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Chapter One

January – Difficulties
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“Difficulties are things that show a person what they are.” Epictetus 50–130 AD.

––––––––
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“I COULD FLING THIS bleeping computer against the wall,” I said to Michael, as I prepared for my class. During the COVID 19 lockdown, my husband remodeled my former sewing room into a place for Zoom meetings and online teaching.

“What’s the problem?” Michael asked, taking a swig of his coffee. 

“Please. Please. Let my stuff come back. Otherwise, I’ll have to revise the syllabi.”

“Don’t you have a way to reverse it?”

“Yes, but the program cancels out everything instead of going one step. Still, this software ticks me off. It’s a hunk of junk.”

“What’s the purpose of it?”

“Mandatory. Every teacher sticks to the same template college-wide, no deviation. The IT person constructed it for engineers, but not ordinary students or average people. Dang application keeps freezing and blocking me out. Can’t it die? I’m not his bug finder. In the real world, they’re paid a handsome bounty to find errors, except he’s uses faculty for free labor. Now, let’s report the glitches to IT, log out, and start over.”

“Take a breather. You’ve been peering at the screen for hours,” Michael suggested.

“Yeah, time flies when I dig deep into a crappy beta version of computer software. Before classes started, I needed to find the bugs before my students become baffled by an untested experimental application. No idea why the college decided on this peculiar program.”

“Besides, I promised Loretta we’d be there for her. I honored my oath,” he reminded me of our pact to aid a friend with her charity event. As a retired Marine and former ATF agent, Michael’s word was unbreakable.

Loretta and Deborah Steven, both nurses, asked for our help with a fundraiser for the NICU (Neonatal Intensive Care Unit). The specialized department in Holbrook was desperate for equipment and supplies. Corona virus inundated the rural hospital. so, the administrators transferred NICU resources and moved personnel to COVID 19 wards.

***
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MICHAEL STRUCTURED his life with Marine timing. His maxim: ‘If you’re not an hour early, you’re late.’

My husband and I, garbed in western costumes, piled into his classic Chevy truck. Frigid air bit my lungs, and I snuggled next to him on the bench seat. Michael switched on the radio to country music as we journeyed on Old Highway 66 to I-40. An unexpected winter storm brought an abundance of moisture to the high desert plateau of Northern Arizona. This winter’s snowpack helped ease the summer’s drought. Deep drifts blanketed the Mogollon Rim, 7500 feet above sea level. Soon we reached the Navapache Community College Theater. 

***
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OUR AUDITORIUM OPENED to the public. Tickets to the Variety Show sold out. Students, educators and citizens were ready for a relief from the lockdown. Neither Michael nor I desired to disappoint them.

Loretta signaled to us. “Minerva, Michael, I’m overjoyed you came early. The mayor’s son was a no show. We’re isolating every other seat. First row, odd numbers, second even, and so on.” She supplied bright yellow tape to cross off the separated seats. Before our dance routine began, I was glad to distract my nerves.

“Not a problem. We’ll have it done in no time,” Michael assured her. The charity drive kicked off at 6 o’clock p.m. We had less than an hour before the theater began filling.

The first act lined up backstage. Michael and I snagged a couple students to move a large camelback trunk further backstage, a left over from our dress rehearsal Friday night, and not needed until the last act. Michael and I planned to twirl around doing a country Western line dance to a Roy Orbison classic, ‘Pretty Woman’. 

Although Michael and I were excellent partners, my dilemma with dancing involved my tendency to be left/right dyslexic. I read and wrote with no effort, but I had trouble with physical directions. Problem solved by making an L shape with my finger and thumb to distinguish between right and left. I didn’t want to disturb everyone’s precise timing.

While practicing the routine at home during the lockdown, Michael recommended I wear a diver’s watch on the right hand. He labeled my boots L and R. Sometimes, I led the wrong side out. Michael tapped my right toe to remind me of the correct steps. His hands guided me and prevented mistakes.

We were one of six couples on the dance floor. Starting wrong made everyone uncoordinated because of me. The western line dance number was last, which gave me time to quell my stage jitters.

A master of ceremonies signaled we were next. Nervous, I started with my left foot, but Michael pressed my toe. I put my right foot out and relied on my muscle memory. What a relief, no mistakes.

Women sashayed away from the men, mimicking the song’s ending line. Then we twirled and strolled towards our companions. Our partners danced a dosie-doe around us and then lifted us in the air for the denouement.

The dancing ended at 8 o’clock. Michael embraced me, gave a thumbs up, and ruffled my hair. My hands continued to tremble as I collapsed onto a chair in the wings to relax after the curtain descended. Grabbing a thermos, I gulped icy sweet tea and dried off my sweaty hands.

***
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“MINERVA, MICHAEL, HELP me,” Loretta shouted from backstage.

My husband jumped up, and I shadowed him.

“Keep the boy upright, Michael,” Loretta said, “while I loosen the rope.”

Michael grabbed a Swiss Army knife from his back pocket and sawed at the noose dangling from the fly. A slender teen hung from the suffocating cordage. Loretta loosened the knots around his neck and began CPR as the boy collapsed on the stage floor.

“Go to the lobby, grab the defibrillator,” she said.

First, I called 911 for an ambulance. Next, I leaped off the stage stairs and raced to the lobby. Then I wrenched the AED (automated external defibrillator) from the wall, dashed up the aisle, and jumped back onto the stage. Michael continued CPR while Loretta charged the AED. People cleared aside on her command as a waft of ozone filled the air.

The emergency team’s heavy shoes reverberated on the stage steps. They took over from Loretta and Michael. EMTs attended to the young man for over an hour.. While they tried to revive him, the Master of Ceremonies announced everyone must stay seated.

Dr. Reidhead sat in the audience, and I beckoned him to come up on the stage. Despite the efforts of the EMTs, Michael and Loretta, they could not save the victim. Dr. Reidhead shook his head and motioned the crew to stop. He pronounced the youth dead at 9:45 p.m. During the commotion, I hadn’t looked at the young man’s face. 

“His name is Daemon; he’s one of my computer science students,” I said as I recognized the victim.

“Do you know his parents?” Dr. Reidhead said.

“No, but emergency contacts are in his records. Administrators shut the college down for winter break, but I’ll touch base with the IT guy’s vital information online. I’ll phone the college’s president too,” I said.

“We’ll secure the scene and help NCSO; which has jurisdiction here. No one leaves. We need names and addresses,” Michael said. Although Michael was the temporary Black Mesa town marshal, the community college was outside the city limits and lay under Navajo County Sheriff’s Office jurisdiction.

With hundreds of witnesses, plus the stage crew, dancers, students, teachers, and volunteers, law enforcement had a logistic nightmare. As the audience single filed out, I stood by the exit door. Each person wrote his or her name, phone, and address in a notebook. Two NCSO (Navajo County Sherrif’s Office) officers helped crowd control. Dr. Reidhead stayed until the Navajo County Medical Examiner arrived.

At last, by 1 a.m., NCSO sealed off the auditorium. After I woke the college president, I received his permission to tell the student’s family. but the relatives did not expect young people to die. Despite my long teaching career, I never had to give such a disheartening message-the dreaded middle-of-the-night call, every parent’s nightmare.

One of my duties as a cyber-forensic consultant for the town of Black Mesa, Arizona, was to help Marshal Dubois and Deputy Marshal Michael Doyle identify victims of crime. This time it hit home since I knew the student. Could we have prevented it? Was he depressed? Hopeless? Who were his friends? What drove Daemon to this bleak choice?

Next on my list, contact the school psychologist. Had she noticed any warning signs? Evil cyber-trolls conned young people who scrolled the internet and preyed on their insecurities and loneliness. Doomsday prophets fed students crackpot theories. Most juveniles don’t have experience or fortitude at surviving dreadful times.

Covid 19 wasn’t the last pandemic. Humans withstood worse plagues and disasters than this one, so the crisis didn’t mean the end of the world. People inherited tough immune genes throughout history. Thus, even though millions of microscopic killers tried to wipe out the human species over millennia. We recovered and survived because of our collective wisdom.
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Chapter Two

January -The Loss
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“We never understood how little we need until we know the loss of it.” Sir James Matthew Barrie 1862-1937.

––––––––
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EVERYTHING CHANGED this year. Michael, once a deputy marshal, was now a one-person police force, in charge of the marshal’s office in Black Mesa and on duty 24/7. Marshal Charles Dubois was still in Canada, testifying at a murder trial. My friend, his wife Sonny, followed him.

Michael’s boys, Thomas, and Max, lived with us. Michael’s ex-wife was in the United Kingdom. Bill, my ex-husband and my three children’s father, was one of the first victims of Covid 19. 

Navajo and Hopi leaders closed travel through the vast nations in Northern Arizona and the four corners to protect their elders when Covid 19 (Dikos Ntsaaígíí-19) struck. A storehouse of tribal knowledge laid in wise minds; they kept vast memories of the tribe’s culture, language, and history. Diné produced an excellent video of the lockdown procedures in Navajo with English subtitles “Keep Your Family Home” from the canyonlandschc.org website.

Instead of in-person, my spring semester classes on the Navajo and Hopi Reservations were taught virtual. Besides a regular computer science class, When I received requests for a simple, hands-on quickie class, I added a one-credit class on how to use Zoom for older adults. Classes filled; thus I offered three sections at the Senior Center on Saturdays.

Rose, my friend, who owned the Black Mesa Café, had to readjust the restaurant to fit the recommended safety rules. Arizona’s culture remained as Wild West and independent as ever. The Black Mesa Café was the beating heart of our town. The adaptable owner converted the parking lot into outdoor dining, added a takeout service window, and still served the best Arizona Mexican food on Old Route 66.

Aphrodite and Diana, my daughters, coped with virtual classes. Both girls were doubling on their classes, taking a full load to graduate early. My twins finished their junior year at college and hadn’t returned for the holidays. Seeing the kids through Zoom, and not being able to touch them, made me depressed and lonely. Mathew (Mackie), my youngest son, and his wife had a baby boy. Unless hurricane season intervened in the fall. I intended to take a sabbatical visit. 

Pearl, my neighbor, was a touchstone of sensible advice. Horses trained, fed, and watered daily. Ranch chores stayed anchored to the land, the animals, and the ancient desert of Northern Arizona. Visiting her was my sole moment of normalcy as I collected the mail. Pearl knew the latest town gossip.

“Thomas, I’m going next door to Pearl’s. Can you help Max get started?” I asked my stepson.

“Sure, Minerva Mater, no problem.” Thomas leaned over Max’s bright orange iPad to warm-up the computer.

“Minnie Mommie, can I finish my breakfast?” Max asked. He stuffed cinnamon raisin toast into his chipmunk cheeks while he grabbed his books. Thomas helped his younger brother log on. 

Michael converted my spare quilting room into a classroom. Our boys knew playtime ended when they left the kitchen for the sewing room. The youngest boy was in third grade and had devoured books like his older bookworm brother. Max wore his favorite Batman sweats and slippers. Munching on a piece of toast, he grabbed his books and raced to the classroom.

Thomas trailed behind the rambunctious Max with slow, dignified steps. The tall, handsome teen added another half-foot to his six-foot height this year. Dreadlocks made him look even taller. His appearance at virtual college meant he didn’t dress fancy. Phoenix Sun’s sweats and sock feet were his academic favorites.

Thomas majored in Planetary Geology at the University of Arizona. During the sophomore semester, he wanted to get general education requirements done, and hoped things went to normal next fall in his junior year so he could concentrate on his major. Yet, I encouraged him to take as many classes as possible that transferred to the university from Navapache Community College. Besides being less expensive than university credits, NCC had won a long-fought agreement with NAU (Northern Arizona University), ASU (Arizona State University), and U of A (University of Arizona) to accept community college credits. Because I knew technology helped at any career in the future, I encouraged Thomas to get a minor in Computer Science. 

The kitchen door banged. Michael was home. Heavy cop shoes thudded on a pad near the kitchen door. Michael’s homecoming ritual comprised disinfecting work clothes and equipment in the spare bathroom. The goal was to keep the house free from the outside world. This nightly ritual made more work for him, but Michael felt he protected us. Uniforms sanitized in a separate washer designated for his clothes. My hubby stripped, showered, dressed in spare sweats, then entered through the kitchen, clean, shining, showing a five o’clock shadow, with wet curly black hair, and desperate for hot coffee after the long lonely night shift.

“Are you hungry? How about a Denver omelet and some fried potatoes with onions?” I asked him as I poured him a cup of coffee. 

“Rose dropped me off some supper after closing the café. But I could use some grub.” He kissed my neck, tussled my hair, and hugged my waist.

“How things go last night?” I said, as I fixed breakfast for him.

“Quiet. The new interns and recruits are an excellent bunch. They’ll make responsible law enforcement officers.”

“I’m glad you got some help. When Charles returns from Canada, I’ll be happy.”

“Yep. Don’t ask. Everybody turned out well, except the Mayor’s son. Gave him plenty second chances. Not recommending him under any circumstances. Won’t work out.” Michael blurted out his words. 

“Her honor, his mom, won’t be happy.”

“Just have to deal with her.” Michael was starving. Then he bolted the eggs and potatoes, and gulped coffee.

“Be back soon. Can you check on the boys while I get the mail?”

He poured himself another cup of coffee and put his dishes in the sink. “I’ll see how the boys are doing.”

***
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“WEATHER CHANNEL ISSUED a freeze warning; I covered the rose bushes before dark last night. Twenty degrees Fahrenheit with a promise of snow above 4000-foot level.” He commented.

Virtual classes meant I didn’t teach a fourteen-hour day and nor did I have a long drive up to the Navajo and Hopi Reservations. Prior to Covid 19, my daily Monday routine involved leaving the house at 6 a.m. to teach three computer classes and a short one-credit class. Then, after finishing my classes, I drove home for two hours and collapsed into bed by midnight. Now, every Wednesday, I had one three-credit small business evening class in Black Mesa and added a Saturday one-credit virtual Zoom class for seniors. Thanks to the adjunct faculty employment rules colleges used to keep costs at a minimum, I taught nine credits. Without hiring full time professors, they avoided providing health insurance or benefits. The extra classes I taught were thanks to grant money that came from two different sources: the Small Business Administration and the Senior Center. 

Michael’s job covered me health wise. Someday I hoped to be full time, but I joked I’d have to wait for someone to get hit by a bus before that happened. Since marshal Charles Dubois’ budget couldn’t handle a full time IT expert, I worked part time as a cyber-forensic consultant for the marshal’s office and wrote COPS grants to cover extra expenses.

Because Michael worked double shifts, it forced me to take Chico for exercise. The horse was an easygoing, bottomless pit for food. At every opportunity. he snuck over the fence line into the neighbor’s field. Today I saddled the rescue horse, which had one speed, lazy. Chico avoided the winter weather and preferred to stay in the barn. He adored Michael, but he thought I was a pain, taking him out of a warm hay filled barn. Nevertheless, I rode him to the Navajo/Apache county line mailboxes. 

A sharp west wind tugged into my heavy black and red plaid wool coat, and I pulled on a favorite knit newsboy cap tight to protect my ears. Because the wind bit through me, I wore gloves inside mittens. Thick sox inside red Justin Ropers cowboy boots warmed my toasty toes on the ride to the row of country mailboxes near the county line dirt road. Michael crafted a miniature red, white, and blue barn to hold mail and packages. A murder of crows waited in the cedar trees for roadkill, which were slim pickings in the winter. 

Then I walked Chico over to the next ranch. Pearl Steven raised prize winning rodeo horses. Sometimes I helped exercise the barrel racers, which differed in exuberance from the stubborn Chico who hated winter weather.

“Hi Pearl. How’s it going? Got time for coffee?” 

The expert equestrian nodded and led Chico to the barn. Michael’s stubborn beast ambled into a stall reserved for him.

“Sure. Come on in. I made coffee cake for the boys.” Pearl’s three boys were virtual schooled. Nevertheless, she kept them busy with ranch chores.

“What’s the latest?” 

Pearl sliced a generous piece of cake and poured coffee into a thick white mug. 

“You like a little coffee with your cream, don’t you?” she teased, as she pushed fresh cream and a sugar bowl towards my plate.

“Yep.” I waited for the neighborhood news.

“Got a new fellow in the hoarder house,” she informed me.

An eyesore, the hoarder house, infamous in the neighborhood, belonged to Pearl’s family. Her mother-in-law stacked furniture, clothes, quilts, food, and tons of junk in the dwelling. The property had rotten luck for anyone who bought the house after she died. People avoided the cabin like the plague. Locals believed that the old lady haunted it with a vengeful spirit.

“What’s he like?” I asked.

“About fortyish, handsome looking. Back east type, obviously. Looks like ex-military. War wound? Got a very pronounced limp in his left leg. Some folks believe he returned from serving in Afghanistan. For two years, the house remained unoccupied. Nobody wanted to buy after realtors disclosed what happened inside. Creepy. Is Charles in Canada?”

“Yeah. The trial ran longer than he thought because of the Covid 19 lockdown judicial delays. Plus, he can’t enter the US until the border opens wide.”

“Sonny’s horses are doing okay. Bet she misses riding them. Girl needs to get her barrel racing timing back. She almost got first place last time. She’ll have to work hard to make the practice sessions up.” Pearl observed.

“The college bought Gloria’s Tara house and converted it to dorms for the live in students,” I updated her.

“Guess Mrs. Fitzroy worked out a deal between the bank foreclosure and the college. She came up smelling like a rose.” Pearl was a mellow homebody, a rancher’s wife, who didn’t mince words. My neighbor dressed for comfort: jeans, pearl-buttoned western shirts, a long intricate French braid woven with yellow ribbons, no makeup, and blunt fingernails. She wore distinctive fossil jewelry that her geologist brother-in-law Flynn brought her from his explorations. Today she fingered a trilobite necklace and Apache tears earrings, deep black obsidian made from melted volcanic eruptions.

Gloria Fitzroy, Pearl’s sister-in-law, and the former owner of Tara refused to be seen anywhere near an animal, and she dressed in secondhand designer clothes. Because of a heavy gambling addiction, she lost both her mansion and her position as the English department chair at NCC. She clung to her job and hunkered in Holbrook at a cement tepee motel. In addition, Gloria visited her husband at the prison in Winslow. He received several years sentence for manslaughter because of an accidental poisoning.

“I wonder if I’ll have some of my students stay at Tara.”

“You better hope not. They’ll find out where you live and come knocking on your door for help with their classes.”

“How’s your new data base coming along?” 

Pearl was in my small business computing class and had designed a database to transfer the Navajo County livestock paper records. As the county livestock inspector, she tracked brands, stock, vaccinations, theft, mistreatment, and any issue concerning cattle, equine, sheep, goats, and swine. 

“I designed a web page. Forms available for download. Made life easier for livestock owners.”

“I’m proud of you,” I said. She took my Computer 101 class for women last year.

“Why don’t we bring cake to the new neighbor? Men love homemade baked goods. I didn’t want to nose in by myself since I figured you’d join me for a snoop.” Pearl said.

“Sounds good to me. I’m curious. Who would buy that house with its horrible reputation? The realtor had to disclose its unsavory past.”

Pearl and I continued to commiserate the death of my student. As parents, we couldn’t fathom the cause of this tragic loss.
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Chapter Three

January - A Fool
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“Never be offended by a fool.” Irish proverb.

––––––––
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ON TUESDAYS, I WENT into the Marshal’s office to check the cyber-crime reports and alerts. Yesterday, I received complaints from customers and merchants of false debit card charges. Customers demanded banks look into the problem and refund their money. Then the banks forced the merchants to fix the charges. The scammers got the goods and tried selling them online.

In addition, I had to get a search warrant from Judge Flake for my deceased student’s laptop and cell phone. Daemon’s parents gave me written permission to take his tech items to investigate the reason behind his suicide. Next, I had to contact and interview friends and relatives intertwined in his life. Then, I needed to look through the young man's bedroom. The NCSO shipped Daemon’s body to the Pima County Medical Examiner’s office, which handled suspicious deaths in our county. So, I prepared to wait for their report to come back.

The marshal’s office had a barometer, cowboy art, and antler hat racks. In addition, his desk displayed a black Bakelite rotary landline phone and an archaic manual typewriter. Marshal Charles Dubois didn’t trust electronics.

Peg Reidhead, the marshal’s secretary and dispatcher checked visitors at the door now. Michael built a plastic screen onto her desktop to wall her off from public germs. We scattered intern desks in empty spaces, and they collaborated at shared workstations. Michael, Peg, and I were the only ones with administrative privileges. Each of us had our own login and passwords for security. Michael and I faced each other in the outer office, our computers connected to the internet.

The front glass door banged open when Loretta Steven stormed into the marshal’s office. She came straight from the hospital ER because she wore signature navy blue scrubs. Burgundy spiked hair stuck out like an enraged hen.

“Where’s that no-show? I’ve got a bone to pick with him,” she demanded.

“Home,” Michael said, “again, he called in sick today. If he wasn’t the Mayor’s kid, I’d fire him.”

“When he shows up, tell him I’m looking for him,” she rumbled. Then she slammed the door as the blinds rattled.

“When a man gives his word, he sticks by it. People counted on him. He needs to learn a lesson,” Michael observed. 

“I’m glad Hayden’s not one of my students. Other teachers related he expects straight A’s even when he doesn’t turn in assignments on time. Then his mother gets involved. Downhill from then on. The mayor calls the president of the college, the president calls the Dean, Dean drops the hammer on the teacher, and a poor grade is the teacher’s fault. No one blames her faultless son,” I explained.

“I think he wants a shiny new badge with no duty or responsibility. Hayden Robinson won’t make it through the Police Academy,” Michael vowed, “especially if I have anything to do with it.”

Ethel Robinson, the mayor, passed in front of our plate-glass window. I glanced over at Michael and signaled him with my eyebrows. The marshal’s office, remodeled from an old grocery store, still smelled of oranges. Michael acted as marshal while Charles Dubois testified in Canada over a serial murder trial. Ethel knew Michael was short one officer. She wanted her son hired full time. When the woman marched through the door, I buried my nose in the computer.

“Morning Deputy Marshal Doyle,” Mayor Ethel Robinson said, putting Michael in his place. Sturdy described the Mayor. Tan pumps with stack heels, support hose, a beige mannish double-breasted suit, with a white button-down shirt. Nevertheless, her feminine touches were matching fresh water, pearl earrings, and a necklace. Instead of a tie, she wrapped a colorful 1970s Vera scarf around her neck. Ethel’s hair was lacquered into a Margaret Thatcher bulletproof helmet, not one iota out of place.

“Acting Marshal Doyle, ma’am,” Michael corrected her. His deep ‘Black Irish’ blue eyes blazed in reproof. The official set off his controlled fighting spirit just as his ancient Celtic ancestors stood up to the Roman Legion’s authority. 

“Yes, I keep forgetting,” she countered. “I noticed when I went through your budget you have an open position. Fill that position as soon as possible before we lose the COPS grant money. My son is qualified and close to graduating from the Police Academy. He’s received straight A’s in all his classes, and would be a wonderful asset to your team.”

“I’ve contacted people in local law enforcement. I’m looking for someone with experience and vetted. It takes time to find a responsible individual,” Michael commented.

“You should know my son is reliable, and he worked for Marshal Dubois every summer when the tourist season started. Last year, because of Covid 19, he had a few hours. But in previous summers, he had many. I depend on you to examine this opportunity.”

“I’ll think it over. Other candidates applied, too.” Michael said. His lips pressed firm in self-discipline.

“Just so you know. I’m rooting for him,” she smiled and touched Michael’s arm. “See you later,” she waltzed out of the office.

“Going to need a clean shirt,” Michael brushed off his sleeve. “Naked nepotism. I won’t hire that kid on a bet. Went through the motions of his internship under protest. No chance he will be a cop under my watch.”

Hayden wasted time while he played games on his phone when he was supposed to be working. Not my idea of a candidate either. I shrugged my shoulders. Thank goodness he wasn’t in any of my classes.
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Chapter Four

January – Love Reckons
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“Love reckons hour for month, and days for years. Every little absence is an age.” John Dryden.

––––––––
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MICHAEL SLEPT AT THE office while he took over the Marshal’s duties. His only request was a large recliner for his catnaps. During the week, Police Academy students filled in as interns, but they had to be under strict supervision.

When I heard the ‘Bad Boys’ chime, I raced to my phone so we could face time. During his long hours, I rarely saw Michael in person. Often when he made it home for supper, he’d change clothes, shower, eat, and return to work. Black Mesa town council planned to hire another deputy since they paid for Charles Dubois’ absence as a witness in a Canadian crime. 

Therefore, I wrote another grant requesting money for an extra deputy from COPS, a government program for small-town police forces. They approved funds when federal budgets allocated for the new year. As soon as I got the funds for Michael to hire another deputy, I wasted no time, and I wrote another grant. The sooner the massive pile of paperwork was done, the better. Documents had to be written by a strict formula. One missing paragraph and the whole grant meant rejection for minor details. I left nothing to chance. My eyes were blurry because I proofread and edited it twice. The file sat for a week. Then I re-read it again to make sure the details were correct before I mailed it off registered mail.

My kitchen door slammed. Michael was home from work. While my hubby went through his daily sanitizing ritual, the boys wrapped up their schoolwork. Because he and the kids were ravenous by four o’clock, I began supper. 

Michael’s phone sounded an alarm, the ring tone he used for the Ex. His ex-wife traveled to England just before Covid hit international flights. She stayed in the U.K. for over two years during the lockdown. As air travel opened up, I expected a call from her any day informing us she was in the States. Tom and Max connected with her through Zoom, but a computer app couldn’t replace the warm embrace of a mother’s love. Max missed his mum. 

The Ex preferred a prestigious university for Tom, despite the University of Arizona’s reputation in planetary geology. Tom and his mother argued, but he was adamant for his choice of college. He disputed her, and tried to get her to see his point of view with data, but to no avail. So his conversations with her remained brief and to the point. 

Max related his marvelous Wild West adventures. The brothers went horseback riding, camping, saw an old West cowboy shootout, and petted burros. His mother wanted him to visit famous places in England, so she sent him pictures of the Tower of London and Stonehenge.

I listened through my office door as Max and Thomas talked to their mother. Tom couldn’t convince his mother that school in Arizona was equivalent to those back east, despite being at the forefront of space research. Max missed his mother, and I heard tears in his voice. Although Michael and I treasured him, twenty-four months was a lifetime for a child.

In the past, Max visited with Michael and me over the fall, spring, and summer school breaks. Michael’s son spent Thanksgiving and Christmas with us one year and the next year with his mother. The Ex visited her family in England and got stuck there because of lockdowns. Max joined us for the years during Covid, but travel restrictions made visits challenging.

After she spoke with the boys today, she requested to speak to Michael one-on-one. I had a strong intuition of trouble and left the schoolroom. This gave Michael and the boys privacy when they talked to their mum.

“So, what’s up this time? Why did she want to speak to you alone?” I said.

“Her goal was to convince Thomas to transfer schools, this time to a university in England. Big bucks. The Ex is getting married this fall. Her new husband is a diplomat, and she bought a house outside of London. She wants Max to move to England. Our divorce decree said we both had to stay in the states. This is even worse than I thought. Before she wanted Max to go to military school in Virginia; now she wants him to go to an English boarding school. Due to travel expenses, he can only visit during summer and Christmas. I’ll need legal assistance. Don’t tell Max,” Michael said.

The news was a shock. Green beans and bacon I cooked boiled over on the stove, smoldering on the ceramic top. I snatched the dial and turned it off. To calm my nerves, I took deep breaths. 

“Max lived here for two years. What? Does her new hubby not want children? Kids grow up so fast. He won’t even live with her. A boarding school, for Pete’s sake?” I was furious at the injustice. 

“Not our lifestyle. When they were old enough, her parents shunted their children off to the most prestigious boarding schools. She had nannies growing up. Summer sent to camp. Winter spent at ski resorts. She made snide remarks about me growing up in Miami, Florida and attending a public school with ordinary kids. Her parents fought to get her into an Ivy League university. They pressured her to be the ideal daughter: thin, beautiful, but also to succeed at all costs with perfect grades.”

“I love you, but her parents must have thrown a fit when she met you,” I commented.

“Yes, her father threatened to cut her out of his will. Before we dated, I earned a law degree, passed the bar exam, and started a suitable career in the ATF. My political status impressed her. The President invited me to a black tie dinner. We first met at the formal dance later. Little did she know I hung out with gangbangers, gunrunners, drug smugglers, terrorists, thieves, and other miscreants daily. As if the job tainted my reputation, she disapproved of my court appearances and testimony,”

“What is your plan? Fight for Max and Tom? Maybe we could switch visitation, school year in Arizona and summer in England. How solid is the parental agreement? Would the boys go for it?”

“We got married, and adopted Thomas. After a raid, the ATF caught his mother with drugs and a gun in the diaper bag, and CPS intervened. She swore her boyfriend hid them in there without her knowledge. Grandmother was taking care of Tom when his mom went to prison. It was a hopeless situation,” Michael stated. “Mom consented to relinquish him for a better life.”

“He was an adorable chubby toddler, with a mop of curly black hair and huge brown eyes. Grabbed my heartstrings the minute I saw him in court. The Ex fell in love with him at first sight,” Michael continued.

“We’ve kept in contact with Tom’s mom: letters, pictures, and cards. She faces a thirty-year sentence. Someday I hope Tom gets to meet her. Being incarcerated saved her life; she believes she would have died otherwise. Plus, she’s not a troublemaker and will get out sooner than her full sentence. She’s immersed in her master’s degree studies. Plus, she teaches women inmates to read and write, and inspires them to complete high school.” Michael said.

“I thought you said the Ex couldn’t have children.”

“Once the pressure of wanting a child was relieved, my ex-wife got pregnant with Max. Obstetrician said it’s a common occurrence. Max came out with a mop of curly black hair like Tom, but deep blue eyes. He was a squirmy bundle of cuteness. Tom adores Max, his kid brother. The boys are best buddies. England is a long way off. I worry about Max going to boarding school without family close to protect him.” Michael concluded.
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Chapter Five

January – Advocate
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“I am the advocate of the adorable, protector of the preemie, bundler of the baby, healer of the helpless. I am a NICU Nurse.” NICU Nurse.

––––––––
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MAX SPRINTED UPSTAIRS to play with Legos. Tom savored his meal, enjoying every bite of meatloaf, green beans with bacon, and a baked potato smothered in butter. He asked for seconds. I swore he grew another six inches this year. Last year’s pants were above his ankles. At least they didn’t show in virtual classes. 

Tom, Michael, and I discussed the day’s events. Voyager 2 fascinated us. I reminded him; a fancy Apple watch out powered the computer in the decades old machine. Both Michael and I were Star Trek fans from way back. Our favorite in the series was when Voyager had first contact. The discussion grew lively: Space Force v NASA, India, Russia, and China planning a moon shot. Captain Kirk’s (William Shatner) first ride to space brought tears to my eyes. We discussed wild sci-fi books I read as a kid. Movies and TV shows I watched came to fruition. Tom stacked dishes in the sink and sauntered back to the classroom for an evening class.

Michael scraped plates, then loaded the dishwasher. 

He chunked a heavy moneybag on the counter. “Daemon’s autopsy hasn’t come back. NCSO released the auditorium. They gave me the NICU fundraiser receipts.  $15,078.23. Someone tossed a Bitcoin on an usb thumb drive. It had instructions folded around it. What is that worth
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