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      Monica smiled as his fingers gently kneaded her back and shoulders. The large hands expertly worked on the knots in the muscles, melting them like they were pliable bread dough beneath his ministrations. She moaned softly and dropped her head to give him better access to the back of her neck.

      “I could spend hundreds of dollars with a professional masseuse, and I still wouldn't feel this good. I don't know how you do it, Garo, but keep doing it.”

      She heard him snort softly in response, but his attention remained focused on helping to ease the pain and aches caused by stress. She could feel herself succumbing. From the moment she entered the house, she could sense the day's migraine begin to lessen. This old, eighteenth century farmhouse they’d slowly been renovating had that kind of quiet, calming effect on her.

      Garo had taken one glance at her pale face as she walked past his downstairs study and immediately ordered her to go lie down in the bedroom as he rose up from his desk. She didn’t ask him why. After thirty years of marriage, she could almost read him like a book.

      “Have you given any further thought as to my suggestion?” he prompted.

      “I admit, another week like the one I've just had, and I just might take you up on it.” She gave a satisfied groan as he worked out another knot. “Retirement is looking better and better.”

      “There are days, sweetheart, when I believe you'll never retire. Your last breath will be used in advocating against child abuse to some corporation or media outlet.”

      The strident sound of his office phone ringing interrupted them, but he continued to work her shoulders. She lifted her head an inch off the mattress. “If you need to get that, it’s okay.”

      He dropped a kiss to her head. “I won’t be long. Promise.”

      “Uh-huh. Like I haven’t heard that one before.”

      She heard him chuckling as he hurried downstairs to answer it. There followed the murmur of his half of the conversation, then the stomp of his tread as he returned.

      “That was Martha. She says to tell you the first load is ready.”

      “First load?”

      His pause before replying spoke volumes. She could even feel a shift in the way his hands stroked her back. Sighing, she sat up straight and turned around to face him. The warm hands dropped to his lap.

      “Okay. What's up?” she asked with a hint of a smile. “What have you been working on that I didn't know about?” Giving him a playful scowl, she added, “I know it's not my birthday or our anniversary, or anyone's birthday or anniversary, for that matter.”

      Cobalt blue eyes stared at her. She could almost see a million things filtering through his mind within the intense gaze. What had started out as light bantering suddenly shifted into a more serious tone. When he finally answered her, she knew he wouldn't lie to her, but it didn't mean he wouldn't hedge on the truth, either.

      “I'm helping to take a load of goods to the shelter,” he said without elaboration. That lack of explanation was also telling. He was hiding something from her.

      “Why?”

      “Because they’re needing help.”

      His suddenly serious tone made her tense up all over again. “Why? What’s happening?”

      “While you’ve been out doing your best to spread awareness of child abuse and child trafficking, the funds to help support the shelters have dried up.”

      His tone of concern went straight to her heart. “What do you mean?” Immediately, she wracked her brain for anything she didn't notice, or dismissed as irrelevant. Garo saw her pondering, and lifted her chin to regain her attention.

      “Honey, with the Christmas season upon us, people aren’t spending as much on charities. They’re spending it on their own families. Which means donations have dwindled considerably. In some cases, they’ve totally dried up.”

      Monica frowned. His face was etched with worry. “Garo, are you telling me the shelter is running low on food?”

      He gave a slight nod. “Food, medical supplies, as well as other essentials like toilet paper and toothpaste. I gotta list a mile long to give you.”

      “Why hasn’t this been brought to my attention before now?”

      “Because you’ve been swamped. And because Jules thought donations might pick up after a while, but they haven’t, and now they’re starting to worry. It’s bad enough they’re running low on funds, but there’s also the kids’ Christmas gifts to consider.” He shook his head. “Honey, I know I promised to do whatever I could pro bono, but fundraising isn’t on my docket. I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

      “What are we going to do?” A possibility hit her, and she glanced back at the door. “What if we held a raffle? Got several of the businesses around town to donate a gift? Or maybe hold an auction?”

      “That’s an idea,” he agreed. “It might bring in enough to take care of things this month, but will it also be enough for January? Or February? We both know January is the worst time of the year for fundraising.”

      Monica sighed. Closing her eyes, she rested her forehead on her arms. “I’m too tired to think right now. Give me a chance to mull over it some more. I’ll come up with something.” She peeked at him from the corner of her eye. “What’s that load of supplies you mentioned?”

      “Mostly day-old bread from the bakery, and some grocery items that are just past their expiration dates that the supermarkets put aside for us. Jules said some of the stuff needs to be kept refrigerated, which is why he’s rushing to get it delivered.”

      “Did he say if he needed any help?”

      “Just with finding a few extra bucks to help with the Santa cause.”

      She caught his wink and snickered. “I saw what you did there.”

      “Good, because I need to get back to work.” Rising from the bed, he gave her a playful little smack on the backside.

      She watched him leave the bedroom. Groaning softly, she sat up, swinging her legs over the side of the bed. She needed to talk to Jules about her ideas. She also needed to run them by Ralph and Faye. “I can kill two birds with one stone if I just get my butt over there now,” she murmured to herself. Eyeing the bed wistfully one last time, Monica got to her feet and went downstairs to let her husband know where she’d be.
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      She arrived at the Love the Children shelter just as Jules pulled up in the cargo van. She followed him in her car as he went around to the rear of the old three-story hotel that now housed close to two dozen battered women and children. Faye Potts was standing in the doorway leading to the kitchen as they parked. Faye waved at someone behind her, and three pre-teen boys hurried outside to help unload the van.

      “Hey.” Monica gave Jules a grateful smile. “Thanks for staying on top of this.”

      “No problemo. Did Garo give you my message?”

      “About the well going dry? Yeah. That’s why I’m here.”

      Faye joined them. “Thanks for the food. We’ll be able to use it up within the next day or two, before it goes bad.”

      Monica faced the woman. “I heard things are getting scarce around here.”

      The older woman jammed her hands in her jeans pockets and shrugged. “Things are always scarce around here. We’re doing our best with what we got, but it’s getting so tight right now, Abraham Lincoln is screaming every time we pinch pennies.” She flashed a weak grin.

      Jules jumped in. “Look, we know how much time and effort you’re putting into this shelter,” he told Monica. “Hell, if it weren’t for you, it wouldn’t exist!”

      “You and your husband alone are responsible for taking care of the taxes on this place, and for paying the electricity, the gas, and the water bills.”

      “That’s what the city takes care of,” Monica informed them. “Not me personally.”

      “Yeah, but they wouldn’t be if it weren’t for you,” Faye argued. “We hate having to come to you with more problems.”

      “That’s what I’m here for,” Monica argued.

      A stiff wind came around the corner of the building, making them shiver. Faye pointed to the now-empty van. “We’re done here. No sense in standing out here with the temperature dropping.”

      “I need to speak with you all for a sec,” Monica remarked.

      “Awright. Let’s go inside where it’s warmer.”

      Faye led them into the kitchen where three of the women who lived in the shelter were busy making supper. It was one of the requirements for living there. For free room and board, they all chipped in with the duties. And children old enough to also help were given chores like washing dishes or sweeping the floors. The women flashed the trio quick smiles before turning their attention back to what they were doing.

      Faye led them into a back room she and her brother Ralph used as an office. Dropping into the chair behind the desk, she watched as Monica and Jules took their own seats. Monica got straight to the point.

      “I know this is last-minute, but I really think we can pull this off, and at least raise enough money to get the children Christmas presents.” Seeing she had their undivided attention, she continued. “First, I’m thinking of approaching several businesses around town to see if they’ll donate gift cards, which we can then auction off.”

      Jules sat back in his chair and crossed his legs. She recognized his expression, and called him on it. “What?”

      “Who’s gonna pay good money for a free pizza, when they can buy it direct for less?” he replied drolly.

      Faye winced. “He’s got a point. Even though the public knows where the money’s going, it’s not very likely they’ll participate.”

      “You said you had another idea?” Jules prodded.

      Although somewhat deflated, Monica pressed on. “Maybe a garage sale? Where people can donate stuff they no longer want?”

      “That sounds a lot more doable,” Jules agreed. “We can hit up businesses, and also ask if their employees will donate to it.”

      “Where would we have this garage sale?” Faye questioned. She held out her hands to indicate the shelter. “All we got is the parking lot. And if we use that to set up the sale, where are people gonna park?”

      “We can have it at my house,” Monica offered. “Our front yard is half an acre, and there’s plenty of space along the road for people to park.”

      “All we need is decent weather that day,” Jules commented.

      Faye snorted. “That can be said for any day of the year. It’s a risk you take.” She looked at Monica. “I like that idea, but we need to put this thing together fast. Ralph and I can start asking for donations right away. Do we tell people to send them to your place?”

      “That may be a bit too far for some people. We need a more local drop-off location.”

      “This place is as good as any,” Jules noted. “We can store it all in the front foyer.”

      Faye agreed. “I can have the women sort and tag everything with prices.”

      Monica smiled. “Thanks. That’ll be a huge help. That way, when it’s time to set up, all we have to do is put the stuff out.”

      “All right!” Jules slapped his thighs and got to his feet. “Time to put this show on the road! The sooner we can get this done, the sooner
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