Tabitha. “But we do enjoy leftovers for lunch. And I’m very happy to hear that you enjoyed the first day.” I grabbed another cookie and set it on my plate. “If Mikey talks too much - and he doesn’t respect your desire for him to pipe down - please let me know. He can be a chatterbox at times.”

Tabitha smiled. “I know.”

“Tomorrow,” I continued, “you will have a daily, weekly, and monthly schedule to help you stay on track. And your mom will have a copy of the schedule, so she can help me help you stay on track. Okay?” Natalie and Tabitha nodded. “We have a little lee-way with due dates, but we certainly don’t want to have to cram late work into our Christmas or summer vacations.”

Tabitha grunted. “That’s for sure!”

“Otherwise, I have the textbooks you need, and your mom can get the consumables - workbooks - for you this evening. Or she can order them, anyway. They’ll take a few days to arrive.”

Shea asked, “What happens if Tabitha talks too much? What will Mikey do? Since Tabitha can come to you if she needs to.”

“Mikey won’t hold back if you talk too much, Tabitha.” We all laughed again. “But he knows he can come to me if there’s an issue in the school room. Just as you can. I’m only working downstairs.”

“Or baking in the kitchen,” Natalie said as she nibbled on her cookie.

“Or cooking,” Shea smiled.

“Or doing laundry,” Tabitha grinned. “Or the thousand other household chores that need doing every day, right, Mom?”

“Darn tootin’, kiddo,” Natalie answered. 

As the three stood to head home, someone started pounding the lion’s head knocker and the door, shouting to let her in. 

“That’s Peggy Sue,” I said as I ran for the front door. 

“You have to stop him!” Peggy Sue cried as I opened the door. “You have to stop him, Danielle. How could he do this to my baby girl?”

I pulled her inside as Shea strode forward. “Who, Peggy Sue? I’ll go over there right now.”

Peggy Sue pulled up short and stared at Shea for a moment. Finally, she answered, “I’m tempted to let you. You’d break him in two, though, and that wouldn’t help my Sue Ellen.”

I pulled Peggy Sue into the kitchen, and the others followed. Sitting her at the table, I asked, “What’s going on?”

Natalie set a cold glass of water in front of Peggy Sue. “Drink some,” she ordered.

After obeying, Peggy Sue said, “Your tame detective arrested my baby girl’s boyfriend.”

We assimilated that piece of information for a moment. 

I sat down. “Can you tell me more?”

Peggy Sue said, “You remember that Davin, Sue Ellen’s boyfriend, is a security guard at that RV place in Harrisburg?” We all nodded. “Well, he goes ever’where over there, checking on ever’ part of the property.”

We all nodded again. “Well,” she continued, “he was prowlin’ around yesterday and found a dead body.”

Tabitha breathed a soft, “Oh, no.” 

I shot her a reassuring look as I sighed. “Oh, dear. Where and who and what happened?”

“I don’t know who!” Peggy Sue wailed. “And I don’t know why! And I don’t know why your detective has picked on my baby girl’s boyfriend!”

I took a deep breath. “Okay, Peggy Sue, here’s a little about how it all works, okay?”

Peggy Sue nodded. Natalie handed her some tissues, and she wiped her wet face.

“First,” I continued, “Sue Ellen’s boyfriend . . .” I raised my eyebrows.

“Davin,” she provided.

“Davin isn’t arrested. Unless you saw him taken away in handcuffs?”

Peggy Sue shook her head. “I wasn’t there, but Sue Ellen said there weren’t no handcuffs.”

“Good. Second,” I said, “Davin has to be questioned, because he discovered the body. He will spend a few very uncomfortable hours answering the same questions over and over, asked a dozen different ways, to see what he knows, remembers, noticed, and so on.”

Her arm around a wide-eyed Tabitha, Natalie said drily, “We’ve ‘enjoyed’ a few of those questioning sessions.”

Peggy Sue scowled. “But you weren’t suspects.”

I nodded. “You’re right, we weren’t. But Nigel is a good police officer.” Peggy Sue shrugged. “And you know it, Peggy Sue, so have faith that he won’t wrongfully arrest someone.”

“Unless his boss wants him to.” Peggy Sue’s face reflected her stubborn fear. 

I nodded. “And when they wrongfully arrested John Pearson in August, Nigel did all he could to stop them, didn’t he? And he refused to be listed as an arresting officer.”

Peggy Sue sighed. “You’re trying to make me feel better.” She looked at me. “And
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