
      
        
          Homeschool and Homicide

          
		      Missing on Main Street
Lethal in Lavender
Farmers Market Fatality

          Sarah Hualde

        

        
          
          
        

      

    

Copyright © 2020 by Sarah Hualde
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.





  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Missing on Main Street
    

  
  
    
    
    
    

    
    


	
  
    
    Contents
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    1.
    
    CHAPTER 1
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    2.
    
    CHAPTER 2  
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    3.
    
    CHAPTER 3
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    4.
    
    CHAPTER 4
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    5.
    
    CHAPTER 5 
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    6.
    
    CHAPTER 6 
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    7.
    
    CHAPTER 7 
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    8.
    
    CHAPTER 8 
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    9.
    
    CHAPTER 9 
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    10.
    
    CHAPTER 10 
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    11.
    
    CHAPTER 11 
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    12.
    
    CHAPTER 12
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    13.
    
    CHAPTER 13 
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    14.
    
    CHAPTER 14 
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    15.
    
    CHAPTER 15
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    16.
    
    CHAPTER 16 
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    17.
    
    CHAPTER 17 
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    18.
    
    CHAPTER 18 
    

  
    
    
    
    



    

    
    
  

  



        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Lethal in Lavender
    

  
  
    
    
    
    

    
    


	
  
    
    Contents
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    1.
    
    CHAPTER 1
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    2.
    
    CHAPTER 2
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    3.
    
    CHAPTER 3
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    4.
    
    CHAPTER 4
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    5.
    
    CHAPTER 5
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    6.
    
    CHAPTER 6
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    7.
    
    CHAPTER 7
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    8.
    
    CHAPTER 8
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    9.
    
    CHAPTER 9
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    10.
    
    CHAPTER 10
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    11.
    
    CHAPTER 11
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    12.
    
    CHAPTER 12
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    13.
    
    CHAPTER 13
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    14.
    
    CHAPTER 14
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    15.
    
    CHAPTER 15
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    16.
    
    CHAPTER 16
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    17.
    
    CHAPTER 17
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    18.
    
    CHAPTER 18
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    19.
    
    CHAPTER 19
    

  
    
    
    
    



    

    
    
  

  



        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Farmers Market Fatality
    

  
  
    
    
    
    

    
    


	
  
    
    Contents
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    1.
    
    Chapter 1
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    2.
    
    Chapter 2
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    3.
    
    Chapter 3
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    4.
    
    Chapter 4
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    5.
    
    Chapter 5
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    6.
    
    Chapter 6
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    7.
    
    Chapter 7
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    8.
    
    Chapter 8
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    9.
    
    Chapter 9
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    10.
    
    Chapter 10
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    11.
    
    Chapter 11
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    12.
    
    Chapter 12
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    13.
    
    Chapter 13
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    14.
    
    Chapter 14
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    15.
    
    Chapter 15
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    16.
    
    Chapter 16
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    17.
    
    Chapter 17
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    18.
    
    Chapter 18
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    19.
    
    Chapter 19
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    20.
    
    Chapter 20
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    21.
    
    Chapter 21
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    22.
    
    Chapter 22
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    23.
    
    Chapter 23
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    24.
    
    Chapter 24
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    25.
    
    Chapter 25
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    26.
    
    Chapter 26
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    27.
    
    Chapter 27
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    28.
    
    Chapter 28
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    29.
    
    Chapter 29
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    30.
    
    Chapter 30
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    31.
    
    Chapter 31
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    32.
    
    Chapter 32
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    33.
    
    Chapter 33
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    34.
    
    Chapter 34
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    35.
    
    Chapter 35
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    36.
    
    Chapter 36
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    37.
    
    Chapter 37
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    38.
    
    Chapter 38
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    39.
    
    Chapter 39
    

  
    
    
    
    



    
    


	
  
    
    40.
    
    Chapter 40
    

  
    
    
    
    



    

    
    
  

  



        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

    
  


      
        
          Missing on Main Street

          
		      
          Sarah Hualde

        

        
          
          
        

      

    

Copyright ©2019 by Sarah Hualde
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.





    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
      	
         
          1. CHAPTER 1
        
        
      

    

      	
         
          2. CHAPTER 2  
        
        
      

    

      	
         
          3. CHAPTER 3
        
        
      

    

      	
         
          4. CHAPTER 4
        
        
      

    

      	
         
          5. CHAPTER 5 
        
        
      

    

      	
         
          6. CHAPTER 6 
        
        
      

    

      	
         
          7. CHAPTER 7 
        
        
      

    

      	
         
          8. CHAPTER 8 
        
        
      

    

      	
         
          9. CHAPTER 9 
        
        
      

    

      	
         
          10. CHAPTER 10 
        
        
      

    

      	
         
          11. CHAPTER 11 
        
        
      

    

      	
         
          12. CHAPTER 12
        
        
      

    

      	
         
          13. CHAPTER 13 
        
        
      

    

      	
         
          14. CHAPTER 14 
        
        
      

    

      	
         
          15. CHAPTER 15
        
        
      

    

      	
         
          16. CHAPTER 16 
        
        
      

    

      	
         
          17. CHAPTER 17 
        
        
      

    

      	
         
          18. CHAPTER 18 
        
        
      

    
      

    
  
CHAPTER 1


Holidays aren’t happy for everyone. For many, a can of spam and a bottle of spray cheese, eaten in peace, are more scrumptious than a fried turkey and a homemade green bean casserole.  Ivy Hooper would have settled for old baloney on a crowded bus rather than the Thanksgiving weekend she was enduring. 
Stunned on the front lawn of her grandmother’s house, she hid behind the tractor mailbox as her stepfather launched projectiles at her head.  She hunkered low, scrambling to scavenge her own belongings, as she sobbed on the dry grass.  She kept her secret close, almost, long enough to escape. Discovered four weeks too soon, she was paying the price.
Ms. Lana watched Ivy, from the corner of her kitchen window, as Mr. Hooper cussed and cursed at the sixteen-year-old girl. Ms. Lana, who lived next door, allowed Ivy to borrow her beat-up Beetle to drive to tutoring.   In exchange, Ivy deep cleaned the woman’s house once a week.  The eyes of her friend upon her, she could not bear to look into them and wouldn’t dare a risky plea for aid.
She waited out the tirade.  This wasn’t the first time Hurricane Don had landed in her presence.  She prayed it would be the last.  There wasn’t much left of her home and what remained wasn’t worth the effort to rebuild.  She longed for one of her Grandmother’s photo albums, one containing snapshots of Ivy’s mother.  She thought of sneaking into the house once Don passed out. On Thanksgiving, it would be sooner than usual, but she couldn’t take the chance.  Not even for one of her Mema’s hand-sewn quilts.
As Don withdrew, leaving the porch ravaged and rattling, Ivy spotted Ms. Lana squeeze her keys through the mail slot on her turquoise front door. She whispered, slipping a twenty into the offering.  “Take it and get out of here.” Ivy rubbed her cheeks with shaking fists and snatched the keys and the money.  She strained to show her gratitude with her eyes. Speech was impossible.  “I know, you’ll bring it back when you can. Now, go before he comes back out.”
The blue-haired girl curled into a crouch and duck walked the sidewalk.  Her laptop was in two pieces, but her cell phone seemed uninjured.  Don wasn't thoughtful enough to toss out clothing or blankets or shoes.  That would have been too helpful to his disgraceful mess of a stepdaughter.  This exiling was a punishment, and he wanted the girl to experience every lashing. He could’ve done worse. Thank you, Jesus.
Ivy slid into the driver’s seat of the hot pink VW and turned the key.  The motor sparked to life sputtered, shaking off the cold of November.  She put the car in gear and pulled from the curb, right as Don reappeared on the front steps for round two.  He tossed a beer can and a lit cigarette at the retreating car and then flipped off his next-door neighbor before returning to his couch.
The VW’s gas tank only showed a quarter full.  Being a bug, this could get Ivy some distance from Lewiston and her angry relative.  She doubted it could get her to Ashton and Ashton was where she needed to go. Thankfully in between Lewiston and Ashton laid a respite for travelers, the tiny town of Pottersville. Nicknamed Honey Pot, due to its circular shape and surrounding bee sanctuary, it was quaint and quiet.
Ivy had a few friends in the town, none of which had the power or money to offer Ivy true help.  Still, there was one lady who might comfort Ivy as she determined her next steps.  It was a possibility, a dicey one.  If your own stepfather can’t tolerate your presence, what makes you think a near-stranger will want to help you?  Ivy choked on her own thoughts of self-hatred and washed them down with the small scrap of courage she still contained.  She risked the rejection and headed west toward Honey Pot.
I told you so. I told you so. I told you so.  Kat’s conscience thrummed in time with the throbbing of her right foot.  She knew Black Friday in the city wasn’t for the weak. Still, she relented to the siren of savings and braved the grueling midnight drive.  What was the object of her quest?  Not a new TV. Not a laptop computer. Not a bike or a scooter. Not the latest must-have stocking item for her children.  No.
Kat Miller surged headstrong into the crowds for 20 yards of brilliant white organza. There were tiny angel costumes to create.  She exited the craft supply store with one swollen bottom lip, a twisted ankle, and three broken toes.
Behind a sterile gray curtain, she shifted her ice pack and fought to silence her inner voice. The Norco procrastinated, lazy to take effect, as Holly Jolly Christmas echoed from the nurse’s station.
Flora had Kat’s children.  Praise God, she had made a deal with her before Thanksgiving.  Flora would tackle Black Friday babysitting for a date night weekend in January.  Meanwhile, the Miller munchkins were snugly tucked in tennis shoe sleeping bags, with hay fever mouths ajar and tiny rivers of drool seeping into their pillows.
Thaddeus Miller, Kat’s husband, was already buttoning up his coat and heading off to work.  He didn't realize his wife was sitting in an after-hours care clinic, 30 miles from home.  Kat decided not to bother him with her troubles.  He’d only repeat what her broken bones kept singing.
“I snagged us some coffee from the diner down the street.  The coffee from the cart is vile.” Happy, teal, and brown paper cups steamed in front of Lydia’s chocolate brown eyes.
She arrived coiffed and polished, wearing her huge peacoat over her flannel pajamas an hour after Kat’s phone call.  “Your assailant seems to have vanished. The clerk from the craft store said she’d work with a sketch artist if you’d like.” Kat shot tired eyes up at her friend’s sarcastic smirk. “The doctor says I can drive you home in a while.” She chuckled and chugged her coffee. “I’ll come back later with Thad to pick up your car.”  Kat reclined further onto her paper-covered pillow.  Lydia Everett always seemed one step ahead.
Lydia listened to an audiobook as Kat faded and fell fast asleep to the sound of tires hitting road reflectors. Not a single car drove beside them on the road and daylight at least two hours away.  Kat dreamed of the precious children of Honey Pot dressed in flowing white organza robes, fluffy angel’s wings, and glittering halos.  They sang carols and hymns in unity, bringing all three churches of their town together to celebrate Baby Jesus. 
As they crescendoed in chorus, each turned hateful eyes upon her pew and scowled her way.  She shrunk under their gaze.  Their gorgeous attire morphed and changed.  They were now frumpy and frowning in tinged bathrobes and last Halloween’s fairy wings, still yellow despite the fresh bleaching of each.  Fellow believers slammed their programs to the floor, trampling over her work, and stormed from the school auditorium.
What have I gotten myself into?  Even in sleep, Kat bemoaned her December to come. She spent the rest of Black Friday balled up on the couch nursing her self-pity and angry ankle.
The annual Miller cookie party was Saturday night. Through a drugged haze she watched Lydia drag out the Miller’s plastic tree.  Jess and Sam arrived home, Kat didn’t know when and helped Lydia and Flora quick clean the living room.  Unable to stand or imagine standing, pain meds always knocked her silly, Kat was helpless. She let her friends take over. A mixture of thankfulness and fretfulness overwhelmed her lucid moments.
Less than 36 hours later, Thad smiled and greeted each guest with a mug of cocoa or coffee.  Sam and Jess swirled in-between adults, chasing their friends.  Kat propped herself atop a bar stool in the breakfast nook, watched her company, and tried not to pout.  This was not the way she’d envisioned the Cookie Party.
“It could’ve been worse.” Flora smoothed her long skirt, flicking shortbread crumbs onto the rug.  Lulu, the Miller’s Jack Russell, swept the morsels up with her snout before a broom could claim them.  Flora was a pessimistic optimist. She always seasoned her encouragement with a dash of realism.
“Not by much,” Kat growled before sipping her cinnamon coffee.
“What happened to your attacker?”
“I don’t think you can call a blue-haired 70-year-old quilting addict an attacker.”
“In this situation, Kat was probably the one at fault.  If Kat hadn’t been the only one mangled, the police may have arrested her.” Lydia’s eyes twinkled imagining the mischievous geriatric crafter.
Though the memory clouded from pain medication and anti-inflammatories, Kat recalled her crafting misadventure. She reasoned fighting anyone over a numbered ticket was ridiculous.   Even if her nemesis had been “accidentally” knocking into any customer she could find, who held a smaller number in line. 
Kat glimpsed the older woman as she plowed into number 53, with an armload of fabric, causing her ticket to fall.  The con-lady had then acted as the Samaritan and bent to collect the lost article, only to swap it with hers.  When the number wasn’t any better than her original ticket, she set her gray eyes on Kat.
Kat had stood outside for three hours, in November frost, to get her place in line.  Number 7 out of 98 was ideal.  There was enough time to grab her bolts and hustle to the cutting tables before being called.  Seeing the assault plan align in the elderly woman’s gaze, Kat set her body straight and solid. She had underestimated her opponent’s determination.
The fragile female had backed her cart to the other side of the store and when opportunity knocked plowed full force over Kat’s foot.  Kat fell, mouth first, into the nearest stand of notions.  Then, as she lay, unable to re-center, her molester had the gall to swipe the fabric bolt out of Kat’s arms and snatch her ticket off of the floor.  Victimized, Kat lamented on the dirty tile as Burl Ives sang over the speakers.  It took thirty minutes before an employee noticed the wreckage and came to help her.
Kat winced. Lulu, sensing her owner’s distress, pawed at the bandaged foot.  Lydia shooed the dog away and perched on the stool beside her friends.
“Hobo Joe should be here soon,” She announced. “I spotted him locking up 3 Alarm Coffee, on the drive over.”
“Yum! I hope he brings peanut butter fudge!”
“I thought you’d sworn off sugar?”
Flora shrugged. “Only during the busy season,” she reaffirmed, “it messes with my sleep schedule.  I don’t have another baby due until March.”  Flora Brandes ran Baby Belly Boot camp.  She taught birthing and breastfeeding classes, new mother nutrition seminars, essential oil parties, and was the resident Doula of Honey Pot.
The tiny town hosted only two doctors. The closest birthing center was in Ashton, thirty miles away.  Honey Pot babies were often born at home with Dr. Lawrence and Flora present. Those with a pre-existing need of surgical services stayed in the home of Bellamy Mott, the preacher of Ashton’s Church of Christ.
Most of Flora’s customers came full term from July 20th until November’s end. Winters in Pottersville lacked out-of-doors entertainment.  The city roads were too long and icy to travel in frivolity.   With the Hurley baby born one week early, Flora’s nights were free and uninterrupted.
“March? Who’s due in March?” Lydia scanned the party.  She delighted in pregnant tummies and newborn baby smell.  Her only daughter wasn’t interested in marriage, yet.  In fact, she had sworn off dating in exchange for growing into a missionary.
Joan graduated two Junes ago and flew off to Africa in September.  Mama Lydia had been brimming with pride but was now bursting with boredom. Her baby love had grown more obvious in the last two months.  Since Joan’s departure, Lydia, over eagerly, squeezed and sniffed all the new babies Autumn had brought to the B.F.F. Christian church.
“You know I can’t tell you that.”
“It must be a first-timer.  Or else she’d be showing already.”  Their eyes scanned every nearby female abdomen.
“Why don’t you have another baby?” Flora questioned.
“I’m too old for that.”
“Oh yeah, I forgot.  You’re ancient.” Kat nudged Lydia’s elbow. “You’re only a year older than me.  Smart woman, you had your babies young.”
"Lots of women are having their first babies into their 40’s."
“Well, not this one.  I’ve already graduated my girl. Loved every minute. But, I don’t think I’ll be starting all over again.”
“When are you leaving to see Joan?”
“I pick up my passport on Monday.  And we take off that Friday. One more week of tutoring, and I’m off for two months. Ethan doesn’t start vacation until the Thursday before.” Her face shining with excitement and delight, Lydia looked over at her husband. “It’s the best present ever.  I was so worried when Joan told us she didn’t feel free enough to leave the orphanage for Christmas.  I’m so proud of her but I miss her.  I can’t stand the thought of having an empty house on Christmas morning.”
“Ethan would be there.”
“You’re right. You’re right. But it’s not the same.  Just one present in the hands of a kid, your kid, no matter their age, makes it all magic.”
Kat looked around the room. She counted all the families without children in her mind.  Did they have empty-nest Christmas syndrome? She thought it would be lovely to have the morning to her own routines. To celebrate in her own way. She and Thad would cuddle on the couch, watch cheesy movies, drink spicy coffee, nap, and enjoy the day.  No shrill shrieking morning wake-ups.  No fighting over the last candy cane on the tree.  No counting presents and checking for fairness.  Just being quiet at Christmas.
Flora searched the room, only to find her eldest, Eloise, sulking and sitting on the stairs.  Her heart deflated at her daughter’s new emotional state.   Her cheerful charitable girl was now sunken and snappy.  Without noticing Flora teared up. Quick as caffeine, her friends covered her hands with theirs.
“She’s just growing up so quickly.”  Kat’s eyes widened at the increasing waterworks.
Flora was not afraid of feelings but she never fell apart.  Her head planted on Lydia’s shoulder and Lydia patted her. “Boobs and bras…” The blubbering began with no sign of stopping.
Kevin, Flora’s husband, eyed his wife’s distress from across the room.  He asked for the scoop and Lydia replied with a subtle shrug and a thumbs-up.  He shook his head and glanced toward Eloise. Something more was going on between Flora and her daughter.
“Hey ho! I’m here!” The door swung open letting in a loud disheveled man and the wind that spiked his gray hair. “And I brought fudge!” Flora snuffled and bolted into a pounce.
“Thank heaven for Hobo Joe!”  She was up and serving a piece of fudge to her own face, first, then to the rest of the party.
“Well, that’s interesting.” Lydia snickered and helped Kat hobble after their manic friend toward the new tray of goodies.  It was Hobo Joe’s fudge.  It would not last long.
The first night was miserable. Beyond miserable.  Almost intolerable.  Ivy was too cold to sleep.  She balled up into her sleeping bag, one of Ms. Lana’s emergency winter supplies.  No amount of wrapping warmed her enough to rest.   She drove around the town circle, blasting the heat and hoping the gas would last.
A cop car emerged from the station. Assuming he was after her, Ivy drove toward the nearest public building, a church.  Wasn’t the Lord’s house open at any time, she reasoned, still shivering. The police car ignored her as she pulled into the parking lot and turned off the engine.  She relaxed, relieved, but not for long.  The bug wouldn’t restart. It left her stranded outside the Bailey Family Fellowship church building, with no heat.
Panic fluxed through her young body.  She couldn’t stay huddled in the car, she’d freeze.  In her desperation, she circled the dark building and found entry in a small office window.  She landed, hard, on the borrowed sleeping bag she’d squeezed through the window before shoving herself inside. The impact jarred her teeth and sent shock waves of nausea through her belly. She lay on the thin carpet, scared and alone, praying someone would come to her aid all while begging to stay hidden.
“Lord, what am I going to do?”




CHAPTER 2  


Work was exhausting. Wonderfully exhausting. Rewardingly exhausting. Now with the bulk of her duties over, Flora had the time and energy to focus on her family.  Instead, she spent most of her morning worrying.  She hosted lactation classes for love offering payments. A gift she gave enthusiastically but a gift that didn’t pay many bills. 
This was Christmas and bills were plentiful.  Kevin’s work was going great but small-town living equaled small-town bank accounts.  There wasn’t much wiggle room.  Debts like health and car insurance always seem to come due right before the holidays. In an average year, at least one baby in town came full term between Thanksgiving and Christmas Eve.  Many stuffed stockings depended on the birth of her Holiday Baby.  Not this year.  Mrs. McCoy wasn’t due until March.  She had a habit of baking her babies for two weeks longer than everyone else.
Flora flicked a pencil across the kitchen table. She hated thinking of her job in monetary terms.  Her small hands welcomed life into the world.  They gave mothers the opportunity and tools to create their own birth story.  Flora delighted in her work.  She felt compelled and called to it. Like the midwives of Exodus, she did her utmost to keep mothers and their babies safe.  For the joy of service and the rush of witnessing a birth, Flora labored.
She chewed her bottom lip. Traditionally, this was a peaceful time, a happy time.  She could get past this.  Footsteps behind her brought her back to the present.  The sun peeked through the curtains in her kitchen.  In Pottersville, in November, that meant it was ten am. She forced on a happy face before spinning around to greet Eloise.
“Hey Sugar Bear, how are you doing today?”
“Whatever!”  Flora didn’t realize “whatever” was part of Eloise’s vocabulary. She screened any new shows Elli may have watched.  The twelve-year-old skidded her slippers toward the refrigerator, opened the door, huffed, shut the door, huffed and reopened it.
“What do you need, Elli?”  Flora stood ready to help stir up a family style breakfast. Better late than never.
“Something to eat! That’s why I’m at the fridge! Duh!”
What was that? Flora shook her head confused by the situation. “Let’s try that conversation over again.” Shocked by the snap in her own voice, Flora tried to soothe the situation with a soft smile.
“Never mind. I won’t eat.”  Attitude abounding Eloise retreated to the laundry room and rummaged through the dryer.
What is going on with my girl?  Flora mentally recalculated the last months, looking for some sign of trauma or some inexcusable offense inflicted on Eloise.  None stood out.  She scanned the library of parenting and child development books she’d devoured over the years.  She searched for warning signs of abuse, visible scars of bullying.  Again, nothing.  Puberty.  It must be.
Eloise returned from the dryer with a random armful of laundry. “None of these are mine.”  She tossed them onto the couch.
“Well, don’t just leave them there.  Pick them up. Put them in a basket. Better yet, fold them and put them away.”
“They’re not mine!”  The preteen set her jaw and stormed around the living room before retreating to her own room.
It took every morsel of strength for Flora not to hunt down her daughter and demand an excuse for her outburst. She swigged her herbal tea, shocked by its tepid distastefulness. Her stomach roiled and retched. Stupid fudge.   Swallowing down acid, Flora took another drink of her tea only to repeat the episode.
Her plans for the day didn’t include fighting with her daughter. She whispered a prayer for strength and discernment.  A shower is what she needed now.  Steam calmed her burdened shoulders as splatters of soap and water drowned out the sounds of her sobs.
Returning downstairs and feeling refreshed, Flora was greeted by the patter of Eden and Ever smuggling sugary cereal. By the mess on the table, this wasn’t their first helping.  Again, she calmed herself and prayed. I will not fight with my children today. She pulled a bowl down and joined the feasting.  Two bowls later, with a headache brewing, she hustled all three kids into her GMC and headed to the church building.
“I used to think sheep were sweet.”  Kat massaged her wrist and her neck and the small of her back. “I don’t anymore.”
Flora measured another first grader and noted the important details.  “Was that the last one?”
“Yes! Praise God.” The haphazard seamstress stood and stretched.  “I don’t see how we’ll get through all these costumes without Lydia, this year?”
“She sews?”
“Nope, but she buys the coffee.”
Lydia awaited her last student of the season.  She peered out her window toward the street and waited for Ivy Hooper to walk up her drive.  Homeschool mama Lydia had been ecstatic when Joan graduated.  Her hard work and the Lord’s everyday mercies had blessed mother and daughter with a wonderful relationship and a mutually evolving education.
As she taught her daughter, Lydia learned things she’d never heard of in government schools.  She had the time to dive deeper into heady studies and practice until she’d mastered her subjects, alongside her only pupil.
Joan‘s absence equaled extra time on her hands and little to do.   When Ethan suggested she start a tutoring service, she jumped right in. Her community was small and on the lower end of middle income. She charged low fees and sometimes worked for free.
Ivy was a pro bono case.  She lived between Pottersville and Lewiston. Instead of dropping out of school after passing eighth grade, the state’s required minimum, Ivy opted for independent study. The school district set her up with a laptop and cheap internet access.  In her sophomore year, she was struggling to pass the basic exams.
Ivy’s grandmother, Ms. Annie Belle, searched out help for her youngest family member.   She noted Lydia’s business card on the community board at 3 Alarm Coffee and called to negotiate a fee. Lydia never expected such a troublesome yet determined pupil to melt her heart.
Lydia cared for Ivy, thus the last-minute tutoring session, four days before her big trip.  Ivy was late, which wasn’t unusual.  Two hours late, however, was.  Lydia texted her student. No reply.  She called her but flew straight to voicemail.  Maybe Ivy was choosing to start her own holiday break earlier than expected? Though, Ivy was normally polite enough to respond to repeated texts.
Lydia still needed to drive to Lewiston.  Her passport appointment was at three.  She tried reaching her student once more, with no luck.  I’ll swing by Ivy’s house before heading home, she mused before grabbing her purse and driving away. 
Doula documentation was a milestone in each working month.  Flora’s ritual gave her peace, perspective, and purpose. Her favorite tea service set before her, its belly full of green tea and honey, centered her attention. Armed with her journal, she set her timer and prayed for focus. She scribed every birth story on selected stationery.  Her last baby was delivered early Thanksgiving morning.  She’d visited Mrs. Hurley once since the birth and tomorrow she’d be returning.
Mrs. Hurley was a pro. She was the mother of five under the age of five.  Her boys, being twins, were the terror of the playground and the basis of many late-night doctor visits.   Mrs. Hurley knew the ins and outs of childbirth and nursing.  Flora needed only to check-in via texts and phone calls.
She signed her name to the journal with a calligraphy flourish.  She tucked in the USB drive, which contained photos and a medical minute by minute accounting of the delivery.  Flora preferred her more poetic point of view of the birth.  She gave her mothers both.
Her children gathered around the table, beside her.  Each working on a craft or reading a book. The sliding glass door, flecked in a soft frost, hinted at the chilly winter to come.  Ever gazed at the windows and then pleadingly back at his mother.  She smiled and sighed. How she loved her family.
“Okay, you may light the fireplace.” The eleven-year-old leapt to his feet with a whoop and tripped over his man-sized slippers.  “Be careful. Do it as your father showed you.”
The boy, though too excited to contain his giggling, worked to pay proper heed to each step of his task.  His sisters watched on. One impressed, the other annoyed by his joy.  Flora prayed over Eloise.  Still no revelations peaked, just the grace to have patience and continue to press on.  She asked for more but contented herself with no fighting.  Eloise, however, wanted nothing more than a toe to toe with her mother.
“How come he gets to light a fire? A fire, mom!  But I can’t even get a Facebook account.”
Flora shook her head and shrugged.  “You want a Facebook account?”  This was news to Flora. She strove to keep her voice soft and lacking condescension.  She failed but gave it a great effort.
“Who doesn’t? All the kids in Sunday school have one. Except me, like I’m some baby.” She slammed her book to the table, causing tea to slosh over the edge of her mother’s china cup.  Flora scooted her work to the driest corner of the table.
“They do?” Flora asked in even calmness. Eloise rolled her eyes with such forcefulness her head circled with them. “First, let’s work on your tone. We can talk this over but you need to calm your voice.”
Eloise shoved her chair back and stomped from the room muttering accusations of unloving leadership and an ever-present spirit of meanness, at her mother, without face-to-face combat.  Her door slammed before Flora could process the scene.  Eden, the littlest, selected a new gel pen and interjected wisdom of the ages. “Women, they never just say what they want. They have to make you feel guilty about not figuring it out on your own.”  Flora rubbed her neck.
“You understand, you’re a woman, too? Where did you hear that, anyway?” Mother questioned her daughter.
“Sheesh, everyone knows that.”
“It’s true, mom,” Echoed Ever from the glow of the freshly kindled fire.
“Jesus, help me.”  Flora didn’t bother to keep her words to herself.  It would take heavenly forces to sort the drama out.  And Flora hated drama.  “A quiet word turns away wrath. But what holds back insanity?”
“You can’t argue with crazy.”  Eden quipped.
“Or mothers,” Ever snatched his book from the table and returned to the light of the fireplace. Flora needed to handle these outbursts before her whole family’s retorts drove her to her wit’s end.
She stuffed the last of her raisin treat into her mouth, silencing the frustration, and regretted it.  Flora charged up the stairs and knelt before her toilet, forgetting to lift the lid. Vomit splattered all over the bathroom.
“You made mom puke!” Eden sang and ran around the master bedroom chanting and skipping.
“Use some of that amazing energy and get me a clean towel. Please.”  Flora sat sticky and stinky, stomach acid burning her knuckles.  Stress did strange things to her, so did confrontation.  Ever tossed a fresh, white, decorative towel past his mother’s head and straight into a pile of bile. Flora sobbed and started her shower.  Mrs. Hurley would have to wait one more day for her paperwork.
Kevin returned from work to a blackened hearth, a complete absence of firewood, two children watching Veggie Tales, one daughter lying at the foot of the master bed, and his wife heaped atop her pillows with a washrag on her neck. The smell of peppermint, ginger, and black licorice invaded every corner of the house. The essential oil kit was open on the bedside table.
“I did this.” Eloise whimpered.
“You did not.” Flora’s gentle words did little to ease the tension as she caressed her daughter’s arm.
“How long has she been in bed?”  Kevin squeezed his daughter’s shoulder and patted her neck.
“A while.  We had a fight, and she barfed.  She hasn’t been up since.”
“I’ll take over. Go on downstairs.  Get your brother and sister a snack. We’ll figure out dinner later.”  The girl left.  Kevin sat beside his wife.  “A fight?”
“Ha! It was an attack against an unarmed civilian.”  She rolled toward Kevin and rested her head on his knee.  “I don’t know what’s happening with her. But the pressure is giving me migraines.”
“I thought we got rid of those.”
“Me, too.  I tried to get up several times.  Only to get dizzy and nauseous.”
Kevin re-situated the cool rag and brushed a comforting hand through Flora’s dark blonde curls. He admired a silver thread. He liked Flora’s gray strands. He called them “victory streaks”. Flora, herself, was less impressed by them but appreciated her husband’s ability to make her feel beautiful. “Should I do anything about Elli tonight?”
Careful not to induce spinning, Flora shook her head.  “Just let it go, for now.  She’s remorseful and has been looking after me all afternoon.  Just pray for her and for me.  I can’t be a weakling when she needs me the most.”
“On it boss. Before I go, what was the fight about?”
“She wants a Facebook account.”
Kevin laughed as he kissed his wife. He pulled a sheet up to her chin, switched the light off, and headed toward the living room.  There was still a family to feed.




CHAPTER 3


Her calendar was a brain dump minefield.  Appointment stickers overlapping and sharpies covering them, only Kat deciphered the insanity.  Even her mind rebelled against the cluttered days and events to come. The first official Christmas Pageant meeting had plagued her waking hours for weeks.  After the craft store debacle, the whole thing sprouted darkening undertones.  She almost heard the warnings of a nefarious pipe organ every time she thought about Christmas. 
“Sam, Jess, where are you guys?” Keys in hand she stalked up and down the stairs hunting her reluctant children.
The garage door peeked open revealing a sheepish Sam. “Mom, you already sent us to the car.”
“Did you grab your backpacks?” Down she fell, pivoting on her injury without thought, and crashing onto the couch.  Sam rushed to his mother.  “I'm fine. I’m fine. Just a ding dong. Let’s go.”
Fifteen minutes early, Kat waited outside the fellowship hall.  Bailey Family Fellowship Christian Church was never desperate for activities or club meetings.
The B.F.F. quilting club tucked away their thread and hoops. It would be awhile before they exited the room.  Kat’s nervous shifting drew Sister Jacqui's attention. Jacqui was the head of the Quilting Club, the Caring Crocheter's club, and the Muffins for the New Mother’s Ministry.  Jacqui handed off a square to her partner in crime Sister Rene and hustled in Kat’s direction.
“Uh oh. She’s not wearing her happy face.”  Kat jumped. Her own anxiousness distracted her, she had not heard Flora’s approach.
“Definitely not.”
The double doors pushed open propelling Sister Jacqui into her prey.  “Have you been taking fabric from the craft closet?”
Way to sugarcoat it. Kat admired Sister Jacqui’s directness, she despised small talk.  The handicrafter’s frankness was legendary throughout Pottersville.  It was a wonder to witness but not a thrill to receive.
“No. You left donations on the stage. Just as we agreed.”
“Thanks for them.” Always trying to diffuse any negativity before a situation arose; Flora interjected with a smile which both women ignored.
“Well, I don’t know.”  Sister Jacqui tapped her foot near Kat’s healing toes. “We’re missing two quilts. Finished ones at that.”
“Have you checked with the Compassion Crew?  Deacon Andrew and Aimee were looking for blankets for the youth mission.”
Jacqui waved an arthritic hand at the suggestion.  “I already gave them theirs. We’re a week away from the Senior Center Christmas. There are ten new residents. We need ten new quilts.  There are only 8 in the closet.”
“I know nothing about that.  I keep our families away from any of the other rooms as best as I can.  And I only take what you've given me.” The foot tapping intensified.  “I realize they’re a lot of work. But couldn’t you just replace the missing ones? What are you working on right now?”
The sound oozing from the seamstress’ mouth concerned her listeners. Was the woman choking or just that disgusted with Kat’s suggestion?  It was impossible to tell.
“We don’t just piece together our quilts! We plan them for each individual.  We pray over them and each woman contributes her particular skills on each finished product.  These quilts we’re working on now are for spring.  They do not have the appropriate color schemes nor batting for winter months.”
“I haven’t seen any wayward quilts. What do they look like? Just in case I stumble upon one.”
“Mr. Patterson’s is mainly green.  With a flying geese pattern.”
“There are geese on his quilt?”
“Don’t be stupid.  Flying geese is the pattern in which the fabrics are blocked.  The main color theme is green. The prints are buck silhouettes and pine trees.  Mrs. Brewster’s quilt is pale pinks and blues with a crossword puzzle fabric.”
“I’ll do what I can.  I’m busy myself.  But I’ll keep on watch.” Sister Jacqui sniffed, smiled, and sauntered toward her awaiting club members, leaving the doors to the fellowship hall swinging in her wake.
“Prayer time and then we go inside.”  Flora clapped and guided all five children into the nearest Sunday school room.
Lydia set out to answer a random inner nudging. She needed to check on her favorite student before leaving the country.  Seeing Ivy would set her mind at ease and allow her to travel without misplaced worry hovering over her heart.
Once at the run-down house, Lydia rang the bell, knocked on the screen, and peeked through the window.  There was no sign of Ivy Hooper. Even Ivy’s little pink car was absent from the street.
Crumpled beer cans littered the porch swing.  An eerie sense of worry hollowed her stomach.  The sensation amplified when she spotted a midnight blue Honda patrolling the block. She’d waited through five rotations, heartbeat increasing with each pass. Though she was running late for the pageant panel, she couldn’t make her body move from the porch.
However, on the sixth turn, Lydia saw the driver slow, in front of Ivy’s house.  When he hit the corner, she launched off the steps, jetted to her car and raced as quickly as possible to the highway.  Paranoia knotted at her shoulders as she drove like a crazed teenager back to her sleepy hometown.
Christmas pageant discussions were docile but there had been years where they had instigated near uprisings.  They kept children out of the planning and political side of Christmas.  Kat wished the same was true for her.
When Pastor Dean asked for volunteers, three Sundays in a row, with no responses, Kat decided to step in.  Thad disagreed with the choice but only halfheartedly.
“What would Christmas in Honey Pot be without a Pageant?”  He pondered aloud one night as the couple snuggled on the couch to enjoy a police drama.  Kat had boosted herself up on dark chocolate and Christmas cheer before walking into Pastor Dean’s office.
"It’s a huge undertaking," He stated, guiding Kat to a comfy leather chair. "It’s not one that will be easy nor will it be easy on family life. It fills up the calendar the instant the season starts."
“We homeschool. We work around crazy scheduling, every day.”
Pastor Dean’s eyes were kind with a questioning and half-hidden sadness.  Kat now understood the reason behind such emotions. “I’m aware you homeschool.  A lot of our members do. What I’m suggesting is you take the next few days and consider. Christmas is a season for family and reflection.  I strongly believe a couple should undertake this task. One without school-age children.”
Challenge accepted. Kat heard her heart rebel but disregarded it.  She was not only going to sign up for this mission, she would crush it!
“Not to worry.  We’re good.”
“It’s not just our congregation involved.  Many of the Church of Christ members attend and take part.  Several school children from Bailey Elementary want to join the fun.  You have to schedule around all the other seasonal Honey Pot activities.” Kat realized all these facts.  She’d lived here for years.  Her family helped with the pageant for the last three.
She scoffed at her naivety as she stood before the pageant committee. Discussions covering costuming, the history of Christmas, instrumental music, raged and subsided. It was time to announce the stars of the play.  Mary and Joseph.  These, customarily, went to the planner’s children.  Kat had the qualifying genders in her household.  However, only one of them did not suffer from extreme stage fright.  That left Mary, the coveted role.  Out of hospitality and community, Kat set herself the goal of encouraging a girl from the Church of Christ to be Mary.
The girls lined up awaiting approval and hoping to make the cut.  Flora watched, attentive to Kat’s distress.  Each girl received a number, and each girl took turns explaining why she wanted the role.
Kat had taken Lydia’s advice and assigned the judging to a panel.  Hobo Joe, Pastor Dean, Preacher Steve, from the C. O. C, Principal Diane from Bailey El, and Lydia who was late, made up the panel.  Waiting for tardy Lydia, the girls all under the age of 11 shifted on their toes and whined in turn.  One red-haired girl erupted into tears and exited the line in a whirlwind of arm flailing and sobs.
Flora tamed the rest of the crowd by handing out completed practice schedules and appropriate costuming. “Shouldn’t there be more angels?” One mother interjected.  “I mean ten?  It’s supposed to be a throng of angels rejoicing. Not a handful of angels.”
Angel roles went to the shy and the young.  Most angels were freshly potty trained and only half of them ever made it all the way down the aisle to stand before the shepherds.  Kat felt Flora’s wince as her glance flickered in her direction.
“Well, we only have ten costumes.”
“Make more. There are a lot of families with preschoolers. They all deserve to take part.”
“Fabric costs money. Costumes take time.” A tumble of boxes behind the baptismal overshadowed Flora's soft-spoken consolation.
“What was that?” Lydia asked as she slid into her seat beside Pastor Dean.  Her errand had drained her and made her jumpy.
Kat’s wicked stink eye at her tardiness calmed Lydia instead of shaming her.  Stop with the drama. She chided herself and recalibrated her focus.
“The craft closet needs organizing.”  Flora laughed, from across the room, then continued consoling the complaining mother.
“Can’t they wear bathrobes?” Kat cringed at the mother’s snarky suggestion.
She recognized his gaze on her neck.  The darkened theater wasn’t dark enough for her to hide inside.  Her feet wouldn’t keep still.  They twitched and shook, aching to run but they had no place to go. She inched lower into her seat. A movie was such a good idea.  Ivy purchased her matinee ticket and soaked in the theater’s warmth during the first feature.  Halfway through the third showing, she noticed the lurker.
Investigating the theater, Ivy counted fifteen other patrons.  Everyone was under 18 and either consumed with the plot or flirting with their date. None of them would be of any help. The crowd wasn’t large enough to blend into.  Ivy felt the man behind her move up a section.  Her stomach lurched as she swallowed a scream.  Her nails clawed into the padded armrests.
A heated breath brushed her neck.  She froze.
“Hey,” a voice whispered as someone slid into the seat beside her. Ivy shot from her seat.  Still two rows behind her, the stranger skulked. Everyone in the room stared at her.
“Sit down,” Emily Prior held her index finger to her lips.  She smiled at her friend.  Ivy settled back into her seat.  Emily wrapped her arms around Ivy, hugging her.
“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I spotted you from the back and thought you’d like company.”  A whoosh of relief in the form of an exaggerated exhale shoved itself from Ivy’s mouth.  She fought the urge to toss herself in her friend’s lap and cry.   Her wariness was making her friend nervous.  She forced a smile and hugged the girl back.
“I’d love company.”  Having a friend so close, soothed Ivy.  She relaxed and rubbed her rumbling stomach.  Emily shared her Milk Duds and soda.  Ivy gratefully savored them, almost able to forget her troubles. Too soon, the comfort ended with the film and Emily left with her ride.
Though she couldn’t see him, Ivy knew the watcher was still close by.  She walked out with a group of teens and hurried to her car.  The dark parking lot thinned as vehicles retreated to Main Street.  Ivy turned the key to the VW with only noise and grinding in response.  Snow drifted onto the car’s hood.  Ivy shivered and pulled her jacket tighter across her chest.  She turned the key again. Nothing.  Ivy observed the last patron drive away as a shadow slithered across her windshield.
It took two hours for Hannah Carson to be appointed the new Mary.  The committee agreed that instrumental music during the play would be fine, but there would be only Acappella during the singing of hymns.  Communion would be offered in the prayer room for all those who wanted to partake but not forced upon those it may offend.
The same routine, cemented and agreed upon, making each party happy to take part without defying their personal beliefs.  Molly’s Farm would donate ten bales of hay and the use of two sheep and one miniature horse, instead of a donkey.  The only change was a minor one. Fifteen bath robed angels would grace the pageant, much to Kat’s torment. Her quilting cotton robes would wait for another year.
She locked up the church and sat in her minivan.  Her children rode home with Thaddeus. He refused to allow the Christmas pageant to take over family life.
Kat was not as focused.  Not even December yet, and she had ditched her children twice to work on the play.  Her foot pounded.  She popped some ibuprofen, followed by a shot of stale, cold coffee. Pain meds of any kind made her loopy, but she would be home long before these took effect.  The roads were dark and wet.
Pulling away from the church building, she noted a light on the upper floor twinkling.  She must have left a light on.  Before she turned her car around the light shut off. Pastor Dean’s working late, again.




CHAPTER 4


Ethan was away at work, getting last-minute paperwork sorted.  Doing double duty, he planned to be on vacation a day earlier than scheduled.  He wanted a day to “enjoy” his wife, he’d told Lydia as he left the house.   Whatever that means. She couldn’t help pondering his words as she packed her carry-on luggage.
Getting everything organized early kept Lydia from snapping at everyone around her.  She’d learned this as a young mother.  At 19, with a one-month-old and a still newlywed husband, she planned a weekend away.  A weekend she scrimped and saved for and then sabotaged by screeching at her husband on their anniversary, all because she packed her pre-baby swimsuit instead of her new one-piece.
Married life proved to suit her.  Motherhood had adorned her like a crown, molding and shaping her into a strong woman of God. She learned humility and patience and true joy as she discovered the richness of the Father’s love for her by loving a child of her own.  Becoming pregnant on their honeymoon had not been in their grand plans, but Ethan and Lydia had grown closer in comradery raising their daughter.
Now that Joan was out of the house, Lydia felt frumpy and ancient.  Meanwhile, Ethan grew friskier and aged backwards.  A part of Lydia hoped empty-nester life would pull them together as partners and calm Ethan down. Another part envied his youthfulness and wished she could jump into his frivolity.
Using all the courage she could scavenge from her teenage self she tucked a secret into her husband’s luggage.  A lacy blue nightie hid beneath Ethan’s favorite gray polo shirt.  She shut and locked the suitcase before she could change her mind.
The house phone shrieked.  Lydia startled as if someone would discover her shenanigans. The ringing continued as Lydia hurried downstairs to her kitchen, home to the landline.
“This is Lydia.”  She greeted, out of breath.  Only breath replied.  Lydia listened for the automated click, signaling a telemarketer’s computer was picking up the line.  Instead, a male voice cursed at her before hanging up. Angry and bewildered, she replaced the phone and shook her head.  “Kids,” Her mouth said out loud while her mind drove a familiar blue car around her own block.
Her next task, after packing, meant dropping off donations for Mission Youth House. Joan emailed a list of items for the charity to Lydia, in the same email she’d explained her need to stay in Africa through Christmas.  Her favorite black leather jacket sat atop the box, an omen of the heart changes happening to her little girl.  God was on the move.  It was a marvel to witness and a sadness not to take part in.
But Christmas was coming, and this Friday she’d be on her way to her baby’s side. Lydia scooped up the jacket and hugged it, taking in the fragrance of her missing joyful girl.  She cried into the collar, just for a moment, prayed a blessing over its new owner to be and set it down.  It would grace the shoulders of someone else’s daughter soon.
The B.F.F. was loud with activity.  Flora ironed costumes.  Her children and Kat’s painted ornaments for the Senior Center, a tradition Joan took part in during previous seasons.  Lydia beamed and toted her donations to the clothes pantry. She set the offerings on the appropriate shelf.
In a burst, two arms flung around her waist and smashed all the air from her gut.  An involuntary yelp popped from her mouth before she identified her assailant.
“Oh, Jess.”  She hugged the little girl and led her back to her mother.
“Lydia, I’m so happy you’re here. Wait, what are you doing here? You’re supposed to be getting ready for Africa.”  Kat put down her clipboard and greeted her friend. Her energy revived Lydia. Kat just seemed younger.  Her rushing about and volunteering and constant doing reminded Lydia of a twelve-year-old on a sugar high.
“All packed and ready. I’m just doing last-minute chores.  Three more days.” She almost shouted.
“We all miss Joan.  I can’t imagine having my babies’ live oceans away.  Though, sometimes I dream about it,” Kat spouted.
“You don’t mean that.” Lydia glimpsed Flora’s hands rubbing her belly as she remembered all the little ones she’d hosted there.
“You never can tell.”  A child shrieked, and another wailed.  Kat inhaled and hobbled, as quickly as her injuries allowed, toward the fray. Conversation over, Lydia squeezed Flora and the children, wishing them a Merry Christmas and promising them postcards during her absence. She’d miss her friends but couldn’t bear the thought of leaving Joan alone at Christmas. Her excitement swallowed up her paranoia.  Christmas songs from the eighties shook her speakers as she sang along on her drive.
Ethan arrived home late, just as planned.  He found Lydia on the floor of the bathroom rocking and whimpering, with mascara in all the wrong places. He dropped to his knees and embraced her.  “Joan?  Is Joan okay?”
Lydia poured herself into his strong arms and spoke between howling. “I lost my purse!”  She pounded a fist into her thigh with one hand and shoved at her cheek with the other.  “I’ve looked everywhere.  Everywhere! I’ve torn through every suitcase, every closet, my car, the dumpster, everything.  I retraced my steps. But I can’t find it.”
With a relieved exhalation Ethan loosened his hold and stroked Lydia’s shaking shoulders.  “Oh baby, is that all? I thought something was wrong.  It will be okay.”
Recoiling, Lydia’s eyes launched poison barbs at her husband.  He backed away from her. “Okay? No, it’s not okay!”
“It’s just a purse.  You can get another one.  No one’s hurt or sick. It’s fine.”
“No, Ethan,” She spat his name like a curse word. “It’s not just a purse.  It’s my driver’s license and my passport.”
Reality struck harsh and stone-faced.  “Your passport?  What was your passport doing in your purse?” Ethan rose and paced around the master bathroom.
“I picked it up yesterday.  It was still in my purse because my purse is going in my carry on.”
“It’s got to be somewhere.”
“I’ve looked everywhere, Ethan, everywhere.”
They relived Lydia’s day through the night. Unpacking and repacking every duffle bag and suitcase at least twice. They drove to the church, deconstructed the entire clothes pantry, and searched under every pew the couple didn’t surrender to the truth.  Even standing outside 3 Alarm Coffee, waiting for its 6 am opening, they contemplated any remaining possibilities. Nothing spared them the inevitable.  With three days left until takeoff, Lydia had no way of getting a new identification and a passport before the trip.
Hobo Joe, set coffee before the somber couple. “Have a muffin, on me.” He placed the planetary sized pastry down and returned to the counter.  Ethan offered a habitual thank you and squeezed his wife’s hand.  He rubbed his thumb across her wedding band, staring at its glittering gem.
“Well, that’s it. I’m supposed to be at work in two hours.” With no tears left, Lydia nodded and rubbed at her reddened nose. Ethan’s voice cracked as he continued, “I’ll call Joan after work and explain we won’t be coming for Christmas.”
Ethan teetered on his bistro chair as Lydia whipped her hand out from under his.  “What? No!”
“I’m not going without you.  I’m not leaving you alone at Christmas.”
“Yes, yes you are.  We are not leaving our baby, in Africa, alone, for her first Christmas away from home.  No, we’re not. You’re going.”  Ethan’s eyebrows assumed their position of surrender. He would not fight after a night of panic and sleepless suspense.
Lydia was a diehard mama bear.  She’d gnaw off her left arm to save her cub. There was no point explaining that her cub was now an adult. Not just an adult, a responsible, thriving adult who was pursuing her Savior through service.
Ethan predicted all Lydia would hear, no matter the logic of his argument, was the cry of their little girl.  It wouldn’t be the voice of their 19-year-old missionary daughter on the day she went away to Africa. It would be the whimpering of their 9-year-old pigtailed princess the day she broke her arm trying to backflip from the monkey bars.  There was no getting his point across.
“Okay.”  He sighed and Lydia forced a smile. “But I’m taking off work the rest of the week. Promise not to stay home alone all Christmas.  And if you can, fly to Africa and meet me.” He hoped, with the stress off, Lydia would miraculously recall where she’d set her purse and the whole night would become a bad joke.
“Deal,” She agreed and kissed the top of her husband’s hand.  The weary spouses split their consolatory muffin and returned to their empty nest.
Curled in a ball, wincing and whining, Ivy prayed without words.  Her hands dripped, scarlet and sticky.  The blood won’t stop. Dear God help me, the blood won’t stop.
Shreds of correspondence showered the kitchen sink.  Thaddeus was trying to support his wife, but the intent was failing. Kat steamed and steeped in frustration.  She paced and scolded and shuddered.
“It’s no big deal. It’s just a test.” His wife’s response reflected her life before him, dark, rude, and abrasive.  He shushed her as politely as possible.
“The kids are outside,” she hollered. “It’s not like they listen, anyway. Obviously, by the scores on that.” Her judgmental index finger pointed toward the garbage disposal.
Against advice, Lydia’s, Flora’s, Thad’s and even her own, Kat signed her children up for a midterm progress assessment.  Though she knew her kids weren’t the sharpest crayons in the box she believed their test scores would ease all her worries. 
The opposite had occurred.  They were scoring a grade level under her expectations.  She was failing them.  Deep down, she knew she would.  Who was she to start homeschooling her children? Please.  This was one big farce, a failed experiment.  With every bitter biting remark, she fumed and festered.
Thaddeus could not read her mind, but he knew his wife.  She was her own worst bully.  He knew with every struggle she blamed herself, her past, and her penchant for bad choices.  He also knew better than to hold her when she was raging.  His best bet was to call the fight, walk away, gather the kids, and drive them out for dinner.
The homeschool support meeting was in two hours.  Kat needed that time to come down from this new disappointment.  He wished she would call the whole meeting off, but he knew she’d squash the suggestion like a stink bug.  When she walked to their bedroom, he jotted a note on a post-it and rallied the children for a trip to Hamburger Hub.
Flora always brought the gluten-free banana bread.  She brought it to every meeting.  She placed it, sliced, next to the fruit platter that Kat donated.  The plate of bread sat awaiting consumers, but the fruit was missing.  Gone, platter and all.  Kat looked into the church refrigerator and shook her head. “Maybe you didn’t bring it in?”
“No, I put the tray right there.  Right by the bread. Just like always.”  Kat’s jaw crunched.
The meeting had gone well. Kat could lead with her feet on fire.  With the flip of an invisible switch, she could become whatever the group needed.  She could empathize and encourage, lead or lecture.  Kat was a good leader.  But she wasn’t a good liar.  When Flora asked what was wrong, Kat stammered and cried.  They prayed together, hugged, and then returned to prepping snacks for the group.
“Maybe I’m just losing my mind.” She retorted. “Maybe, I only imagined the fruit was there, just like I imagined my kids were further ahead than they are.”
“Don’t go there. Your kids are your kids.  You know them and you know what they need.  You tell others to take courage and carry on.  Tell yourself the same thing.”
“Maybe I could get Lydia to tutor them, once she gets back from Africa?”  Flora popped a piece of bread in her mouth and lifted the tray. “But that’s two months more they’ll be behind.”
“Maybe.” Flora munched on a burnt corner of bread. “God will show you what to do. Don’t panic about it now. In the meantime, there’s a room of hungry homeschool mamas just a wall away.  I’ll take this into them.” She nodded to the baked goods and headed for the door. “Enjoy Christmas and enjoy your family. Wait, until the New Year, to change things up."
“Enjoy Christmas?”  Kat sneered and shook off the sarcasm just as she stubbed her offended foot against the kitchen’s door frame. She nearly collapsed in a conniption of Kindergarten quality.  Someone in the other room played the song Holly Jolly Christmas on their phone. Kat shook her fist at the ceiling cursing both Burl’s and now Bublé’s renditions of the tune.  Oh by golly, she despised that song.
With this fresh assault on her already mangled members, she was certain the Lewiston doctors would keep her on crutches for the entire holiday season.  She stopped storming on the carpet, used a barstool to pull herself upright, asked the Lord to forgive her tantrum and strengthen her against the urge to throw another and returned to her awaiting group. Switch flipped.
Lydia’s feet tangled around Ethan’s ankles.  The fireplace flickered and sputtered as the last chunks of fuel surrendered to the flames.  Lydia’s eyes were puffy and swollen. Ethan tried to build up his wife’s spirit before leaving for Africa.  He ordered Thai food, kept classic movies playing, and scattered sporadic holiday decorations around the house.  With only hours left before take-off, they sat watching the embers pop and float up the flue. Ethan’s phone shook.  The couple reacted to the incoming text by curling closer to each other.  A fresh tear rolled, unannounced across tiny laugh lines and onto Lydia’s cheek.  How am I going to handle this, God? Both spouses offered the same soundless question.




CHAPTER 5 


Lydia chauffeured Kat to her recheck in Ashton.  Her generosity gave Thad an extra morning of work and gave Lydia someone to accompany her on the sad drive home from the airport. Her adventure to an African Christmas was canceled before it started. 
Ethan comforted his wife, and she put on a courageous front for her husband.  They both felt the devastation, with the loss of her bag and the ruining of their holiday plans.
Ethan treated each lady to breakfast at the airport hotel before kissing his wife goodbye.  Little tears puddled in his hazel eyes and her brown ones. They held each other as long as possible without crumbling into despair. Kat’s presence ballasted the moment, keeping the sorrow at bay.
Lydia smiled at her husband’s back as he entered the elevator. He spun and tossed a kiss in the air.  “Please try to make it,” he pleaded. “And Kat,” he hollered into the lobby. “Keep her from being alone and sulky.”  Kat nodded and placed a consoling arm around Lydia’s shoulders.
Kat expected a torrent of tears, weeping and gnashing of teeth. It was no secret to anyone in Honey Pot, how much hope Lydia placed on her travel to Africa.  Many early morning phone calls ended with the comforting phrase, “Only until December.”  Now, the empty nester felt her emptiest ever.  Depleted and hollow she had no tears left to cry.  Not at the moment, anyway.
“C’mon,” She chimed instead of sniffling. “Let’s see what’s going on with your foot. We can’t have you limping your way through the season.”  Kat smiled, reveling in her friend’s strength.
As expected, they prescribed one more week of crutches. The ankle warranted an awkward blue boot in addition to the bandaging.  Kat could walk on the boot.  However, for the next few days, she was advised to lean most of her weight into the crutches. No pain medication landed on the prescription pad.  She didn’t have time for pain meds, anyway.  She had rehearsals to hold every night from tomorrow, December 2nd until the evening of the pageant December 16th.  The fuzzy feel good that accompanied pain management would not aid her in saving this year’s Christmas play. She needed all her wits about her.
The ladies partook in a little shopping before returning to town.  Neither of them could force enough seasonal spirit to have a good time.  When Lydia left Kat in Ethan’s truck to pick up a few groceries, Kat delighted herself in people-watching.  With the fresh dawning of December came the rise of ugly Christmas sweaters.
Parked across from the bus depot, she had plenty of material to make a game of tallying sweater ornaments.  So far, Rudolph the Red-nosed reindeer was 13 sweaters ahead of Santa and 22 ahead of Frosty and his snowmen.  Lost in her waiting game, she stumbled upon a familiar face, double glanced, and waved at the young woman. The girl squinted in Kat’s direction but didn’t acknowledge her.  Instead, she hurried her tottering pace across the street
“See someone you recognize?” The driver’s side door popped open with the crinkling sound of brown paper sacks.
“Ivy, I thought. She didn’t wave back.”
“That's unlike her.  She’s friendly.  Then again, she doesn’t normally ditch tutoring either.  But she did. Where did you see her?”
“Over by the bus. Not sure if she was coming or going.”
Lydia clicked her tongue. “Just a minute earlier and we could have offered her a ride.  Lord knows that girl doesn’t have much money.”
“She probably has a bus pass.”
“True. Here I got you a dirty coke.”  The women took long soothing sips of their cold, carbonated cokes and headed back toward home.  “Ivy’s a great girl.  She’s just living in a difficult situation, “Lydia said. “She lives with her step dad.  Though, he’s rarely home. Though I think she prefers it that way. Not sure why she’s catching a bus.”
“Teenagers aren’t the most sensible creatures.  I did far crazier things than riding a bus to the city, for no reason. Maybe she’s shopping for Christmas.”
“She’s broke, bad broke. I donate my time to tutor her.”
“Why not? You should reward a girl with her persistence for learning.”
“I agree.  She’s very bright. She only has trouble with essays.  That’s why she comes to see me. I thought she had a huge midterm right after Christmas.  It’s odd for her to miss.”
“She probably got swept up in her break. Friends and parties, maybe even a seasonal job.”
"You’re right. Still, remember her in your prayers okay?  I’m worried about her."
Conversation never led to Ethan and Joan or Christmas alone.  Both friends, anxious over their own struggles, didn’t want to burden the drive with crying jags.  They kept talk casual as the truck chugged past empty lavender fields and clusters of bee hives walled in by bales of hay.  The beauty of their county infused the air with the magical ability to calm and re-center even the most distracted mind.
In June, the fields would burst with purple and buzz with honey bees.  They would bring visitors from all over the state and even the country.  The Hive Bed and Breakfast would reopen and thrive.  Farmers Market stalls would grace Honey Pot’s center lawn every Tuesday evening through August.  Wedding parties would boost the small town’s economy and summer would float by like a tender breeze after the rain.  Even hay fever and Epi-pens couldn’t keep people away.
Flora burst from the church building in a rush of hippie skirt and a denim jacket.  She made it to the smart car before Lydia yanked back the parking brake.
“What is it? Is something wrong?”  Joan’s smiling face came crashing to the forefront of Lydia’s mind.  An instant later, a familiar purple leather purse waved at the end of Flora's arm.  “Where was it?”
“It was sitting in the nursery this morning, hanging on the back of the wooden rocking chair.”
Both women laughed with relief and astonishment. Lydia riffled through her bag, cataloging the contents.  “It’s here.  Wallet. Passport. Credit Cards.  Photos.  I must’ve misplaced it when I dropped off donations. Though I don’t remember being in the nursery. Thank you, Flora.”  She hugged her friend, and they moved inside to Sunday Services.
Kat slid into the pew behind them halfway through the sermon and shook her head. “Don’t ask,” she mouthed.  Her friends didn’t.  They continued to listen to the lesson. Flora took notes in her spirited script and wept from time to time. Lydia’s hands marked her place while she nodded to the sermon highlights.
“Come have lunch with us,” Flora begged Lydia.  “You must not have a lot of food at home. You had been ready to leave the country. Come over and share ours.  I can even help you make phone calls. Maybe we can get you a flight to Zambia before Christmas.”  Lydia could not refuse. She was desperate to get to her daughter’s side.
“Let me swing home first.  I’ll grab my old ticket info and see if we can transfer it over to another flight.”
Lydia opened the door to her house and skipped up the stairs. The quiet wasn’t as oppressive, knowing it may be over.  She picked up the manila envelope containing her travel plans.
The phone burst with noise.  Lydia yelped. Having a landline was a blessing in the winter when cell service was spotty, but not so much so when one was upstairs and the only phone was in the kitchen.
She answered as voicemail picked up and spent a few scattered seconds waiting for the outgoing message to finish. “I’m here, don’t hang up.”
“Hey, babe.”  Ethan’s voice was so tired and so comforting, Lydia cried. “I'm here.  It's 9 pm my time and I’m about to head to bed.  Joan will pick me up tomorrow and take me to the orphanage.  I’m not sure when we’ll get to talk after that.”
“It’s so good to hear from you. How were your flights?”
“Long and lonely.  My night in Germany was nice.  Then I saw what you’d packed under my shirts.”
Without a single witness, Lydia’s blush deepened as she remembered the nighty.  Only four days ago, and she’d already forgotten about it.  Awkward that Ethan discovered it alone.  She changed the subject, stammering in her embarrassment. “Oh that.  Yes.  Well.  I found my purse!”
“Awesome!”
“It was at the church.”
“We looked there. For hours. Weird.”
“Yes, well, I’ve got it now.”
“Good. Get to Zambia pronto.  It feels strange to be here without you. You can also bring that extra cash you had.”







