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“To an Eskimo, snow is not just a one-noun show. There is paput, snow on the ground. Which differs from piqsirpoq, drifting snow. Which is not the same as qimuqsuq, a snowdrift. And on, and on. And yet, we English speakers give love only one word? Just one syllable? Not according to Ms. Christie, whose remarkable collection of short stories traces the many paths love may take or abandon: grief, joy, confusion, loyalty, frustration, friendship. Thankfully, Nancy Christie is fluent in all of love’s many languages, whether between couples, friends, family members, or the person left standing after the love has gone. Allow Ms. Christie, with her documentarian’s eye and a poet’s pen, to take you by the heart and show you what love is in the real world.” 

—Alan Sharavsky, author of Boarding School Bastard

“The Language of Love is a unique collection of short fiction about the various types of love that hits the sweet spot between quirky and heart-rending. Christie's ability to write about the tender and painful moments of love should speak to all types of readers, both young and old: those at the beginning of relationships and those struggling with the end. Her deftness with character and dialogue brings the stories alive and her ability to tuck in life lessons makes this the perfect book to come back to again and again.” 

—Dawn Reno Langley, author of Analyzing the Prescotts

“The Language of Love is a beautiful collection by a wonderful storyteller. Nancy Christie explores love in all its forms, from romantic to familial, and in all its stages, from finding it to sustaining it to losing it. Sometimes with humor and often with poignancy, Christie’s stories will have the reader examining what they want from their various relationships and what they’re willing to give for them.” 

—Dorothy Rosby, syndicated humor columnist and author

“The Language of Love is a deep exploration of the toll and long-lasting effects that caretaking can impose on a relationship, be it parent-child or between lovers. In this collection, Christie deftly moves her characters closer to empathy—toward each other, but, most importantly, toward themselves.” 

—Gwen Goodkin, author of A Place Remote

“A tribute to the many forms of love, The Language of Love and Other Stories presents a thought-provoking collection that looks at life through a lens of irony, compassion, and often humor. Christie’s literary prowess once again shines through.” 

—Ann Henry, author of Sailing Away from the Moon

“In her new story collection, The Language of Love, Nancy Christie expertly explores love in all its guises. A harried new mother tends simultaneously to her fractious baby and her ailing grandmother. A son realizes that what his aging mother needs is a listening ear. An overburdened woman moves to a small town and becomes involved with a kindly handyman. Poignant, compelling, and clear-eyed, this collection will keep you turning pages until you reach the end.” 

—Deborah Kalb, author of Off to Join the Circus

“Language of Love and Other Stories is a real-life account of the different types of love told in a series of short stories. The stories are creative and memorable, and anyone can relate whether it is the love between two supernatural beings, or parent-child-grandparent relationship. Nancy Christie does a fantastic job of pulling readers into her short stories without wasting words. A master of character development, Nancy does a fantastic job of making the characters relatable in a short space of time. Each story takes you on a different emotional experience. For me the underlying theme is patience and grace which is what the world needs right now. These short stories are definitely worth the read and will leave you feeling satisfied.” 

—Gillian Felix, author of The Family Portrait Series and Adriana

“This collection of short stories touches on the amazing ways we express love. Ms. Christie puts her characters in situations that drive human emotion...where they burst into laughter, are besieged with happiness, accept their stage in life, deal with grief and gratitude, and so much more. Each story is unique and a joy to read.” 

—Jan Romes, novelist
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Charley and the Cupid Caper

[image: ]


It was Valentine’s Day: my least favorite holiday of the year, the one that stopped me dead in my tracks like a giant heart-shaped stop sign. Years ago (and don’t ask me how many years because I don’t want to tell you), I believed that Valentine’s Day would mean I’d receive a giant bouquet of red roses, an equally giant box of chocolates, and overwhelming amounts of verbal and physical protestations of love. 

But after a series of boyfriends who didn’t share my beliefs, I had given up on the idea and instead treated the holiday just like any other workday. Which in this case meant coming to work on a frigid Monday morning in my old Chevy without a working heater, hoping that the wonky radiator at Adams Investigation Service would deliver enough warmth to defrost my body, if not my heart that had suffered yet another icepick blow—this time from a new guy who ghosted me after three dates.

All in all, it was a very un-Cupid start to the holiday.

The only positive aspect of the day was that we were scheduled to meet with our latest client, report our findings, and get paid for our efforts. Charley always made it clear that money was due when the results were delivered. This change in policy happened after more than a few clients refused to pay when the outcome wasn’t what the client hoped for—the detective agency version of shooting the messenger.

Not that this would be an issue with Patrick Landers. He made it quite apparent at our first meeting that the subject of the background check he requested was someone he thoroughly disliked and distrusted. That he hoped that our investigation would prove his feelings were justified was obvious at the outset. Equally obvious to both our client and us was that, if the information was what he expected, it would most certainly hurt the woman on whose behalf Landers had hired us. But he still put down a healthy deposit to have us look into her “friend” who, he suspected, was no friend at all but a stinker of the first order.

“I’m concerned about the man that Betsy has gotten involved with,” Landers said. “His name is Giorgio. Giorgio Leonelli,” saying the subject’s name as though it left a bad taste in his mouth. He pulled out a folded sheet of paper from his pocket and gave it to Charley, then took a seat. “Here’s all I know about him, which isn’t much. That’s why I’m hiring you. I want to know if my suspicions are correct.”

We had done that type of work before, but it was usually for younger, female clients who had doubts about men they met on a dating site or for middle-aged wives who suspected their spouses of cheating on them. But for as long as I’d been working for Charley, this was the first time we’d been hired by a guy well past seventy to do this type of personal investigation. 

Charley took the paper and leaned back in his chair, his not inconsiderable bulk making the springs squeak in protest. One of these days, I thought as I moved closer to read over his shoulder, the chair was going to collapse. Then I’d have to call 911 since there was no way I could lift my 300-pound boss off the floor. 

Charley looked at the information, then sat forward to make a few notes on his legal pad before asking, “When did all this start?”

“Right after Christmas. Betsy—Betsy Armstrong, in case you need her last name—had joined a Silver Singles group at our church. At first, I thought it was a good idea since Thanksgiving, she’d been keeping to herself more and more. It was all I could do to get her to come out for our regular Friday night dinner and movie.”

I looked at our client. “You and this Betsy are a couple?” hoping my tone didn’t indicate my thoughts that dating seemed unlikely for people in his age bracket.

But Landers shook his head. “No, no,” although I could swear that there was just the faintest blush on his cheeks. “We are just friends,” he emphasized. “Anyway, after a few weeks, she started talking about a man named Giorgio. She said he was a widower and how nice he was and how he always walked her out to her car and well, things like that.”

After working for Charley for ten years, I had picked up a few tricks, and one of them was to pay as much attention to what a client was doing as much as to what he was saying. In this case, the more Landers talked about this Giorgio, the more his body language indicated his emotions: furrowed brows, narrowed eyes and clenched hands.

“But you didn’t trust him.” Charley’s words were more of a statement than a question.

“No, I didn’t!” Landers brought his fist down hard on the arm of his chair. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to lose my temper. But Betsy is a sweet, somewhat naïve person who tends to take people at face value. Jack, her late husband—he died five years ago—used to say that if he didn’t put his foot down, Betsy would have brought home every stray she found, no matter if it was a cat or a skunk.”

Clearly, he put this interloper in the latter category, I noted. “You knew her husband?”

Landers nodded. “Jack and I worked together before our retirement, and my late wife Mary and Betsy were in the same garden club. And we all belonged to the same church. When my wife passed away, they would have me over for dinner every Friday evening, and then when Jack died two years later, well, Betsy and I kept up the tradition, only we went out instead. And I was happy for her when she joined that group. I thought she’d make some new friends.”

Another silence, then Charley cleared his throat—a sign that he wanted to make a point.

“So far, you haven’t given us any reason, aside from your personal feelings, for wanting us to check into Giorgio. We could run the basic background check, but why?”

“Because he’s been asking her for money!” His words came out in an angry rush. “The first time was when he took her out to dinner at the Venetian Café.”

I knew the place, not that I had ever eaten there, given that the price they charged for a bowl of spaghetti and two meatballs was beyond my meager budget. Besides, I suspected the valet service would balk at parking my twenty-year-old car next to the Lincolns and Caddys that filled the lot.

“I asked her how the evening went—it was her first real date since she lost Jack—and she said fine except that Giorgio was so embarrassed when the waiter came with the bill, and he realized he had left his wallet at home. She paid, of course, and said that Giorgio promised to pay her back. But when I asked her later if he had, she changed the subject. Then there was the day trip the group went on to museums and art galleries. Betsy asked me if I wanted to go, but I was having a root canal, so I had to pass. She said not to worry, Giorgio was going anyway.”

The expression on his face indicated that far from reassuring him, Betsy’s response was a major source of unease, possibly even exceeding the impending dental appointment. 

“Later she told me that there had been some mix-up with the reservations—she blamed the trip coordinator—and when they boarded the bus, the person in charge said Giorgio’s name wasn’t on the reservation list and he couldn’t go unless he paid right then and there. Of course his credit card wouldn’t work—Betsy said something about a problem with the scanner—and she had the cash so she paid for him.”

I could see the pulse pounding in his temple and hoped the old guy wouldn’t stroke out while he was sitting there. I glanced at Charley, but his eyes were on our client, who took a deep breath before continuing. 

“But the latest incident was the last straw. According to Betsy, Giorgio’s condo—which she’d never been to, by the way—was being remodeled, and he asked if he could stay in her spare bedroom until renovations were through. He said”—his tone making it clear how little weight he gave to Giorgio’s words—“it would only be for a week or two. And that he’d be happy to pay her. But she told me she had no intention of charging him. ‘He’s been so nice to me,’ was her explanation when I questioned her about it, and then she changed the subject. Again.”

He shifted in his chair. “I don’t want to get into a fight with Betsy over this guy, so I thought if I found out a little more about him and if he turned out to be what I think he is, then I’d give the information to her and let her make up her own mind. I just don’t want to see her hurt. Or taken to the cleaners.”

It was admirable that Landers was willing to part with cold hard cash on behalf of his friend, although I couldn’t help wondering if there was something more to it, especially since every time he mentioned her name, his cheeks got even redder. But before I could follow up this line of thought, Charley handed him our standard contract to sign, took his deposit—three one-hundred-dollar bills, I noticed—and said, “We should have the results in a few weeks—say, by February 14. My assistant” nodding in my direction “will set up a time for you to come in and get the report. And pay the balance due,” he added, and I breathed a sigh of relief, knowing the pitiful state of our bank account. 

Once Landers left, Charley divvied up the tasks pertaining to this new—and thus far only—client. He’d do the traditional background check, which involved searching through online databases to find out about any criminal records and marriages and divorces, along with other information that people think is hidden but, thanks to the internet, is readily available if you knew where and how to find it.

My job was to troll through the social media platforms and dating sites (of which I was sadly all too familiar) looking for anything that might be linked to this Giorgio person. And thanks to the digital pictures of this guy that our client emailed us—I suspected he had followed the couple on their outings to get it, but I didn’t ask—I would have another way to do my search.

I started with dating sites targeting seniors, figuring that if this was Giorgio’s MO, he was bound to be on at least one of them hunting for more victims. My first stop was at Never Too Late For Love. Luckily, I didn’t have to create an account, not that I would have objected to using the company credit card in the interest of research. All they wanted was my gender, the gender I was hoping to connect with, my first name and my birth date. I plugged in female, male, “Charlene” and Charley’s birth date, deciding to make my boss a part of the process. Then I pressed “Submit” and waited to see if Giorgio’s face showed up. It didn’t take long before the Latin Lothario appeared, with the screen name “Looking for Love.” His bio listed him as an award-winning artist who moved to the States after losing his wife to an unnamed disease and was now looking for “companionship.” 

Uh, huh. I thought, scanning his list of interests: opera, plays, gourmet dining, and the obligatory “walks along the beach at sunset.” Just the thing that would catch an older woman’s interest.

Next up was the Silver Passion site, featuring images of older women wearing the least they could get away with without the site being rated “R” and men with unbuttoned shirts or in some cases, no shirts at all.

I started my search again, first plugging in my fictitious information and then seeing who popped up that fit my criteria: male, fifty and older, status: single, divorced, or widowed. It didn’t take long for a parade of men to scroll across the screen. Who knew so many unattached guys couldn’t find women to date? 

I clicked on a guy who looked like an older Sean Connery. He’s not bad, I decided, and then chose another who was a dead-ringer for George Clooney. Both said they were available, and both were looking for women who longed to bring “long dormant embers to full fire,” as the Clooney look-alike put it.

Just for a minute, I thought of signing up for the site, even though I was not quite in the required age range (although who would know, I wondered) but then stopped myself. You’re here to research, not catch a Sugar Daddy, I told myself sternly, and regretfully I closed the Connery and Clooney screens and went back to my assignment.

This time, I had to scroll through four screens before Giorgio appeared, his image identifying him with the moniker “Ready to Cook In Your Kitchen.” It was the same picture but a different bio. In this one, Giorgio claimed to be a gourmet chef who had owned a line of Michelin-starred restaurants on the Amalfi Coast (natch!), but after retiring came to the United States for a complete change of lifestyle and to find passionate love. His desire was to “cook for a woman who appreciated good food and good wine and”—(no surprise)—“walks along the beach at sunset as well as other pleasurable after-dinner activities.” It didn’t take a college degree to figure out what he meant, I thought.

In the interest of being thorough, I decided to visit one more, and chose Golden Hearts, marketed as “the place where those in the prime of their lives can find companionship and fun.” I sent “Charlene” on the hunt, and there he was again: the same picture but yet another screen name and bio. 

“Hmmm,” I murmured to myself as I read his information, “let’s see who you are this time.”

If nothing else, I had to give Giorgio props for being creative. If I ever had to look for another job, I might hire him to do my résumé. In lieu of a clever screen name, he had settled for “George” and identified himself as a retired accountant for a nonprofit organization who just wanted someone to “have fun with. I like going to farmer’s markets and church festivals as well as engaging in volunteer activities that benefit the community. I also enjoy walks along the beach at sunset. If this sounds like something you’d like to do, please connect.”

I sighed. If I had any lingering dreams that romance still existed in this digital, only-make-a-virtual-connection age, this research killed them.

I filed the screenshots and the URLs from all three sites under “Client: Landers, P” and then uploaded his image to my favorite search engine to see where else our boy Giorgio might show up. In seconds there he was, on a social media site that catered to the Medicare club. But while his “About Me” page was notably short on personal info, his “My Favorite Pix” more than made up for it with a seemingly endless array of images. 

There was a cherry-red Corvette with the caption “My newest ride” underneath, followed by a beach house backlit by a gorgeous sunset labeled “My getaway.” Other pictures: a three-story mansion (“My house”), a corral with three horses (“My pets”), and a 1939 Triumph motorcycle—a fact I knew only because he identified it under the label “My toy.” 

Other images followed: several of cruise ships captioned with various destinations: “My Bahama vacation,” “My Alaskan cruise,” “On my way to European hotspots” as well as trains with names such as Deutsche Bahn AG and Trenitalia that were intended to give the false impression that he was a world-class traveler.

More screenshots, more web addresses—it was rapidly adding up to a damning collection of lies and false identities. And by the time of our next meeting, the two of us had amassed enough info to justify our client’s suspicions. Unfortunately, I didn’t make it to the office on time, and instead arrived barely fifteen minutes before Landers was due to arrive—a fact that Charley didn’t overlook, since that meant I was also a half hour past the time the agency opened for business.

“You’re late.” 

“Yeah, I know,” I said, stomping the snow off my boots before hanging my coat in the closet. “But Charley, you know they never plow the apartment’s parking lot before nine. And the roads weren’t salted either. And my car needs new tires. And—” 

Charley held up his hand to stop me from continuing my litany of what I considered legitimate justifications. “Never mind about all that. Landers called and said he was bringing Betsy with him. I guess he figured having a neutral third party deliver the news would be better all the way around.” 

Great. Nothing like passing the buck and making us the bearer of bad news. But before I could answer, the office door opened, revealing our client and a female I assumed was Betsy. I don’t know what I expected—a frail old woman using a wheelchair?—but when I saw her, I understood why Landers colored up every time he mentioned her name. 

For an old lady, she was darned cute, slim of build with dimpled cheeks, a bright smile, and a lively way of walking that belied her age. She reminded me of an Angora cat I once used to pet-sit: delicate-boned with sparkling blue eyes and silky white hair, yet full of playful energy. And affectionate, too, judging by the way she linked her arm with his, leading me to wonder if she might have more than a little fondness for him. 

“Mr. Adams, this is Betsy Armstrong. Betsy, this is Charley Adams, and his assistant.”

“Terry McCallister,” I said. “Please take a seat,” positioning a second chair in front of Charley’s desk. I decided to place myself behind the couple, partly because the radiator was giving off a comforting blast of hot air that warmed my backside and partly because I didn’t want to watch that smile fade from her face when Charley confronted her with the reality of who and what Giorgio was: a sneaky, despicable modern-day gigolo who was out to get what he could from unwary females of any age.

“I thought Patrick was taking me out to breakfast but instead here we are!” she said, giving her partner a teasing look before patting his hand with her well-manicured fingers. “Not that I mind, really,” settling herself in the chair as though it was a well-padded throne instead of a more-than-dilapidated piece of office furniture. “Besides, I never met a private investigator before!”

Charley cleared his throat twice—never a good sign. Once meant he wanted to talk, but twice was an indication that what he was going to say wasn’t anything good. “Yes, well, from what I understand from our client, the information he had me acquire for him might be of some interest to someone else. You, that is.” 

He looked down at his notes as though searching for a way to share the ugly details that wouldn’t hurt her. 

I was surprised. Charley rarely showed emotion when it came to client meetings but in this case, he seemed to be struggling with his feelings. Luckily, our client rescued him.

“What he means,” said Landers, pausing to take a deep breath, “is that I had him investigate Giorgio. Because I didn’t trust him. And I didn’t want you to get hurt. Or be taken advantage of. Or, well, anything like that,” finishing quickly.

“You had him investigate Giorgio.” 

Her words came out with slow deliberation, each one given equal weight. If Betsy was a cat, her fur would be standing straight up at this point. She gave him a sharp look before repositioning her chair just a fraction away from his. Small as it was, the movement spoke volumes. “May I ask by what right you shared my private life with a stranger?”

I knew that tone. It meant things were going very badly for Landers, and if he didn’t say something quickly, their friendship was headed for the rocks. Unfortunately, he didn’t seem to have anything worth saying. So, before their relationship boat capsized, I stepped in.

I came around to stand behind Charley so I could see her face as I threw in my two cents. “I think what he meant was that, based on the long-time friendship and affection he has for you, and knowing what a kind and trusting person you are, he simply wanted to make sure that anyone you spent time with was worthy of you.” 

I was proud of myself for coming up with that on the spur of the moment. And after all, what woman wouldn’t want to know that someone worried about her?

What woman? Well, apparently this woman, since when I finished, she gathered up her handbag and rose to her feet, pointedly turning her back to her companion. 

“Thank you for your time. I’d like to leave now.” She looked at me. “Will you call me a cab?”

I glanced at Landers, but he had his head down, his body one big lump of misery. Men, I thought. They start something never thinking how it might turn out, and when it all goes south, they don’t know what to do so they do nothing. I sighed and moved my hand toward the phone on Charley’s desk, but he stopped me before I could lift the receiver.

“I understand that you’re upset,” Charley said gently. “But I think it would be wise of you to hear the results of our report. Then, if you still want to leave, my assistant will be happy to drive you home.”

Betsy paused for a moment, then sat down, still ignoring Landers. “I’ll listen to what you have to say but it isn’t going to change my mind about anything.”

Charley handed her the report. “Perhaps it would be better if you read it for yourself. Then, if you have any questions, we’ll do our best to answer them.”

She began reading, the silence only broken by the sound of her flipping through all ten pages. There was enough incriminating evidence, complete with screen captures and images, to convict the man of, at the very least, concealment and, at the worst, of outright deception. But, as I knew from my own experience, sometimes we just don’t want to see the truth, even when it’s presented in stark black and white.

I watched her face and body, hoping I could get some indication of her thoughts. But she kept a firm hold on her reactions, the only giveaway a slight tightening of her lips. What she couldn’t control, however, was the hand gripping the papers. It shook, ever so slightly. 

Finished with her review, Betsy put the
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