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Chapter 1

	The Smell of Smoke

	Anne woke up feeling hot and uncomfortable. Did the air conditioner go out? She wondered. She was finding it hard to breathe, and she started coughing. Her head was pounding with pain with each heartbeat. It was unbearable. 

	Maybe it wasn't the air-conditioner. Her foggy mind reasoned that she must've fallen ill over the night. But when the smell of smoke reached her nostrils, she realized how wrong her assumption was. The house was on fire!

	“Barry! Chris! Katie! The house is on fire!" Anne cried out and then coughed.

	Barry moaned and coughed next to her. "What?" He was feeling foggy, too. 

	"Something is on fire!" Anne said with urgency. 

	"Oh, shit!" Barry tried to get to his feet from what he assumed was their bed, but found he couldn't stand because his wrists and ankles were bound. As Barry struggled with his restraints, he asked his wife," Anne, are you tied up too?" He dreaded her answer.

	"Yes," Anne replied as she tested her bindings. 

	"Why are we in the living room?" Barry asked while trying to get his bearings within the thick smoke.

	"I don't know…" Anne replied. Then, a terrible thought came to her. Where are the children? "Where are Chris and Katie? Do you see them?" 

	"No, I don't," 

	"Chris! Katie! Are you in the living room?" Anne called out. 

	Barry and Anne scanned the smoke-filled room for their children. When Barry could not see any of them, he rolled onto his other side and continued looking. The smoke was beginning to burn his eyes, making it hard to see. Finally, he spotted them. Katie was lying near the kitchen, and Chris was closer to him — just 10 feet away.

	"I found them!" Barry yelled and then coughed. He saw the source of the smoke — their kitchen was on fire. 

	"We have to get them out of here!" Anne yelled back as she struggled with her restraints.

	"Yes, I know that!" 

	"Katie is the closest to the fire." 

	"I’m going to try to move her first!" Barry shouted above the crackling sound of the burning house. 

	"How can you do that? You are tied up just like me," Anne cried. 

	"I don't know, but I have to try," Barry said. He maneuvered himself to a sitting position on the floor next to an Ottoman. He turned his body so his back faced the footstool, while he brought his wrist up his back as far as he could go. Then he used his elbows, which were now sticking  out, to help his tied legs lift him onto the Ottoman. With his back on the stool, he shimmied himself onto the Ottoman until his body was entirely on the furniture. After several attempts at rocking forward, Barry was able to sit up.

	While Barry was busy, Anne struggled with her restraints, trying to find a weakness. 

	"How did this happen? Who did this to us?" She yelled out in fear and frustration. 

	Barry rattled his foggy mind, trying to figure out the answer. Then it came to him. "Rachel! It had to be Rachel! She has been acting very strangely for the last month," he shouted out. He was still trying to figure out how to move his children to safety. 

	"I think you're right. I remember feeling a little bit off after eating her devil eggs and cookies," Anne shouted. 

	"Me too. Do you think she drugged us?” Barry asked. 

	“Maybe, but she’s the one that tied us up and set our house on fire," Anne said while still trying to loosen her bindings. "I’m sure of it! Why would she do that to us?" 

	"And especially hurting our children?" Barry shouted back. 

	"Hell, if I know, but I'm going to kill that bitch once we’re out of here," Anne exclaimed. 

	"I’m with you on that, but first, we have to get all of us out of here." Barry went into another fit of coughing. The smoke was getting thicker by the minute. "Anne, can you slip your hands in front of you?" 

	"I think so. I'll give it a try," Anne cried. 

	"Good, because I can't do that. I’m not as limber as you are," Barry shouted." "While you’re doing that,  I’ll try to reach the kids and take them to the front door,” he added. 

	"How are you going to do that?" Anne asked. 

	"I don't know yet. I’m working on that." Barry weighed his options. 

	"However, you plan to do it, better do it fast. I don’t think we have much time left, "Anne warned.

	Barry knew he shouldn’t get into a standing position, but how would he get to the kids? The smoke continued to get thicker, and it would reach them soon. If he stood up, he might pass out from smoke inhalation. Plus, what if he tripped on something he could not see? His hands would not be able to stop him from falling, and he could break his neck in the process. Somehow, he would have to figure out how to move the kids to the front door. 

	Then, finally, a solution came to him. He had to get back onto his knees because it would give him more mobility and it would be a lot safer.

	Barry figured once he got to his children, he would grab them with his tied hands and push them to the door using his knees. He rolled onto his stomach while still on the Ottoman. Luckily, he did not fall off. He used the footstool to get him back on his knees. 

	"Anne, I’m going to get the kids!" Barry shuffled his way to where he saw his children.

	Anne was still trying to bring her wrists in front of her. Her shoulders ached as she strained to get her tied wrist under her bottom. "Come on! Dammit!" Anne cursed to herself. She was beginning to wonder if her shoulders would be dislocated by her valiant efforts. 

	Finally, Anne could get her wrist over the first obstacle, leaving her sore shoulders intact. Even though she had passed the first hurdle, she knew it wasn't time to take a break. She had to push herself and keep going, no matter how painful.

	Anne was able to slide her hands down the back of her thighs towards her knees with little effort. She coughed as she bent herself at the waist. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t seem to get her tied hands past her shoes. She had to do one more thing to escape her awkward position. She had to remove her shoes. Anne extended her fingers as far as they could go. She used the tips of her appendages to pry off her shoes. 

	Finally, with the obstacles out of the way, Anne could slide her hands over her feet. Now she could see how her wrists were tied in the flickering firelight. It was duct tape. "My hands are free!" Anne yelled out.

	"Good. Try to make your way to the front door and open it!" Barry shouted.

	"Okay, I'll try to hop over there. Go get the kids!" Anne shouted. 

	"Be careful and try not to breathe in too much smoke.”

	Finally, Barry reaches his son. "Chris! Chris! Wake up!" Barry yelled as he nudged his son with his knee. 

	Their twelve-year-old started coughing and asked, "What's going on?"

	"The house is on fire, and we have to get you and your sister out of here!" Barry said.

	"Dad, why can't I move my arms and legs?" Chris asked.

	"Somebody tied them, but don't worry about that right now. Your mom and I will get you out of here," Barry said.

	"Dad, I'm scared. I don't want to die," Chris cried.

	"You won't if you do what I say. I need you to roll yourself like a log towards the front door, where your mom is waiting," Barry told his son.

	"Okay, Dad, I'll try. Are the firemen coming?" Chris asked.

	"I certainly hope so. But I need you to start rolling towards your mom right now!" Barry said. 

	"Where are you going, Dad? Aren't you coming with me?" Chris asked.

	"No, Chris. I have to get your sister," Barry said as he started moving towards Katie. 

	"I love you, Dad," Chris said before rolling towards the front door.

	Anne cautiously hopped to the front door. She tried to turn the doorknob, but the door held fast. Dammit, Rachel! She must have taken the deadbolt key and locked us inside, Anne reasoned. Now what? Her panicked mind raced. She turned to see where Barry and the kids were in the smoke-filled room. Barry knelt beside Katie, moving quickly, while Chris rolled towards her.

	"Chris, keep rolling to me. You're doing a great job!" Anne yelled to her son.

	Anne felt a wave of failure wash over her. How could she get them out of their burning home? The fire raged, closing in on Barry and Katie. The smoke thickened, threatening to suffocate them. There was only one way out, Anne realized. She had to bust out the large front window.

	She hopped over to the window and used her tied hands to open the drapes. A desperate glance outside revealed no sign of help – no fire trucks, no firemen. Perhaps the smoke hadn't reached the outside yet, or surely one of her neighbors would have called for help.  Dread settled over her – they were on their own. She and Barry would have to save their family.

	Meanwhile, Barry finally reached his four-year-old daughter. The heat seared his skin, but his only focus was on moving her away from the flames. 

	"Katie! Katie! Katie! Wake up!" he yelled, nudging her with his knee. 

	She coughed, a small mercy signaling she was still alive. 

	"Shit!" Barry swore, fearing his daughter might have breathed in too much smoke. But how could he move her? He heard crackling above and looked up to see the ceiling ablaze. He had to get Katie away from the flames and the thick smoke. With a twist of his body, he grabbed her ankles with his tied hands, knowing he'd have to drag her out on his knees.

	Through the thick smoke, Barry began dragging his daughter, inching towards where he thought his wife was. He spotted her, seemingly contemplating how to break the living room window. Good, that's our only way out. "Break the damn thing!" he shouted. Even without a response, he knew she'd heard him. The heat was unbearable now, sweat stinging his back, and he could only imagine how his daughter felt. All he could do was push forward, dragging her with him, praying for their escape.

	Anne tore at the curtain, wrapping it around her hands with teeth and fingers. It was the best protection she could manage. She struck the window repeatedly, but the glass held firm. "Dammit!" she cursed. Her eyes fell on a nearby lamp, the heavy object presenting a new opportunity. Hopping to the end table, she ripped its cord from the socket and swung the lamp at the window, shielding her face. Several blows finally shattered the glass, and smoke billowed out. Anne thrust her head out the window, gulping fresh air.

	But there was no time to savor it. Her family needed her. Spotting a shard of glass in the frame, she used it to saw through the duct tape binding her wrists, careful not to cut herself. Free, she tore off the tape and grabbed another shard from the floor, cutting through the restraints at her ankles.

	The sound of sirens lifted her spirits. Help is coming! But the fire wouldn't wait. Sucking in another deep breath, Anne held it and turned, charging towards her son.

	"Chris! I need you to help me stand you up!" she said, finally reaching him.

	"Okay, Mom," Chris said with tears in his eyes. Once Anne helped her son to his feet, the adrenaline kicked in. She was able to pick him up and sling him over her shoulder. Anne quickly made her way to the window.

	"Watch your feet," Anne warned her son, lifting him over the windowsill and broken glass. After she got her son safely outside, Anne gave him instructions. "I need you to hop away from the house and don't come back, no matter what."

	"But what about you?" Chris asked.

	"Don't worry about us. We will be out soon. Start moving now so I can get the others," Anne said. Her son did as instruct and quickly hopped away from the burning house.

	Anne took another deep breath before returning to the living room. She had to help Barry and Katie get outside. Once she found them in the thick smoke, she noticed her daughter didn't look well.

	"How is Katie?" Anne asked.

	"Not good. I think she has breathed in too much smoke. You have to get her outside so she can breathe some fresh air," Barry said.

	Anne reached down and picked up her daughter. Katie started coughing a lot. "Hang in there, baby. Mommy is here, and I'm going to get you out of here," Anne said.

	"I'll be back for you in a minute," Anne told her husband.

	"Don't worry about me. Get Katie out of here!" Barry said.

	Anne quickly ran to the window carrying her daughter. With Katie in her arms, she couldn't climb out the window to the outside. Fire trucks were now pulling up to the curb. Anne ran to them carrying Katie.

	"Somebody help me! My daughter is having problems breathing, and my husband is still inside!" Anne screamed. 

	A firefighter rushed towards Anne, carrying an oxygen tank and mask. "Lay her on the ground so I can assess her," the firefighter said. 

	Anne did as told, and the firefighter quickly went to work.

	"Why is she tied up?" the first responder asked as he put an oxygen mask on Katie's face.

	Anne quickly stood up and said, "I have no time to explain. I have to get my husband out of the house!"

	"You can't go back! It's too dangerous. Let the guys do their job, and they'll get him out," the firefighter said.

	Anne turned around, facing the burning house. She saw Barry kneeling on the other side of the broken window, trying to stick his head out to get fresh air. Smoke billowed out the window as the flames closed in on her husband. Two firefighters carrying a water hose rushed towards Barry. As soon as they turned on the water to spray the house's interior, another firefighter tried to reach inside through the broken window to help Barry out. 

	Then something terrible happened. The flaming roof of the home collapsed on Barry and the firefighter. The blaze grew brighter despite the water being poured on it. Horrible screams were heard within the pyre.

	Anne fell to her knees as the roof collapsed. "Barry!" she cried out.

	"Dad!" Chris yelled. He was with a firefighter who was cutting off his restraints.

	Anne was crying uncontrollably as the fire captain walked up to her. 

	He touched her shoulder and said, "I’m so sorry for your loss. Your daughter is going to be taken to the hospital for treatment. She has breathed in a lot of smoke and needs their help."

	"Is she going to be okay?" Anne asked through her tears.

	"Your daughter will be well taken care of at the hospital. The doctors will do what they can to help her recover. I suggest you and your son go to the hospital too and get checked out," the captain suggested.

	Tears ran down Anne's soot-covered face, and she said, "You're right, we should get checked out." 

	The fire captain waved to a couple of EMTs to come over so they could transport the mother and son to a medical facility.

	As the EMTs helped Chris into the ambulance, the captain asked Anne questions.

	"Before you go, I must ask you something. Do you know how the fire started? Why was your family tied up? Does your family have any enemies that would do this to you?" the fire captain asked.

	"Before today, I didn't think we had any enemies. But I’m certain I know who did this. That woman, Rachel, tried to kill my family!" Anne said with anger in her eyes.

	"Rachel, who? And why would she want to kill your family?" the fire captain asked.

	"Her name is Rachel Robinson!" Anne exclaimed. "And I don't know why in the world she would do this! All I know is, she has been acting very odd for the last month. We all noticed that she was acting strangely, but she seemed to be getting better. But that was before she drugged my family and set our house on fire," Anne said.

	"Where does this Rachel Robinson live?" the fire captain asked.

	"I don't know the address, but she lives only a few blocks away. Do you want me to show you where her house is?" Anne asked.

	"No, I’m sure the police will be able to find the residence quickly," the fire captain said. "It looks like the EMTs are ready to go. Your son is already in the ambulance waiting for you. Don't worry, the police will find this Rachel Robinson and arrest her," the fire captain said.

	"You better, or I will find that woman and take care of her myself!" Anne said as she climbed into the ambulance. 

	EMTs shut the doors and turned on the siren. They rushed the family to the hospital. The fire captain radioed the police and passed on the information Anne gave him. He also informed the police department that the arsonist in this case was responsible for two deaths.

	Law enforcement was able to quickly locate the Robinson residence. Neighbors watched as multiple police units arrived at the front and back of the suspect's house. Seemingly normal-looking home. As they neared the front door, they found it slightly ajar. The officers drew their pistols and quietly entered the home, looking for their suspect. The house was quiet, except for the noises coming from the kitchen. The lead officer motioned to the other men and women to head toward the sound.

	The officers walked cautiously to the kitchen as a unit, unsure if the suspect was armed. Along the way, the officers paused when they saw a gruesome sight. A man was slouched down in the recliner with his head down. The top of his head, face, and shirt were covered in blood. The weapon that did the damage was lying on the carpet. It was a bloody claw hammer. 

	An officer felt the man's carotid on his neck for a pulse but found none. He shook his head to the others, indicating the man was deceased. This did not surprise them, given the condition of the body. The dead man's skin was still warm, indicating the assault happened recently. Whoever was in the kitchen making noise was apparently the killer.

	While the officers were contemplating how to approach the suspect, they heard a sloshing sound of liquid and the distinctive odor of gasoline. The suspect seemed to be talking to somebody, but they could not determine what she was saying. Was there another victim in the house? And was the murderer trying to cover up her tracks again? The lead officer signaled with his hand for two officers to approach the kitchen from the right. There was a wall between the suspect and the police. The lead and another officer would enter the kitchen on the left to confront the suspect. They hoped they would make a quick arrest.

	When the officers rounded the corner, they had a clear view of the kitchen and the suspect. They shouted, "Police! Put your hands up!" To their surprise, there wasn't another victim. The woman was talking to herself. She wasn't pouring gasoline on the floor to cover up her crimes. It was worse than they suspected. She was dousing herself with the flammable liquid.

	"Stop what you're doing and put your hands up!" the lead officer commanded. 

	The woman stopped dousing herself and dropped the gas can. She quickly put her hand on the gas stove knob.

	"Ma'am, please stop! Don't do this! We can talk this over and get you help. It doesn't have to end this way," the lead officer tried to reason with her.

	The suspect looked at the officer through her gas-soaked hair dangling down her face. As she started to speak to the police, two other officers were rounding the corner, trying to sneak up behind her. They were only fifteen feet away from their suspect.

	"I had to kill them… He didn't give me a choice. All of them thought I was going crazy, but I’m not. She warned me that my friends and husband were conspiring against me. They were planning to lock me up in a loony bin. We were not going to allow that to happen. She told me to make them pay for all their deceitful plans. I did exactly what she told me to do because I had no choice. And boy, did I make them pay!" Rachel said with a maniacal look on her face.

	"Who is she? Are you working with somebody else?" the lead officer asked, wondering if another suspect was in the house.

	"You wouldn't understand who or what Agnes is, but I must get her out of my head. And this is the only way to stop her. You have to allow me to do this," Rachel said.

	"Ma'am, you need to step away from the stove. We will help you get rid of this Agnes," the lead officer said. He observed the other officers slowly closing in on the suspect from behind.

	One officer stepped into a gasoline puddle on the linoleum floor. It made a splashing sound. Rachel quickly looked behind her, keeping her hand on the stove's knob. She caught a glimpse of them.

	"Oh crap!" one of the officers said as they lunged at her. Unfortunately, they were too late. 

	Rachel twisted the stove's knob. The burner came on, igniting the gasoline… and boom! The officers and Rachel were on fire in an instant. Screams of pain echoed around the room and could be heard outside.

	"Put them out!" the lead officer shouted. 

	The policemen rushed into the kitchen carrying nearby throw rugs, trying to extinguish the flames on the suspect and their fellow officers. 

	Once the fire was put out, they were transported to the nearest burn unit. Given the conditions of his men and the suspect, the lead officer wasn't sure any of them would survive their burns.

	


Chapter 2

	Birthday Party and Travel Plans

	Present day…

	 

	"I’m glad you decided to come to Kelly's daughter's birthday party with me. I know it might be boring for you, but thanks for being a good sport," Tina said, smiling at her husband.

	"No problem, because it was an easy choice for me to make. Paul told me that he and Ellie were also going to the party," Travis said.

	"Well, that's good. Wanda told me yesterday at work that she and Jack were coming too," Tina said.

	"Fantastic. Now I will have a couple of guys to hang out with at the get-together," Travis said.

	"Do you think she'll like our present?" 

	"I hope so. You picked it out. I have no clue what a six-year-old girl would like," Travis chuckled.

	"I’m sure she'll love it. I enjoyed making jewelry at her age." 

	"You still do." Travis pointed to the homemade bracelet on her wrist.

	"Yes, I still have fun making trinkets," Tina said. "I’m glad I married a guy who also likes making things with his hands." She smiled.

	"Woodworking is different than bead threading." 

	"Yes, it is… we sure are a pair of crafty people." Tina placed her hand on Travis's knee. 

	"Don't start something that we can’t finish. We have a birthday party to attend." Travis eyed his wife's flirtatious hand on his leg.

	"Don't worry, the party won't last all day, and we will still have plenty of time later for… um… our get-together," Tina said slyly.

	"Are you coming on to me, Mrs. Taylor?" Travis asked.

	"Why yes, Mr. Taylor. But we will have to wait. We’re almost at Kelly's house," Tina replied.

	"Okay, it’s a date." Travis laughed.

	A few minutes later, the couple arrived in Kelly's neighborhood. Finding a parking space among the numerous vehicles along the street took them a while. Travis retrieved their present from the back seat. The couple walked to the house with colorful balloons tied to a mailbox.

	Tina rang the doorbell because Travis was holding their gift. Kelly opened the door and said, "I’m glad you could make it." She gave Tina a big hug.

	"Where should I put this?" Travis pointed to their gift.

	"Come inside, and I’ll show you," Kelly said, inviting them in.

	The couple followed their host inside. Kelly pointed to a pile of presents on her living room table. "Please put your gift over there with the others."

	"Everyone is in the backyard, enjoying the party." Kelly said, leading the way. 

	Travis placed their present on the table as they passed it by. The couple entered the backyard, following Kelly. 

	Outside, they saw a huge bouncy house. The immense inflatable was in the shape of a castle. The children inside the rubber structure screamed with glee as they jumped up and down. Kelly led the couple to a table, where several familiar women sat. They were watching the children play.

	Travis tapped Tina on the shoulder and whispered, "I see Paul and Jack over there by the chips and dip." 

	Tina turned her head and waved at the men Travis was talking about. They noticed the couple and nodded their heads at them. 

	Getting her husband's hint, Tina said, "Travis, go ahead and hang out with the guys while I’m talking to the gals over here. I want to say hi to the birthday girl."

	"By the way, Kelly, where is the special girl?" Tina asked.

	"She is in the bouncy house with the rest of the kids." Kelly pointed.

	A little boy came running up to Kelly and asked, "Mom, when are we going to eat the cake?" 

	Kelly kneeled down to talk to her five-year-old son. "We will have some cake and ice cream after the kids have played all the party games and the piñata has been broken." 

	"Mom, what is a piñata?" Billy inquired.

	"Remember the pink unicorn we bought?" Kelly asked.

	"Uh huh." Billy nodded.

	"Good. One of the kids will be blindfolded and hit it with the stick. If you're lucky, it will break, and candy will come out," Kelly explained.

	"Can I hit it now?" Billy asked, jumping up and down.

	"No, honey, that wouldn't be fair. Everyone gets a turn to hit it, and your eyes will be covered while swinging a stick at the piñata," Kelly explained.

	"Okay, mom. I need to go potty," Billy whispered.

	"Tina, will you excuse me? I have to take him to the big boy's room," Kelly said. "Have a seat with the girls. I will be back in a bit."

	Tina found an empty plastic chair at the table and sat with the other two women.

	"Hey, Ellie. Hey, Wanda. How's everybody doing?" Tina asked.

	"Fine," Wanda said.

	"Have you been here long?" 

	"About thirty minutes," Wanda replied as she sipped her punch.

	"Steven! Stop that! Play nice!" Ellie yelled. “I'm sorry, my son sometimes plays too rough, and I have to rein him in before someone gets hurt," she apologized.

	"That's okay. Boys will be boys."

	"How old is he now?" Tina asked.

	"My little monster will turn seven in October," Ellie replied.

	"Boy, time flies. Not too long ago, he was just a toddler when I met you and Paul." 

	"I miss those days. He was a hell of a lot easier to handle back then," Ellie admitted.

	"Are you, ladies, still coming to our excursion next weekend?" Wanda asked, changing the subject.

	"Yes, Paul said he would watch our son while I'm gone. He owes me for all the football games we have hosted this year," Ellie replied.

	"Yeah, my husband Jack owes me a weekend off for all his hunting trips." Wanda sighed.

	"I hope he doesn't almost fall into a mine shaft out there in the wilderness," Tina said.

	"Gosh, I hope not too. After that mishap, he has promised me to stay clear of the mine. And if that dumb ass falls in, I will kill him," Wanda said. The other women chuckled.

	"How about you, Tina? Are you still going?" Wanda asked.

	"Of course. I wouldn't miss our yearly outing," Tina answered. "Travis told me that he and the boys are going to watch the game this weekend and give Jack a hand with some household repairs."

	"Tina, thank you for talking Travis into helping Jack," Wanda said. "I swear, my husband doesn't know which end of the hammer to use."

	"No problem. Travis was happy to help. Besides, he enjoys doing home improvement projects." Tina smiled, feeling proud of her man. 

	Kelly walked up to the women. "How is everyone doing? Did I miss any gossip?" 

	"Sorry, we don’t have any juicy news, and we’re doing okay," Ellie replied.

	"Kelly, are you going to join us on our antiquing trip?" Wanda asked.

	"Yes, I convinced my ex to switch weekends with me so I can go. The children will stay with him while we are gone for the weekend," Kelly confirmed.

	"That’s great, all of us will be together again… like last year." Wanda smiled. She loved her friends and felt excited about the trip.

	“I’ll tell you what… after this kids' party, I will need a break," Kelly said.

	"I know what you mean. We love our children, but sometimes we need a mommy break," Ellie said, laughing. Then she saw her son jumping into the girls who were in the bouncy house. “Steven, stop that!" Ellie shouted at her son. “See what I mean." 

	“I need some help stringing up the piñata. Would you mind if I asked your husbands for help?" Kelly asked the women.

	“Sure," Tina and Ellie answered.

	"Don’t bother asking Jack. Most likely, he would hang it up too high or get tangled up in the rope," Wanda said.

	“Come on, Wanda, Jack can’t be that bad at doing stuff." Tina laughed.

	“Oh honey, trust me, he is that awful. Two months ago, he bought a table which had to be assembled. He did manage to put it together but found he had extra parts that he did not know where they belonged. A week later, that damn table fell apart during our supper." Wanda rolled her eyes.

	“That sounds terrible!" Tina said.

	"Okay, I get it, I won’t ask Jack. I will ask the other men for their help," Kelly said before walking away.

	“Don’t get me wrong, Jack isn’t terrible at everything. He is good at hunting and great at sex. If Jack wasn’t fantastic in bed and didn’t have a good heart, I would be replacing him with a handsome handyman. But lucky for him, I love that clumsy lug," Wanda commented.

	Kelly approached Travis and Paul and asked if they could hang the piñata on the tree.

	“Do you want us to operate the piñata for you?" Travis asked.

	“Yes, that would be great," Kelly answered.

	The men agreed to help her. The duo made quick work of slinging the rope over a large branch and tying the piñata to one end of the rope. Paul called the children to come over and play.

	Travis raised and lowered the piñata while Paul blindfolded each child. Paul ensured all the children stood back as a child swung blindly at the piñata with the stick. When it was time for the birthday girl's turn, Travis purposefully lowered the piñata so she could break it. The children squealed with glee as the unicorn burst open, and the candy fell. The children quickly moved in and scooped up all the treats.

	“Does anyone want cake?" Kelly shouted.

	“I do!" The children cried. 

	“Everyone follow me inside so we can sing happy birthday to Tammy," Kelly said. 

	All of the children and adults followed the mother inside. Kelly lit the candles on the cake, and everyone sang the birthday song.

	“Make a wish," Kelly told her daughter. Tammy blew out all of her candles.

	“Did you make your wish?" Kelly asked.

	“I wish for…” Tammy said before her mother could interrupt her. 

	“Honey, you can’t tell us your wish, or it will not come true." Kelly smirked playfully.

	“Okay, mommy." Tammy laughed and covered her mouth, keeping her wish a secret.

	“Mommy, can I have some cake?" Billy asked his mother.

	“Sure, but the birthday girl gets the first piece," Kelly told her son.

	“Do you need some help?" Ellie asked.

	“Sure, I’ll cut the cake if you could scoop the ice cream for me," Kelly said.

	“Okay, sounds good," Ellie said.

	The two women worked together, handing out the cake and ice cream until it was all gone. 

	After everyone was done eating, Kelly moved her guests into the living room so Tammy could open her gifts. Every time Tammy opened a present, a picture was taken. Many photographs were taken of the smiling birthday girl. Soon after all the gifts were open, the guests started to leave. Kelly and Tammy thanked everyone for coming and gave the children gift bags. 

	As Tina and Travis were leaving, Kelly thanked them for coming.

	"Thank you for inviting us," Tina replied and gave her friend a hug. 

	The couple walked hand-in-hand to their vehicle and got in.

	“I think I’m overloaded on sugar,” Travis commented.

	“Me too, but the cake was so good. Lots of chocolate,” Tina replied. “I hope one day, we can throw a party like that for our child.” 

	“We must keep trying. Have faith, we will become parents one day,” Travis assured her.

	“What if that never happens, and I can’t get pregnant?” Tina asked with worried eyes. “We only have so much time, and my biological clock is ticking away.” A tear started forming in her eye.

	“Then we will do what we discussed. If we cannot get you pregnant by the end of the year, we will look into artificial insemination. And if that doesn’t work, there is always adoption,” Travis said, trying to give his wife hope. “I love you so much.”

	“You want children as much as I do, don’t you?” Tina asked as she embraced her husband.

	“I do, Hon, we will have children in our lives one way or another,” Travis said. “You know we can try again tonight.” He teased her.

	“You are so incorrigible,” Tina said, finally smiling.

	Travis turned the key in the ignition and started the car. He pulled away from the curb and headed towards their house.

	“Do you want to join me at the gym tomorrow after work?” Travis asked, changing the subject.

	“Maybe I will. It depends on how I feel after I’m done. We’re having a big sale at the craft store tomorrow,” Tina said.

	“Okay, text me after work and tell me what you want me to do.”

	 

	The next day…

	 

	“Tina, can you do me a favor?” Wanda asked.

	“Sure, what do you need?” 

	“Go to the storage area and see if we have more cross-stitch kits in stock,” Wanda said.

	Tina left Wanda to go look for the kits. A few minutes later, she returned with several items in her hands.

	“This is all I can find back there,” Tina said as she met her by the cross-stitch display.

	“That should be enough to get us through the day. Our shift is almost over, and if we run out, we run out,” Wanda said.

	“This sale is really kicking my butt,” Tina said as she yawned.

	“Mine too,” Wanda agreed.

	Tina looked at her watch. “Twenty more minutes to go.”

	“Twenty long minutes, you mean,” Wanda added, shaking her head.

	“Can you remind me about something before I leave? I want to buy some macramé twine and beads before I go. I can’t beat the sale price, even with my employee discount,” Tina said.

	“Will do. Your community craft sale must be coming soon,” Wanda said.

	“Yes, it is, and I’ll be ready this year instead of being behind like last year,” Tina said.

	A customer came up to the women, interrupting their conversation.

	“Miss, can you tell me where the acrylic paints and brushes are?” the customer asked.

	“Sure, they’re on the other side of the store. You will find both items in aisle ten,” Wanda said as she pointed in the direction she wanted the customer to go.

	The customer thanked Wanda and left the women to search for her paint and brushes.

	Wanda put the cross-stitch kits on the display hanger while Tina opened a cardboard box of plastic beads, restocking the shelf.

	Tina was startled by her phone vibrating in her pocket. She retrieved her cellphone and turned it on. There was a text message from her husband.

	“Hey, hon, how are you doing? Is there any chance you can join me at the gym after work?” Travis texted.

	Wanda looked over at Tina, who had a dreary look.

	“Is something wrong?” Wanda asked.

	“Yes, Travis wants me to join him at the gym after my shift,” Tina said. “I’m so pooped that I could take a nap right now. I’ll tell him to go ahead without me.”

	“I don’t blame you. I barely have enough energy to make supper, and all I want to do is chill out for the rest of the night,” Wanda agreed.

	After Tina sent her message, she read her husband’s reply. 

	“I understand. You go home and get some rest. We will go to the gym another day. I’ll text Paul and see if he wants to join me there.”

	Tina sighed in relief, knowing she could go home and relax instead of showing up at the gym and working out.

	 

	Travis met Paul at the front desk of the gym. Kelly, who works there, scanned their gym ID’s. Paul had brought his son, took him to the childcare area, and checked him in. While Travis was waiting for Paul to return, Kelly asked him a question.

	“Where’s Tina? Is she going to join you today?” Kelly asked.

	Travis shook his head. “No, she had a rough day at work, so she’s skipping the gym,” 

	“When you see her, tell her I said hi, and we miss her at the gym,” Kelly said.

	“Will do,” Travis replied.

	Paul returned to the front desk. “Are you ready? Because several of the machines

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	





