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My first writing group back in the late ‘90s was kind of pushed onto me. Of course, now I am grateful for the gift handed to me. My friend from the International Women’s Writing Guild asked me to lead her writing group for one night at the Burlington County (NJ) library. Shortly after, she moved out of State. What was I to do?

Not only did I continue leading her group, I added two more groups to meet in my hometown of Bordentown. The chain has not been broken since. I’ve lead groups in Littleton, Warrenton and Ridgeway (NC), in South Hill (VA) and now a group in Farmville, Virginia. 

I mention this because many of my published writings have started as a prompt in a writing group, rewritten and edited, naturally. Writing groups are great for airing an idea or a rough draft of something that has floated around in the back of your mind. 

It was in the Ridgeway Tuesday Afternoon group that former French teacher, now antique and art dealer, Don Arnold suggested we write some fiction for a change of pace. He provided a writing prompt, too. Wow! It never came to my mind to write fiction!  Teachers, (once a teacher, always etc.) have great ideas!

I have long been an advocate of Write Your Story because we all have a story that is unique to us. It tells our viewpoint. There are parts of our stories that our friends and families have never heard. Maybe nothing especially secretive or dark but parts that have gotten lost in the hustle and bustle of life.  Writing your story allows you to happily relive a memory. If it is a sad or tragic chapter in your story, writing it down helps you heal. Many therapists strongly suggest it.  

Once I got the taste of writing fiction, I was hooked. Short stories have tugged at my sleeve and I’ve answered the call. I have even honed the craft to add creative to some non-fiction.

I hope you enjoy all the stories written for you.

Can you guess which stories came from writing prompts? I’ll leave the answer at the end of the book for you.

Kindness reigns!

Arlene S. Bice
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For a couple of weeks now I’ve experienced some weird moments; things happening that I couldn’t explain and sometimes doubted they actually happened. Like the night I came home recently to find my calico cat Ms. Bronte, hiding under the bed. She wouldn’t even come out when I got down on my knees and reached in to give her an encouraging hand. I had to resort to teasing her with a treat. Her favorite, of course.  Quite unlike her. 

Strange. I walked through the house looking for, I don’t know what; something was not right but I couldn’t put my finger on it. An uncomfortable sensation sat on my shoulders like someone’s unwanted arm. A few objects d’art were just slightly out of place like someone had moved each one just a trifle. 

When you live solo, you know how you put things and unless someone has been here, they should remain as you left them. Ms. Bronte daintily moves around objects with the greatest respect. She never disturbs a thing. This makes her the perfect companion along with a few other virtues. 

I wondered if it was my imagination. I looked closer at each item, finally knowing I was right! It was the nude figure on the bookshelf. The one place I had not dusted, thankfully. There it was! I could see the spot bare of dust. It had been moved! Whoa! Creepy!

I grabbed the baseball bat standing behind my front door. I placed it there after the last visit from my ex-husband three years ago, determined to never let anyone hurt me again. At least, not without fighting back. Besides, rumors told he died in a brawl at his favorite watering hole. Over a female barfly, no doubt.

I tip-toed through the house slowly, with these thoughts running through my mind, happy that it was a small, cozy cottage which some folks call a bungalow. Somehow, I would rather live in a cottage than a bungalow. Shakespeare said, ‘what’s in a name?’ Because I love words, I say ‘a lot’. Cottages are prettier than bungalows. I see the difference when I see the image that forms in my mind when I say the word. Either one.

Anyway, small houses have fewer places for anyone to hide. I opened each closet door, jabbed my baseball bat between my hanging clothes and came up empty. Thankfully. I repeatedly opened all cabinet doors and wiggled each hanging drape. The shower curtain got a big wiggle since Alfred Hitchcock came into mind. His movie Psycho will haunt me till I die. Nothing. Each window was still locked as were both doors. Hmm. No scratches at the door locks either. You can tell that I read a lot of Who Dunnits and cozy mysteries.

Well, I couldn’t report it to the police. There was nothing to report. They would laugh at my expense if I said I had a feeling or that one object was moved for certain. Now that I am aware, I will be cautious and super alert.

––––––––
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In the meantime, I called my friend from high school days though I hadn’t seen him in a few years. I knew he would remember me.

“Freddy, I wonder if you would meet me for a drink. I have something private I would like to talk about to you. Don’t get excited. It’s business. You are still on the force, yes? None of your antics have gotten you an invitation to leave, courtesy of the mayor?” 

Freddy was always a lady’s man which is why I knew he would remember me. He would, no doubt, know I heard the recent rumors about him and the mayor’s daughter.

He laughed.  We set a time for the following night and a cozy place where I could speak freely without being overheard or being interrupted. I made sure I wasn’t followed since I didn’t know what was going on. I also didn’t want anyone to see me with Freddy.

––––––––
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I filled him in on my house incident. Freddy knew me well enough that I was not a girly girl vying for attention. He also knew my history with my past husband. The jackass. My ex-husband, that is, not Freddy.

“What’s your take on all this? Any ideas? Something for me to go on? You know you can tell me anything. It wouldn’t go any further and it might give me a place to start.” Freddy was always full of questions. He also figured I might have a secret lover stashed somewhere out of sight. Freddy loved to be in love and felt everyone should be in love, too.

I wasn’t too sure about telling him anything, but I knew he was a man I could trust. That says a lot. I ran everyone in my acquaintance through my mind and a few maybes but came up blank. “No clue.” I said.

“How about your ex?  Anything going on there?  Something he might have thought you got away with that he wanted?”

“Fat chance of that. You must have heard all about it.”

“Just checking, making sure the rumors I heard were true, that he died in a bar brawl. I never could understand what you saw in that guy. I should have warned you. Too late now anyway.

“Let’s set some traps. A pal of mine owes me a favor. His name is Jack. He’s far above everyone else at protection. He’ll love looking after you. No, no, don’t be digging into your wallet. He owes me and I owe you a big one. I’ve never forgotten, you know.” 

I just smiled at that. Yes, I remembered saving his rear end when he could have lost his job and his wife. As it was, he only lost his wife but that was a good thing. She wasn’t his match.
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Freddy brought Jack to a different snug spot the following morning, this time for coffee.  Freddy knew all the intimate hideaway places that oozed secrecy. 

Again, I was careful and drove a circuitous route to find this was a great way to start the day.  Not the coffee but meeting Jack. He was wearing a black turtleneck that made his black eyes sparkle and a tan corduroy jacket over neat jeans. His Italian shoes had tassels.   

The only hair on his head was black and closely trimmed on his jawline and above his lips. Nice lips. He was bald as an eagle, solidly built, just under 6 feet tall and a quick guess said just under 40. He carried a sure-fire confidence about him. I wondered what else he carried.

This place had nooks and ferns, lots of wood and tapestry to soak up sounds so we could actually hear each other talk without shouting. Hmm. I might have liked to bend closer to hear what Jack had to say. Glad I touched behind my ears with a bit of Joy.

“Nice meeting you.” His smile was reassuring and warming as he shook my hand firmly but not crushing it. I had to remind myself this was business even though I carefully dressed in tight jeans, a deep forest green turtleneck to make my green eyes pop and golden hoops in my ears to show the gypsy in my heart.

We made a plan. Jack was going to move in with me and stay there when I wasn’t there and when I was. He let me know there could be personal danger. The next time the intruder may want something more. I handed him my extra key, cell number and home address.

He said his car, which I imagined was a sleek, black, shiny, convertible would be parked around the block. He’d find the right spot for it to be inconspicuous. Hah. I thought. Though later I found out he had a non-descript 4-door sedan, gray/silver like 98% of the cars on the road. So boring. It was his work car. One that no one would especially notice.

All went according to plan. Jack moved in, was easy to live with, but then they all were unless you were married to them. He was also a fine cook. He shyly confessed it was something to keep boredom at bay. He would be cooking dinner, too. What a bonus that turned out to be!

”You’ll have to do the shopping. Show me your pantry first, to check which seasonings you have,” he said, “no one can see me coming and going from your house, even when you’re home. Someone may have the house under surveillance.”

Jack handed me a list of items to pick up from the grocery store and wine shop on my lunch hour so he could have dinner ready tonight. He also handed over his credit card. I tried to protest about the credit card to use my own. After all, he was here to protect me and he would be cooking! He would have none of it. I gave in. I also noticed a great selection of wine. This man knew how to live the good life!

I went off to the grocers with my two cloth Trader Joe bags. Even if there were no Trader Joe stores near me to shop, I could reminisce with my treasured bags. I filled the bags with fresh garlic, onions, mushrooms, celery, bell peppers, plum tomatoes, fettuccine, ziti, tortellini, a baguette, Italian sausage, both hot and sweet, chicken thighs, chuck ground, and a whole chicken! 

I stopped at the wine shop and left with Sauvignon Blanc, Chianti, Sauterne and a couple of unfamiliar wines filling my little cloth wine bag carrier. Hah. I was prepared!

I dropped all the bags off and went off to work.

Meanwhile, after a long workday, back at the ranch, um. . .cottage, I arrived home from the publishing office. Not only did the aroma of a sumptuous dinner greet me at the door but the table was set as if we were expecting royalty. 

Jack poked his head around the door to greet me, grinning. “I’ll pour the wine while you shower and freshen up.”

Ms. Bronte was mesmerized by Jack. She curled up on a chair and watched him as he glided around the kitchen like finely oiled machinery. She purred. Traitor. She never watched me in the kitchen.   

Two weeks of heavenly bliss followed that first night of Chicken Cacciatore, Pasta Marinara, salad and garlic bread. It was one fabulous meal after another. It seemed so easy when Jack cooked. 

The next afternoon being Saturday, he allowed me to sit on the stool and watch him make dinner. He truly was a genius in the kitchen. I spent the morning in my office clicking away, working on my manuscript. While my mind worked on my novel, my ears were tuned to listening to grinds and chopping going on. 

Mouth-watering aromas floated through the house and it was still hours ‘til dinner. I had to leave my manuscript to watch this artful, home chef.

He cooked with herbs that scented the house with appetizing smells. I savored his culinary skills drooling with hunger until dinner times arrived. 

We had no visitors, either expected or unexpected. I purposely kept all of my friends away by saying that I was working on a new manuscript. They all knew that meant Do Not Disturb!  Not that I suspected anyone, but casual talk could give our plan away. Better to keep it quiet.

Contented evenings of reading in comfortable silence (Jack was a reader, too) led to deep thinking discussions while soft music played. This was an easy routine to adapt. I even forgave Ms. Bronte for curling up in Jack’s lap. I was kind of jealous of her.

I was sleeping soundly, feeling safe with Jack in the house. This was so unlike my normal life, until the night came when I was woken up by a loud thump! A thump so hard that the house shook! I jumped out of bed, grabbed my robe and ran for the living room. The lights were being turned on as I arrived. There on the floor lay the limp body of my ex-husband. Jack was standing over him. August’s head was beginning to bleed on my Persian carpet, but he was coming around.

“Jack, meet August, otherwise known as the Ex. The idiot! What are you doing here? How did you get in? What do you want?”

“Wait! Wait a minute!” Jack said. “Isn’t he supposed to be dead?”

Then the story came out. Young Tommy was making a special delivery from the bakery while I was out with a client taking on a new project. I trust Tommy and gave him a key so the kid could put the whipped cream, custard filled cake into the fridge. It was for an event I was going to that night.

August happened to be on the street, caught the kid outside and gave him 20 bucks. He went down the street to the hardware store, made a duplicate, returned the original to Tommy with a romantic story about wooing me back and went his merry way. The kid knew August and believed that, ‘I’m still in love’ thing, and never imagined anything else.

“That still doesn’t explain what you’re doing sneaking into my house. You have no rights here!”

“I’m in a jam and need some money. I owe some guys, so when the rumor went around that I died, I didn’t make any announcements that I didn’t.   “The marble statue your aunt gave you would get me out of the hole I’m in. I know it‘s worth a lot! I checked. . . and my name is Augie so stop calling me August and. . . .what are you doing home, anyway? Your car isn’t in the driveway! And who is this guy?”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but I sent the statue to Sotheby’s for auction after having a copy made. Auntie had no clue how much it really is worth. Her sweetie really honored her, not like you. 

“It’s going to finance a Bed & Breakfast I bought in the mountains and I’m bringing Auntie to live with me. She’s nearing 90 and needs to be closer to me.”

“What are you going to do with a B & B?  Are you crazy?” August said. “And what am I supposed to do now?”

“Hop a freight train and disappear August. 

You’ve come to the wrong place. You are not wanted here. This is fair warning! I will call the police if you ever show your face around before I leave or come near me again. Now give me the key and scram!”

With his head hung low and his hands in his pockets, August left. He would have to find someone else to get him out of his jam.

Jack took a long look at me. “Well, I’m too wired to sleep. Let’s have a hot chocolate and a chocolate chip cookie.”  He slipped his palm under my elbow and headed to the kitchen while he kept talking.

“Did I mention I have a nest egg to invest? Did you know I’m considering a career change, too?”

This was all news to me.

They sat in comfort at the kitchen table, Ms. Bronte, contentedly purring in Jack’s lap, again. Jack got right to the point. “This mention of a B & B is news we haven’t talked about in our discussions. Tell me your plans. Where in the mountains are you headed? You’ve got me interested. I want to hear more.” 

I filled him in on a still sketchy plan. A chance to get away from my crazy day job and explore a new field where I could still find time to continue writing my novel.

“Take note that I also make some divine breakfasts, not the simple, basic ones you make, but will have guests coming back again and again.  You may also want to think about serving dinner to the public one or two nights a week.”

Hmm. My plan was now expanding....
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The Birth Certificate
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I was in the attic looking through my grandmother’s big, old oak sideboard for my birth certificate. I was officially 18 years old last month, offered a year of understudy with a two-year commitment in France, that may turn into longer. I will rely on my high school French for starters. In the best possible way, I’ll be practicing my French by living there. 

My goal is to be an interpreter in French and German, maybe adding Italian later. These steppingstones will get me there.

Right now, I need a passport, in order to get one I need my birth certificate.

Mom keeps a box in the drawer that holds the deed to the house and all the family papers including vaccination documents, diplomas and Bills of Sale. My brothers’ certificates were there and Lord knows, everything else you may want to know about this family, except my birth certificate. Darn it! She must have needed it for some reason and didn’t put it back. Darn, again. I hate when people do that!

––––––––
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It was after dinner when the roast beef was crumbs on the platter and the mashed potato bowl was completely empty. We were having coffee and Mom’s Lemon Meringue pie when I finally got around to asking Mom where my birth certificate was. By the look on her face, I knew she forgot where she put it. I looked at Dad, as it was the perfect opening for him to raz her as he does in moments like this. Instead, he looked upset!

My brother Harry’s eyebrows shot up into his blonde hairline. He was six years my senior and visiting from his home in Puerto Rico. Bobby, my other brother, just kept on eating like no one was even talking. He loved Mom’s cooking. Living away at college, he filled up on Mom’s cooking when he came home between semesters.

“What?” I said. “Is it lost? Do I have to go to city hall to get a new one?”

“Well, it’s time we had a talk.” Father said so quietly that I stood to attention even though I was still sitting down. 

“It seems the time is right, so I may as well tell you now. You don’t really have a birth certificate. We should have talked to you sooner, but, well, I kind of forgot about it. I’m sure your mother did too.” 

Silence. Dead silence filled the room that two minutes ago was full of chitter-chatter. Everyone looked at me. The clinking of forks hitting empty plates went around the table. Even Bobby put down his fork and stared. 

Was I supposed to say something inspiring? I continued. “I don’t understand.  Did the hospital goof up and not give Mom my papers?”

“Not exactly. You see, we were packed up and moving that afternoon, leaving the big city and coming to this small town for my new job. If I didn’t get there for my appointment, I would lose the opportunity to work for that company. It was too important to all of us. Work was scarce at the time and this was a fortunate opportunity.”

“So?” My heart was pounding so loud I was sure everyone could hear it. Tension emanated from my body and started to fill the room. I could feel the air getting heavy while I waited, holding my breath. A sense of panic flittering in my gut. 

“Well, that morning when I went to the porch for the milk bottles the delivery man left, you were there instead.” Dad was smiling now. I could see he was remembering.

“You were wrapped up in a beautifully crocheted pink and white blanket, clean and sweet. The basket you lay in had four bottles of formula. It was easy to see that you were less than a week old.” Mom said. 

“The note with it said for us to take you and raise you because she knew who we were and what kind, gentle people we were and could give you a good home that she couldn’t. She wrote that it was the hardest thing she ever had to do, but it was for your benefit. You deserved a good home, something she was unable to do. There was no name. We had no idea who it might be. We had no time to look for the woman to find out why. She obviously knew we were moving that day.” Mom almost gasped. She said that all in one breath.

“Since we already had two boys, we believed you would round out our family perfectly. We couldn’t leave you. We couldn’t trust anyone else to take you. That was inconceivable. We talked and decided quickly that you must be a gift from God. Who else could give us such a gift?” Dad was really reaching for his words now. He never spoke of God.

More silence. Knives and forks still lay on empty plates. My brothers looked at me. Harry was old enough to have remembered a sudden new addition. Not Bobby. I looked at Harry and his eyes suddenly moved to the window. I would catch up with him later. Right now, I wasn’t sure what to say. I felt numb. Stunned. What does this really mean? I didn’t know how to react.

––––––––
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Questions began dashing through my mind faster than I could hold onto them. Were they still my family? Could I still call Harry and Bobby my brothers? Was I supposed to say Mom and Dad, or should I call them Albert and Anna May? That didn’t feel right. I wondered immediately what my real name was.

“Did the name Gail come from you?”

Daddy answered immediately.  “Yes, it’s a name I always loved. It seemed to fit you.”  

“What do we do next? Where do we, I, go from here? Who am I?” 

Our dog Mutton barked at something outside the same window that grabbed Harry’s attention.   

“You are who you are Gail. And you are still as much our daughter as you always have been.  There is no question of that! Don’t let your mind drag you into some negative spot!”

Dad always knew which way my mind was going. Sometimes before I did.

“But how did you not need my birth certificate all these years with medical records and entering school and so on?”

“You forget that more babies were born at home than in the hospital in those days. Especially in small towns and rural areas. We’ve always been respected and folks just took our word. They had no reason not to.”

Dad continued. “But don’t fret about it. I have a friend I can call to see how we go about getting your birth certificate. I’ll get in touch with him tomorrow. How soon do you need it?” Dad got up and pulled me up out of my chair to hug me. Tight. 

“I’m sorry about this Sweetie. I can see you’re stunned. You’ve just always been ours and we just never thought about the legal end of it.”

The legal end of it. Was that all I had to be concerned about? Well, that was a lot since I still want to go to France. Nothing is going to stop me from following my dream and the opportunity that awaits me. 

Guess I’m pretty much like Mom and Dad were 18 years ago. I won’t let this stumbling block deter me, either. I’ll just have to accept Dad’s plan. For now. I’ve always taken my family for granted. I know they love me. I certainly love them. That is what counts. I have a lifetime ahead of me and can search for my birth parents when I return from France.

Gail did just that. Her passport stating Gail Anna Daniels came through easily when she presented her birth certificate. She asked no questions about it and never mentioned the certificate again. Just took it for granted like she had always taken her family, for granted. 

––––––––
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In France her excitement in being there, constant practice to speak like a true Frenchwoman and her studies took all her energy. Her commitment to build a good resumé was working. There was no time for pondering the facts of her birth.

She flew home for the month of December each year so full of activities that her mind was always occupied with the now. Mom and Dad came to visit each April. Her brothers came when they could and as often as they could. Why refuse the temptation of exploring Paris when your sister always made room in her apartment, knew where to go and what to do?  

The subject of her birth was never mentioned again.  But it rolled around in the back of her head all the same. Who was she? Who were her birth parents? Whose genes did she carry?  Who were her ancestors? Was there a reason French and German languages came so easily to her? The questions sometimes woke her in the middle of the night. She pushed those questions aside telling herself when the time is right, I’ll search.  

The right time came when she was still happily living and working in France. She was 25 when she met the one who made her heart flutter. No commitment would be made until she learned who she was. He could possibly be her brother. Though highly unlikely. He was born and raised in France.

Not telling any of her family, she hired a highly regarded private detective referred by a trusted friend. No one in her family was to know. 

He sent her reports of where he went, who he spoke to and what he found out and what he did not. Through connections he leaned on, files were searched and finally paid off.

Now the question was, did she want him to speak to the woman? “No,” she replied. “Is it possible for you to just see her and give me some general facts and impressions? You must know how much I trust you.”  

His next report came a week later. The woman, Rose Jackson, lived in a middle class, suburban neighborhood married to a second husband. They appear to have a solid standing and were well-liked. She was a nurse and her husband was a plumber. She had two sons and a daughter older than Gail and two boys aged 14 and 12. They were from the second marriage. She was 48 years old. Her address and telephone were listed at the bottom of the report.

Photos were attached to the email. Photos! She poured over them. A large 2-story colonial house, brick on the lower level, white siding on the upper level, with shutters, a sizeable front porch and a two-car garage in a subdivision.

The name on your birth certificate was Chloé Durand.

Her head kept spinning! I have a sister! Two more brothers. But a sister! A sister with long hair. I always wanted a sister.  Two half- brothers, too. Wow!

“Now I have to bolster my courage,” she said out loud so she could hear her own words knowing that it would take courage. “Do I call on the phone or show up at her door?”

––––––––
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December arrived as it always did. This year would be different. She told no one in her family. This was something she had to do on her own. She decided to telephone to give them both breathing space.

“Hello, may I speak to Rose Jackson 

please.”

“This is Rose speaking.”

“This is your daughter Chloé.”

“Oh, my God! Chloé! Chloé, I think of you every day! What a blessing! Can we meet? Can you come here? Please, I want to see you. I have so much to tell you.”

Great relief flooded over Gail. She was not rejected or a secret, hidden from view anyway. They made arrangements for the following day.

She pulled in front of the house, parked and began to walk up the path to the front door. The door burst open before she even got to the porch. Shrieks of joy burst from Rose Jackson. Her arms were spread wide to engulf Chloé/Gail without waiting to ask if it was okay. She was laughing and crying at the same time.

Gail stood still, not stiff, but still; not knowing exactly what to do. Rose dropped her arms and grabbed Chloé’s hand pulling her inside.

Inside, the house was already decorated for Christmas even though it was still early December. The scent of fresh pine from the garlands draped around and the aroma of baking gave a homey feel.  The fire aglow in the fireplace added to the sense of a happy home.

“Let’s go into the kitchen for a cup of cocoa or would you rather have coffee or tea? It’s cozier to talk there. I hope you have some time. The family promised to give us an hour before they barge in on us. They are very anxious to meet their little sister.”

Rose took her coat and laid it over the back of a wing chair. A honey-colored Cocker Spaniel followed them into the kitchen and sat at Gail’s feet when she sat at the large farm table.

The kitchen was even homier than the living room. Modern appliances tucked in front
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