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CHAPTER ONE

Kansas wasn’t all that exciting. Sunflowers
and the Wizard of Oz were featured in every gas station store as if
they were the only things Kansas had going for it. Like most of the
country she’d driven through since Oregon, it wasn’t at its best in
March. Cori found her thoughts drifting as she drove, warm air from
the heater splashing in her face, the radio quietly thumping out a
country beat, all that came in well on this stretch of road. Soon
she would be in Oklahoma City visiting with her mother-in-law, a
kind but weary lady who longed for the men she’d outlived. Cori
didn’t begrudge her the time but could think of cheerier ways to
spend spring break.

She’d been studying signs, trying to gauge
the size of the towns she passed by and the chance of them having
an adequate restaurant and a motel with an indoor pool. She had
been driving since six in the morning, a long time ago. She turned
the radio up and arched her back. She needed to stop soon.

She checked on the cars around her, very few
for this time of day. If this Burney town were any kind of a going
concern it would have had some kind of a rush hour. The car behind
her in the right lane was a county mounty. Automatically she
glanced at her speedometer. Only five miles over. She was okay. She
slowed a little anyway and smiled to think what her high school
history students might think of her reaction.

The cop signaled to change lanes. So she was
going too slow for him, then. Good. Then he wouldn’t be behind her.
She sang along with the radio, having learned the song from the
drive across Wyoming. She was aware of a car on the left, the cop
passing, but instead of passing, it stayed beside her. She looked
over to see the driver grinning and waving. He was young and
handsome, and looked immensely happy.

Good. At least someone was. She waved in
return and smiled. He dropped back and she resigned herself to
being followed.

Here was the exit for Burney. It didn’t have
a rush hour, and it didn’t have any motels listed on the sign but
it did have the wonderful word, “Food” in big letters. She signaled
to exit and was startled by flashing blue lights in her mirror. She
looked and the cop turned them off and shook his head. She canceled
her signal. What the heck?

He pulled up even with her, smiled and
pointed up the freeway. Okay, so she was supposed to keep going.
Why, she didn’t know, but was not inclined to argue with the law.
Still, she was tired and hungry and she’d give him no more than two
exits to make himself plain.

After just a few miles the cop pulled ahead
and motioned her to follow. She followed him off the exit and
through a couple of turns into a cafe parking lot. Food. Finally.
She was hungry enough to eat whatever slop they came up with. She
stretched up and looked at herself in the mirror. She looked pretty
rough. Sleepy eyes and wakeful hair.

She grabbed her purse and opened her door,
pulled down at the wrinkles in her jeans as she stood. The deputy
approached, smiling, hands spread at his sides. “I pray you’ll
forgive me, ma’am, for my high-handed use of the lights. I just
couldn’t let anyone from Oregon stop at Burney.”

He pronounced it “Orygun,” a thing few people
east of Idaho knew to do. He stopped four feet from her and seemed
to be looking her over, very discreetly, and with sympathy. He
didn’t look as young close up, slight smile lines on his face, gray
at his temples; an adult. “Are you from Oregon? Or is it just your
car that is?”

She laughed. “I’m from Oregon. Corinne
Schiller, Cori for short.” She extended her hand.

He shook it firmly. “Ken McAllister. County
sheriff’s department.”

“No fooling?” She couldn’t resist teasing
anyone when a clear opportunity presented itself.

He winced comically. “I’m not usually this
stupid, ma’am, but I rarely get to see people from Oregon, and I
love Oregon. But I bet you’re starved. I’ll buy you supper if
you’ll give me the honor of talking about Oregon between
bites.”

“They have good food here?” She turned toward
the café without answering his invitation, just going along with
his plan, and they walked together.

“Better than Burney and their alleged
restaurant.” As soon as they got a booth she went to the restroom,
him following behind toward the men’s room. It was going to be nice
to have company for dinner. This cop was pleasant and she was
curious to know why he liked Oregon so well. He wasn’t from Oregon,
she could tell by his accent, a mix of the Midwest and the South,
kind of a cowboy sound. She quickly washed her hands and face and
dried them, then put a little hand lotion in her palm and rubbed it
around, then touched her hands lightly to the top of her hair, a
measure that tamed the monster a bit.

She saw the cop standing at a pay phone by
the restroom as she came out. He lifted the mouthpiece slightly and
rolled his eyes. “And I said to do your homework first. I can lock
you guys out of your computer with a password if you don’t...” Cori
walked to their table. So, he was somebody’s dad. Probably a good,
one, too, if he was checking up on them on his dinner break.

She read a little bit of the menu, but there
were too many choices. When the cop came to the table a few moments
later, he pushed his menu aside. She asked, “How are the kids
doing?”

“Oh, they’re unhappy I won’t be there to make
them their dinner and they’re fighting over the computer. Their
mother works late three nights a week, and this is one of them. I’m
supposed to be off now, but somebody else got sick and I’m pulling
a double, so they’re on their own.”

“How old are they?”

“Fourteen and fifteen.”

She nodded. “Just my age.”

He shook his head, a stern look strangely
accompanied by a dimple. “Lady, you’re forty-one, and I know
it.”

“Ran my plates and pulled up my license,
huh?”

“Yup. I know it’s not fair, so...” He leaned
to one side, produced his wallet, dug something out and dropped it
in front of her. “Is that fair?”

She picked up his license and looked at it.
Not a bad picture. She looked quickly at him to see if his eyes
really were blue and couldn’t tell for sure in the dim room.
Forty-three, licensed in Kansas since he was seventeen. Huh. She
handed it back. “First time I ever heard of a cop doing that,
Sergeant McAllister.”

“They give me a whole hour between shifts, so
I’m not a cop at the moment. I’m just Ken.”

“It’ll be hard to work a double. I feel for
you.”

“You look kind of worn out yourself. How long
have you been driving?”

“Since six.”

“That’s a long haul. Where are you
headed?”

“Oklahoma City to see my mother-in-law. She’s
lonely and I’m going to visit and take her a bunch of stuff she
wanted. Is there a motel in this town?”

“Best Western, next exit.” He gazed at her in
a speculative way.

“Indoor pool?”

“Yup.”

“Good.”

“What did you decide on?”

She tipped her head to one side, not
realizing what he was asking.

“I mean, to eat?”

She shrugged. “Oh. I’m too tired to figure it
out. I’ll just get whatever you do.”

“That’ll work.” The waitress was on her way
over to them. He ordered grilled chicken sandwiches and salads and
coffee, decaf for Cori, since her day was nearly done.

“What do you do, Mrs. Schiller?”

“I’m a high school history teacher, working
as a substitute in two different districts, Sergeant McAllister.”
She sipped her water, keeping an eye on him.

He grinned. “So. Cori. You teach kids the
same age as the brats I have at home.”

“Yup.” There she went, teasing him again. She
didn’t often say “yup” on her own. “You said you loved Oregon. Have
you been there?”

“When I got out of the service I treated
myself to a tour of the western states. Oregon was absolutely my
favorite place.”

“What did you see there?”

“Mt. Hood, Multnomah Falls, Cannon Beach, the
Astoria column. Portland has a really nice downtown area. Or it
did.”

“It’s still nice. When were you there?”

“About twenty years ago.”

“And you haven’t been back?”

The waitress brought their salads and topped
off their coffee.

“Never have been back. Always wanted to. What
do you like in downtown Portland?”

“Well, I like Pioneer Square. There’s always
something going on there.” Ken ate while she told him about the
strolling musicians that were heard on nice days, the speeches and
programs, the variety of people that you could see and their
interactions. Beggars and business people, mimes and musicians and
children and strutting teens, people who came to watch people,
people who came to sit on the steps while eating lunch or waiting
for a bus or train or court date.

“Eat,” he said. “I want you to talk, but I’m
not going to let you starve.”

“That’s encouraging,” she said and worked on
her salad while he told her about the books he’d collected on
Oregon, especially hiking books.

“Those get out of date, you know. Mudslides
change trails and other things happen.”

“Oh, I know. I’ll get new books before I
start out.”

“Coming out, then, huh?” She smiled.

“I think I’ll get up the courage pretty soon,
but maybe not this year.” His smile was gone as the waitress placed
their sandwiches on the table and took his salad plate. Once she
was gone, he met Cori’s eye. “You eat awhile before you tell me
about your favorite hikes.”

She nodded and said, “Yes, sir.”

He talked about things he wanted to see while
she ate and listened. “I especially like waterfalls. I want to be
sure to spend a couple of days at Silver Creek Falls State Park.
I’ve seen pictures and I think I need to go there.”

“Will you stay at the campground? I bet you
need reservations way ahead if you’re coming out in the
summer.”

“I don’t know. I have camping gear. I’ll need
to find out about getting reservations. The books tell all that,
too. I’ll study it out.”

“Do you ski?”

He laughed, an honest sound, a happy one,
too. “What the heck would I learn to ski on around here? Practice
on barn roofs, maybe?”

She laughed and tossed her hair back. It
flopped forward immediately afterwards. “Well, we have year-round
skiing and maybe you can learn a little about it.”

“Hmm. I might break a leg, but I have sick
leave accumulated. What the hey.”

“Sheriff’s department a pretty good place to
work?”

“I like the variety. Not as much shooting as
in the cities, and it’s not all highway work like the state police.
I have a lot of paperwork, but I don’t mind it like a lot of people
do. You like your work? Is substituting better than working full
time in one spot?”

“I did that for a few years, then my husband
wanted me to be free to travel with him to conventions and on
little vacations.” She stopped and shrugged. She was getting close
to the big sadness in her life.

“And what does Mr. Schiller do?”

She shook her head. “He was a plumber... I
mean a urologist, a doctor. He died two years ago.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.” She checked his face, and he
really did look sorry.

“What does your wife do?”

He smiled. “Well, depends on who you mean. I
don’t have a wife. My ex-wife...”

She shook her head.

“Okay, the kids’ mother?” She nodded. “She’s
my sister, and she’s a pharmacy tech. She and the kids moved in
with me for a year while her husband’s overseas with the Marines.
They just moved in last month and we’re all still getting used to
each other.”

She couldn’t help laughing at his euphemism.
“The kids are trying to see how much they can get away with, you
mean?” They would be pushing him, but no one in the world was
tested as thoroughly as a substitute teacher was, so she knew what
he was going through.

“Exactly. How long do you suppose they’ll do
that?” He frowned slightly, wet his bottom lip.

“Until the ocean stops making waves.”

“Great. Not that this Kansas boy knows a
whole lot about the ocean.”

“But you say you loved Oregon. Why haven’t
you ever gone back?

“The first few years on the force I got lousy
vacation times, and I understand November through March is not the
time to rely on good weather in Oregon?”

“That’s for sure.”

“Then I got better times, but I got married
and went where my wife wanted to go.” Quite a contrast to her own
marriage where she gave up her career to go where her husband
wanted to go. And usually thought of it as a good bargain.

“And now you refer to her as ex-wife.” She
thought she saw a jaw muscle twitch, but she wasn’t sure. What on
earth could this charming gentleman do to drive off a wife? Unless
it was working too much, something she was very familiar with, or
maybe she had her private reasons. Of course, she didn’t know this
guy, and he might be on his good behavior.

“That’s right.”

“So you can vacation where you want.”

He took a big bite of sandwich and chewed, so
she did, too. He swallowed. “And I want to vacation in Oregon.
First summer after she took off I was too depressed to do anything,
then the next summer I needed to rebuild my engine. Then I spent a
year with Sandi and the kids while Jerry was overseas, then other
stuff came up, then last summer I chickened out but spent the fall
planning what I’d do this summer. Then the damned Marine corps has
my brother-in-law go back overseas and I have my hands full...”

“Take two or three weeks anyway. Your sister
can find a way to manage and the kids will respect their uncle more
knowing he puts a priority on his own goals once in awhile.”

He looked at her, sandwich suspended. “Do you
think so?”

She nodded and wiped her mouth. “Absolutely.
It’s time to take care of Ken.” She was ready to fight for his
vacation. She felt strongly about it and she didn’t know why.

“I’m not real good at that. Oh, I am as far
as the basics go, but there aren’t any frills.”

“You take care of other people.”

He shrugged. “It’s what I do.”

“Then what...? I’m sorry.” She shook her head
as she realized how rude her question was, and sipped at her
lukewarm coffee.

“About what? What happened to my
marriage?”

“It’s absolutely none of my business. I
almost asked, but changed my mind.”

“She ran off with her photographer.”

“Photographer?”

“Yeah. She worked part-time as an underwear
model and was always trying to get new jobs so she had a lot of
portfolio photos taken in different clothes. And lack of clothes.
Then one day she was gone.”

Cori sat still, not knowing what to say,
while Ken stared into his coffee.

“I wasn’t the man I thought I was.”

Cori reached across the table and laid her
hand on his. “Don’t sell yourself short. Some people have a hell of
a time being faithful. It’s a flaw in them, no one else; certainly
not in a loving husband or wife.”

Ken covered her hand with his for a moment,
then patted it and she drew it back. “Your husband?”

She nodded. “We were okay in spite of it, but
there were compromises.”

“That’s why you gave up your career to
substitute?” This man was quick.

“Yes. Now I don’t have either—my sweetheart
or my career.”

“Maybe you could get a permanent job with the
school district if you wanted to. And maybe there’s another
sweetheart for you. You’re young...”

“Not really.” She tensed up. They had no
business talking about such personal things. None.

“...and you have gorgeous hair.” She looked
up quickly and saw his dimple. Teasing.

“It’s scary right now. It usually looks a lot
better than this. I leaned against the headrest and I got out in
the wind to pump gas and...”

“I can tell what it’s supposed to look like
and I love it. Are those ringlets natural?” What a flirt he was,
and how totally he’d distracted her from his remark about her maybe
finding another sweetheart.

“Yup.”

“I like the little bits of silver mixed in
with the blonde.”

“Thank you. You’re aging nicely, too.” She
turned down dessert, and got directions to the Best Western.

Ken paid the bill and walked her to her car.
“I’m very glad I got to meet you. Thank you for the
encouragement.”

“You’re most welcome. Thank you for
dinner.”

“If you’d visit with me some more some time
I’d greatly appreciate it.” He took out a business card as he
spoke, and handed it to her. “E-mail address, cell and home phones.
You can even call the home phone collect if you promise to talk
about Oregon.”

She read the card, his personal card, with no
reference to the police department. She said, “E-mail’s the way to
go. I don’t have any cards with me...” Ken hastened to get out
another card, along with a pen. She took it and wrote her name and
e-mail address for him. Probably they would never get around to
talking again, but this was a friendly gesture on both parts.

“Thanks, Cori. Drive safely the rest of your
trip.” He extended his hand and she shook it.

“Was I driving safely?” she wondered. Surely
he would have an opinion.

“Yup. Second thing I liked about you was your
good following distance.”

“What was first?”

“Your Oregon plates.”


CHAPTER TWO

Cori stood in the shower with her eyes closed
until the water grew cool and turned the faucets off without
needing to study to see which way to turn the knobs. Home.
Finally.

She dried off, then carefully combed her
hair. It was the last chance she’d have until the next shampoo. If
she tried to comb it when it was dry, it turned into a huge fluffy
mass. It was shoulder length when it was wet, but dry the curls
pulled it up so that the longest ends brushed her ear lobes. She
liked her hair, but at times it got the better of her. Like on a
long car trip. Or camping. Or any time she couldn’t wash it in the
morning. She had cut it short before, but thought she looked like
some old lady. She wasn’t ready for that. Also, she needed big hair
to balance her broad shoulders.

She put slippers on with her jeans and
sweater and padded down the stairs to the kitchen. She started tea,
then glanced through the accumulated mail. On the way to the
microwave, she stuck her finger in the ivy on the windowsill. Good.
Dad had remembered to water it. He deserved a pie. But not today.
She made her tea and started a frozen quiche.

She carried the phone to her desk in the
corner of the living room and fired up the computer, then dialed
her dad while it came up, smiled at his familiar voice. “Hey, how
you doing, Dad?”

“Decided to come back?”

“I’m back.”

“The charms of Oklahoma failed once more,
huh?”

“Boy, did they. Mama Schiller’s so lonely.
I’m afraid I’m not one of the ones she really wanted to see...”

“She knows what she has to do to see
them.”

“She’ll go soon enough.”

“She needs to get out and do something, make
some friends.”

“She’s too tired. She hasn’t made any friends
in years. Her family was everything. Dave and I should have given
her some grandchildren.”

“That would have been nice. You couldn’t do
anything about it, though.” That’s for sure, since Dave had a
vasectomy before they met and didn’t bother to mention it until she
was already well down the road to loving him.

“That’s true. Next time I go see her, though,
I’m going to fly. Driving was tedious.” She opened her e-mail
program. Her medieval history group had been writing a lot since it
was spring break. Most of the members were educators or
students.

“I bet. Did you get caught in Wyoming this
time?” She had gotten a speeding ticket in Wyoming years ago and
her dad wouldn’t let her forget it.

“I used the cruise control.”

“Very good.” She could tell he was grinning.
She looked over the list on her screen and besides the predictable
e-mails, there was one from Ken McAllister.

“Oh, hey, Dad. I did get pulled over in
Kansas.”

“What for?”

“Dinner.”

“It’s unethical to pull over a lady for
personal purposes.”

“This wasn’t like that. He didn’t really pull
me over, just pointed me up the road to a decent place to eat and I
went along.”

“Honey, you need to quit going along with
every hare-brained scheme people come up with.”

“I only go along with the ones I like. This
was a nice guy who loves Oregon and wanted to hear more about it,
is all.” She pointed the cursor at Ken’s e-mail. She wanted to know
what he had to say.

“And if he saw a pretty woman in a car from
Montana he’d say he loved Montana.”

She frowned. She had thought of that, but Ken
was too knowledgeable about Oregon. He couldn’t have memorized that
much material on every state. Probably not. No.

“You’re just a cynic, Dad. And jealous you
don’t have a nice patrol car to pick up chicks with. Hey, thanks
for watching the place for me.”

“You’re welcome. Talk to you later.”

She opened Ken’s message. It was
conventional, maybe a little longer than the standard thank you
note. She’d answer it with a little note after she looked at her
other e-mail. There were a lot of messages. Two days down she found
another note from Ken, this one just as friendly and funny. She
liked one line especially, “...that you and your hair arrived
safely home without frightening any little children.” He remembered
her referring to her hair as scary.

She had to answer this while she had it in
mind to do. “My hair and I arrived safely home. I am avoiding
scaring the neighbors by staying indoors until I have beaten it
back into submission. I fervently hope I’ll have enough milk and
toilet paper to last the battle. Got your vacation dates yet? Love,
Cori.”

She pushed “send” and immediately realized
that she should have used a standard formal closing as he
did—“sincerely” or “yours truly”—instead of writing “love,” but it
was too late now. Her standard closing would have to do and she
hoped he wouldn’t notice it.

No such luck. Later that night she went
online to answer other messages and found a new one from Ken. “My
sweetheart, my darling! I am filled with ecstasy at the thought
that you signed your message with ‘love.’ Uh... do you always do
that? Your humble servant, Ken McAllister.”

She covered her face with her hands as she
laughed. He wasn’t this outrageous in person. He was almost
reserved. A couple of things he said had been funny, but nothing
like this clowning. She had to answer this one right away. “Yup.
And if you are *my* humble servant, the good people of Hoskins
County are getting cheated. Love, Cori.”

The other messages took more thought and she
was up late cleaning them all up. She was a participant in a raging
debate on the Battle of Agincourt. She didn’t feel that she
contributed a lot of serious scholarship to it, but she contributed
some things and people kept messaging her to contradict her. Most
of these were kind enough to do it by e-mail, others posted their
messages on the board for all to see. She was tempted to ignore
some of them, but she didn’t.

She was nearly done when she got an alert
from her computer that there was a new message. People kept all
hours and lived in every time zone. A message in the middle of the
night wasn’t unusual. Another one from Ken. She opened it. “Good
morning, Cori. I’m going off to cheat the citizens of Hoskins
County. Every ticket I write I will think of you. Your sneaky
servant, Ken.”

She answered, fearing he had taken her joke
amiss. “Have fun today, Ken. If you’re ever in doubt as to whether
or not I’m trying to be funny, be sure that I am. My own darned
humble servant, Cori.”

He must also have had an alert on his
computer that told him when he had new e-mail because his answer
appeared within two minutes. “I always choose on the funny side of
things unless I’m crying too hard to see it. And what are you doing
up? It’s two a.m. there. Mine truly, Ken”

She typed and sent, “Haven’t gone to bed yet.
What are you doing up? It’s too early to go to work. Love,
Cori.”

“Ice on the roads. Sleep well, hairy lady.
Love, Ken.”

“Be careful out there. Love, Cori.” Ice. She
had daffodils blooming, and ice was a thing of the past in western
Oregon. Kansas was a crappy place. She looked at his message again.
Hairy lady, huh?

No more messages came through in the next few
minutes so she went to bed. She was surprised to have heard more
than once from Ken, but she was glad. She loved corresponding with
funny people.

Morning came far too early with a call from
Gladhurst school district for her to work that day. Three hours
sleep was not enough. She showered and tamed the hair, smiling as
she remembered Ken’s calling her “hairy lady.” Dressing was
complicated by her still-packed bags lying on the floor and the
awkwardness of stepping over them. She finally hoisted them and
dropped them on the bed. She just wouldn’t make the bed today.

She felt rushed all day since she had no time
to prepare for classes. Fortunately, many of the students
remembered her and encouraged the others to behave. All day she
only had to take two out in the hall; not bad.

She checked in with the principal as she was
leaving for the day.

“You won’t be needed tomorrow, Mrs. Schiller.
The teacher will be back. Have any problems?”

“No. It went well. Some of them might have
actually learned something.”

“We can hope.”

She drove home and made herself some tea and
settled at the computer and looked up her new messages. There were
just a few. Two from Ken. “Are you at your computer? Just stopped
for lunch and wanted to tell you I survived the ice. Love, Ken.”
Then another one had come through just a few minutes before. “I
guess you must have slept all day. Sounds like a good plan to me.
Rest up, and get good ID before you let down your hair,
Rapunzel.”

She answered, “Slept all day, like fun. I got
called in to work. Faced 134 teenagers fortified with
caffeine.”

She read her other messages, discarded
several, answered one. Got a new message. “So what did that do to
your hair? Love, Ken.”

She sent back, “Bald places where I pulled it
out. Do you have yahoo chat? Would love to go one on one with you.
Chatting, I mean. Love, Cori.”

“I do. What’s your nick?”

“I am ‘CoriOlisEffect.’ Log on and chat?”

No new message came back so she thought he
might be offline now. She made more tea and went back to the
computer to find a message from Ken. “I am on. Where are you?”

She dribbled tea. How stupid. Of course he
would have logged onto the chat program when she said without
sending another e-mail. What would she tell him? She logged on as
quickly as she could and someone called “SgtHoneyBear” had left a
friend request. It had to be Ken. She accepted.

“So there you are. I thought you’d be logged
on but it said you were offline.”

“Brain was offline. I was in the kitchen
making a cup of tea. I sure hope you’re Ken.”

“I am. And it sounds like you’re tired.”

“pppppbt.”

“That’s not nice.”

“Sorry.”

“Long day?”

“Only because I stayed up too late. I didn’t
think I’d get called today.”

“The kids were all right?”

“Great kids. Only had to flog two. A few
examples go a long way.”

“Sure do.”

“Did you have a good day?”

“After the first half of the morning rush I
did.”

“Rush hour traffic? Or your coffee rush?”

“Both. The ice melted by eight or so.”

“I’m glad.”

“Yeah. Got any more of that tea? Pass it
over.”

She took a big sip. “Here you go,
SgtHoneyBear. I’m handing you a big mug of tea with honey in it,
just the way you like it. How did you pick that name?”

“I wanted SgtPoohBear but somebody already
had it.”

“Why a teddy bear?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

“Why not? The name is in a public place, you
know. Surely I’m not the first to ask.”

“Yes, but I fear to reveal my weakness to a
powerful female person who has met my person in person.”

“Oh. And who has your address and your phone
number and knows who you work for? I see. Nyah, ha ha. (I’m
twirling my moustache.)”

“Yes. And who reveals no weakness to me.”

“I would, though. I trust you.”

“Why?”

“I just do.” She thought about it for a
minute. It was true, and she didn’t know why she trusted him. “I
don’t know why.”

“That’s dumb. I might be some horrible
person.”

“So might I.”

“You don’t have a horrible person’s
record.”

“You checked me out.”

“Yup. Are you mad at me?”

She sighed. “No. But it’s not fair.”

“Police departments don’t hire criminals. My
record is clean as a whistle. Not even a speeding ticket in Wyoming
like some people I know.”

“Okay. I’m glad.”

“I have four sisters. Three are older than
me.”

“Ummm... is this relevant?”

“Yup.”

“Proceed.”

“When we were young, a cat had a batch of
kittens in Tina’s closet. We cuddled those kittens from the day
they were born, never let them rest. They grew up to be the most
obnoxiously affectionate critters in the world.”

“I’d like to have a cat like that.”

“I have three older sisters. They cuddled me
from the day I was born and...”

She started laughing and typed, “So, you’re
obnoxiously affectionate?”

“Yup. Been called everything from a teddy
bear to a pain in the ass. I like teddy bear better.”

“I would, too. But you didn’t touch me hardly
at all.”

“It doesn’t go over well with strangers.”

“Probably not. I don’t have a cute story to
tell about a weakness of mine.”

“You don’t have to tell me anything.”

“I want to be fair. Though methinks the thing
you told me might be calculated to entice a lady.”

“Duh.”

“Have you met anybody you met on the
Internet?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“Bummer. I am doomed to interact with women
on here and if I need to get my cuddlies out I lavish affection on
my family.”

“That goes over great with your nephew, I
guess.” Teen boys would rather mow a lawn than hug their parents.
Or uncles.

“Takes the form of wrestling with him. And I
get a lot out by doing things for people. Cooking is my
favorite.”

She closed her eyes and imagined good smells
coming from the kitchen. Good smells that she didn’t work for.
“Honey Bear, you tell all these women these things and you’re not
married?”

“Not married. I am exceedingly fussy in that
area. No girlfriend at the moment, no dog, no goldfish.”

“A cat?”

“Gotta have a cat.”

“Mine split when Dave died. I haven’t had the
heart to get another.”

“Poor Cori.”

“Yeah. I’ll tell you a weakness of mine now,
but it’s physical.”

“A real one?”

“Your teddy bear problem isn’t real?”

“Uhhh...”

“I get migraines. I’m on some stuff that’s
supposed to help prevent them, but it’s not foolproof. And I have
stuff to take when I get one that takes them away if I take it as
soon as it starts up. So it’s not usually too bad, but sometimes it
is. And I have to watch out for things in my diet that can trigger
them.”

“I’m sorry. What triggers them?”

“Red wine, diet pop, chocolate.”

“I won’t ever send you chocolates, okay?”

“Thank you.”

“Unless I’m mad at you.”

“I love chocolate. I eat it if it’s
around.”

“You need a servant to go ahead of you
scoping out and destroying chocolate.”

“Chocolate servants’ wages are awful these
days.”

“It’s a pity.”

“I like talking to you.” She stretched her
back.

“But?”

“I am so tired. Going to eat something and
hit the sack.”

“What will you eat?”

“I don’t know.”

“I made baked potatoes stuffed with cheese
and shrimp. There’s one left over. Got a fax machine?”

“You’re sweet.”

“I’m glad you think so. Sleep well.”

“Good night, Ken.”

“Good night, Cori.”

She logged off and was soon digging through
the freezer seeking shrimp.

* * *

At his house in eastern Kansas, Ken leaned
back in his chair. She’d seen right through the kitten story. And
the cooking remarks. The usual stuff would get him no points with
this lady. But she was worth more than the brief flirtation that
had become his modus operandi on the Net. She was genuine. Friend
material at the very least.

He’d heard things about migraines before, but
knew little about them. He sat up and went to a search engine to
find information. He was reading his third article when Michael
burst in. “Uncle Ken, can you play Master of the Galaxy with me? I
want to get better at it before I go online against other
people.”

He stretched. “I guess I could. Let me
bookmark this site first and I’ll be on with you.” Michael stood
and watched for a minute and Ken glared at him. The brat didn’t
believe he’d get offline right away. He left and Ken dropped the
game CD in. His computer and the kids’ were networked just for this
purpose.


CHAPTER THREE

Cori sat on the couch with a book in her lap,
phone pressed to her ear. “Three weeks, beginning tomorrow. That
will be fine. May I meet with Mr. Wilson to get some information,
and to keep him up to date?”

“I don’t think he’ll do you much good until
at least tomorrow. He’s still pretty sedated.”

“I understand.” Three weeks. It was a longer
assignment than she’d had in a long time. She felt sorry for Mr.
Wilson and his emergency knee surgery, but his students would have
a real history teacher now for three weeks instead of a football
coach. She planned to spark their interest in history and do some
permanent good.

Ten o’clock. She’d better get to bed so she’d
have time to go over lesson plans in the morning at the school. She
wrote Ken an e-mail telling him she wouldn’t make their morning
chat appointment. It was his day off and they were supposed to talk
about Silver Creek Falls. She told him about her assignment and
what she hoped to do with it. As she wrote, she realized that she
was really looking forward to it.

In the morning she sat at Mr. Wilson’s desk
and read over the lessons for that day. She would be teaching three
sections of a freshman history class and two for juniors. The
textbook the juniors were using was written in a boring style.
She’d come across it before and didn’t like it much. She’d have to
use it as a starting point, since she couldn’t change what the
school was using, but she would make the material live for her
students.

Things went well. She smiled little and used
strategic stares and silences to keep order, the most critical
thing for a substitute. Her love of history kept the students
interested. If they missed Mr. Wilson’s football stories, they
didn’t say.

She took home copies of the textbooks for
both classes and read over the material for the next day’s lessons.
The more she read that junior text the more upset she became. Some
sentences seemed purposely obtuse, others condescending. What were
the authors thinking? Or the editors. Authors can write, but
editors can make a mockery of what they say. Her father had found
this out a few years ago and moaned about it to her when an essay
of his came out in a completely different style than he had written
it.

She went to her computer, got on the Internet
and looked up the publisher’s e-mail address. Several were listed.
She chose Lauren Tate-Rivera, the managing editor, and told her
exactly what she thought. Now she felt better.

On Friday after school, she found an e-mail
from Ken. “Will you never talk to me of Silver Creek Falls? I begin
to think you’ve never been there and are stalling. I hope your
students were good for you today.” He followed that with his
schedule for the next few days and a spaghetti sauce recipe he’d
been building up. She read it through, smiling. He used a canned
sauce with strategic additions. She’d have to think up a similar
recipe to send him. She was thinking about what to make for dinner
when the phone rang.

“Hi, gorgeous. Have you had dinner yet?”

“Hi, Brian. Dinner with you is just the
distraction I need.”

“Oh, now I’m a distraction. I like that.”

“Better than other things you could be.”

“Like history?”

“Yeah, but history is fascinating.”

“More than you’ve ever said about me. I’ll be
there in about forty-five minutes.”

“Drive fast, I’m hungry.”

“Will do, beautiful.” She hung up and pounded
up the stairs to change into a dress. Brian liked her legs and she
could give him that much. They had dinner together every couple of
weeks and she got all the clinic news from him. She stopped in at
the clinic once in a while, and the people who had known Dave were
warm toward her, but since his death she felt awkward there. She
still cared about what went on, and she had a financial interest in
the clinic. Brian formed a bridge for her, along with good
conversation and a sense of being cared for.

In a slim purple dress and heels, she decided
to answer a couple of e-mails and reread her
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