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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction, strictly a product of the authors’ imagination. Any perceived resemblance or similarity to any actual events or persons, living or dead, and any perceived slights or people, places, or organizations are products of the reader’s imagination. Probably.

* * * * *

[image: ]


Dedication

The Least He Could Do and eleven other stories is dedicated to writers

who continue to study and apply the demanding, particular craft of the short story

and to the readers who appreciate true craftsmanship when they see it.
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When I publicized the contest that eventually led to the creation of this anthology, I left it as wide open as I could. I wanted hard-nosed fiction, meaning detective, mystery, thriller, psychological suspense, police procedural, and so on. 

I announced, “If [your story] moves the reader to the edge of his chair or makes him shrink back in fear, send it. If it’s so absure it makes us laugh, albeit nervously, send it.” 

Finally, I also left the genre open: “Can it have elements of romance or fantasy or science fiction? Sure. Anything from the hard-working gumshoe in Detroit or Chicago or New York to an interdimensional being tracking a bail jumper through time....” 

I might as well have written, “Pick a topic and send me just the right words in just the right order.”

Writers who have mastered the art of the short story never cease to amaze me. Crafting the short story exercises different literary muscles than does writing the novel. It’s a strenuous exercise, yet the successful short story seems as if it were the product of a moment’s thought. The craft is evident even as the work that went into it is not. 

Only twelve stories made it into this anthology, yet they manage to span the broad range of genres and sub-genres I provided. Here you will find professional and amateur detectives, strung-out criminals and a kindly neighborhood grandmother, a moonlighting real estate agent, absurdity, quiet terror and a great deal more. There are twists galore. You’ll visit past-Earth, a country preacher, a parish priest, a space station under seige and a troubling distant future dystopia. At times you’ll laugh out loud, and at times you’ll have to stop reading to let your heart calm down. Enjoy.

Harvey Stanbrough

Editor & Publisher
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Lynn Mann

“Bless me Father, for I have sinned.”

His heart skipped a beat; he knew that voice, even though her face was blurred by the screen between them. 

“Tell me,” he said. 

“I need your help,” she said in a voice barely above a whisper.

“What’s happened? I haven’t heard from you in years.”

“I’m in a lot of trouble and I’ve nowhere else to turn.”

“What have you done?”

“It wasn’t supposed to be a big deal,” she said. “It was a simple job... a retrieval, that’s all.”

“And?”

“And I didn’t ask enough questions.” Her voice was bitter, angry. “And now there’s a price on my head and I have nowhere to go. Can you help me?”

“Come to the rectory tonight; we’ll have dinner and talk.” 

Her laugh was bitter. “No one will talk? A woman sneaking into the priest’s house at night?”

“Don’t sneak. Come to the front door like any other guest.”

She placed her palm against the screen. “Thank you, Johnnie. I’ll see you tonight.” And she was gone. 

* * *
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No one had called him Johnnie in years, even decades. It made his chest ache with regret. After he finished in the church he crossed the street to his small home. Being Wednesday his housekeeper had left a casserole in the oven and fresh bread on the counter. He went upstairs, changed into street clothes and made a few phone calls. 

Jade rang the doorbell at 6:30 and he smiled when he opened the door. “It’s been too long,” he said, helping her out of her coat and ushering her down the hall. “I like you as a brunette. And the green contacts look very nice, although I always thought the librarian glasses were pretty sexy.”

“You haven’t changed a bit, have you? I thought you guys took a vow of chastity?” 

“We do and I did. But I’m not blind and I haven’t had my memories wiped.”

“Well, you look pretty good yourself; the grey in your hair makes you look distinguished. Bet all the church ladies swoon over you.”

“If so they do it in the privacy of their own hearts. No sex scandals in my parish. Dinner’s ready. Let’s eat and solve the problems of the world, like we used to do.” 

He’d hoped for a laugh but all he got was a smile, and a small one at that. Seeing her, having her so near made it hard to breathe. 

“I don’t think I can eat anything,” Jade said. “I’ve missed you too, you know, but we each made our decisions. Has it been worth it for you?”

“Oh yes, without a doubt. Well, maybe a doubt or two, but it’s been so long since I’d heard from you, I figured you’d forgotten all about me.”

“Forgotten? Never. You were the best partner I’ve ever had, a true natural. Your talents are wasted here.” 

“Please.” He held up his hand. “Let’s not go there, at least not tonight. You came to me for help, not for an argument. Look, I’m hungry. Come into the kitchen and if Mrs. Mkabe’s casserole doesn’t convince you to eat, you can sit and watch me devour it.” 

“Mrs. what?”

“Mkabe. She’s Nigerian and shes the best cook I’ve ever had. By the smell of it, we’re eating goat stew tonight.” 

Jade made a face. “Yuck, sounds nasty.” 

He smiled and shrugged. “It’s delicious. Believe me, if I hadn’t told you it was goat you’d never have guessed. Come, this way.” 

Standing in the entrance to the kitchen Jade said, “This is like a ship’s galley: tiny, but totally functional. You have a place for everything and no room for mess, just the way you like it.”

“Have a seat.” When she didn’t move from the doorway he followed her gaze and moved to the windows. “I’m sorry,” he said, and pulled the curtains closed. “Now, please take a seat. I chilled a bottle of Pinot for you. I hope that’s still what you drink?”

“Wow, you really do remember. Yes, I’d love some wine, and I have to admit your stew smells wonderful. I didn’t realize Nigerians cooked with curry.”

“Oh yes, lots of spices. Their cuisine’s been influenced by many cultures, but especially Indian.” He poured her a glass of wine, and a beer for himself. Mrs. Mkabe had only set a place for him but he’d added a second setting when he got home. 

“Since when did you become such a foodie?” Jade asked as he pulled the casserole from the oven, setting it on the trivet. 

He laughed. “I’m a priest, but I’m not dead. I’m allowed to read and eat and travel. I even take vacations. I support the local Slow Food group and belong to a co-op. I even have a composter out back and donate the compost to the community gardens.”

“God, Johnnie, who’d a thunk it?”

“We’re all capable of change,” he intoned piously, hands clasped in front, and they both laughed. 

“There, that’s what I wanted to hear, your laugh. Now, can I serve you some of this delicious stew?”

While they ate they discussed the news, the elections, the Occupy movement, how the city had changed. They steered clear of old times, old friends and whatever trouble Jade had gotten into. 

Johnnie rose to clear the plates, motioning her to remain seated. “Like you said, it’s a small space and I know where everything goes. Tea? Coffee?”

“So you’re a stewardess now?” she asked, smiling. 

He loved her smile, the way it lit up her whole face and made her eyes crinkle. He loved her eyes, whether smiling or stormy, and never still for a moment. He turned away from her, fiddling with the dishes, so she couldn’t see the grief in his. 

He filled the electric kettle and got down a box of mint tea and two mugs. 

“I’m not sure whether this is flattering or creepy,” she said, trying to keep the tone light. 

“Neither... I’ve simply come to enjoy mint tea. I grow it in my garden and experiment with combinations, like mint and lavender. I took a class in drying herbs so I can play with teas all winter. However, as I’m such a considerate host, I won’t foist them upon you. I’ll make you tea from a box you recognize.” He poured and brought the mugs to the table. 

“I can’t believe what a progressive you’ve become, Johnnie.”

“Not at all. If anything I’m regressive. The whole Slow Food thing, the farm to table, conservation, making do with what you have—it’s all very pre-industrial. Even me, in my still-room, concocting teas. Doesn’t that seem medieval to you?”

“One thing you most definitely are not is medieval,” she said. Somehow she found her hand clasped in his. “I don’t think you’re supposed to be doing this,” she said, her eyes not meeting his. 

His thumbs stroked the backs of her hands, making her shiver. “Please don’t,” she whispered. “You know we can’t.”

He released he hands, but slowly, telegraphing his unwillingness. 

“You made your choices,” she said, rising to her feet, her voice rough. Leaving her tea she stalked out of the tiny, intimate kitchen into the living room. There was space in there, so she could breathe. 

Johnnie followed her silently and set her tea mug on the table beside her. He sat on the couch opposite, giving her room and space. “Jade, it’s time. Talk to me. What happened?” 

She jumped up and wove her way between the sparse furniture, pacing around the perimeter. 

He remembered this about her, how she needed to move whenever troubled. Even her sleep was restless, random legs shooting out in every direction, muttered words dropping as she turned her head on the pillow. He wondered whether she’d called his name out at night. Probably not in years, if ever. He half-smiled, thinking he sounded like a county-music cliché. In this room he’d already closed all the curtains, as he had in the rooms upstairs. “Jade, you’re making me dizzy. Tell me what happened and who you’re in trouble with. Let’s see how I can help.” 

She flung herself onto the couch, as loose limbed as she’d been twenty years ago. Still restless she ran her hands through her hair, crossing and recrossing her legs. “About a month ago I got an e-mail through a special account that only a few people know. I’m very careful. I open new accounts regularly, and I close one if I’ve used it to contract a job.” She sipped some tea and looked at him. “For the most part my life is pretty boring, you know? I’m an antiques dealer, make a pretty good living at it.” She held up one hand. “Don’t laugh; I know my stuff. I’ve even been hired a few times to authenticate pieces.” 

“I wasn’t laughing at you, just enjoying the irony. I’m sure you’re very good at what you do.” 

She tried to glare at him but couldn’t pull it off. “Anyhow, I got this e-mail offering me a really fast buck: ten thousand dollars for one quick lift. At first I said no but they came back with a second offer, fifteen this time.”

“Did you suspect the Feds?”

“Of course I did—I didn’t just fall off a turnip truck—but I’ve got really good cut-outs built in. There’s a series of code words I have to see in the message or else I trash it and close the account. They tell me who the middle man is and verify that he didn’t give them my e-mil under duress. For instance, this client came to me through Benny Cruz.” 

“Benny? He’s still around?”

“Oh yeah, and still in the business. So let’s say you contact Benny and he thinks the job’s right for me. He’ll give you an e-mail address and tell you the subject line has to include the words ‘carryout order’. What you don’t know is that if he’s under duress the words he’ll give you are ‘our last vacation’. Those aren’t necessarily the real phrases; I’m just giving you examples. Seeing those words tells me both who sent the client and that it’s kosher.” 

“Pretty smart,” Johnnie said. 

“Yeah, I wish I could take credit. Been used since World War Two at the very least, but sometimes old school works... at least it did until now.”

“You mean he was under duress?”

“No, he had no idea what was really going on. But I swear, if you can help me figure a way out of this jam, I’m done. I’ll close down those accounts and never stray from antiquing again.” 

“Okay, so Benny sent you this client. What did they want for their money?”

“Like I said, one quick lift, no muss, no fuss. The target would have an envelope in his jacket pocket and they wanted it. Seemed pretty basic for that kind of money.”

“So what went wrong?”

Jade jumped up and started pacing again. “I should have known they were offering too much for something any teenager could have done. No, scratch that, I did know. But you know what? I think I missed it... missed the adrenaline rush you get from a really close encounter like that. So I said yes.” She flopped back down on the couch, sipped her tea and made a face. 

“Is there something wrong with the tea?”

“No, it’s just cold and tastes bitter. Anyhow, they gave me a time and place and instructions where to find the key to a mailbox with my down payment. I told them before I took their money I needed a photo of the mark.”

“Did they send one?”

“Yes. That night I checked my account and nearly had a heart attack. They’d actually sent three pictures. The first was my mark, which nearly caused me to faint right then and there. But it was the other two, Johnnie, that made me nearly throw up. Those bastards had taken a picture of my mother at her house. She was out in the garden and clearly had no idea anyone was photographing her.” She swallowed hard. 

“And the last photo?” Johnnie prompted gently. 

Jade cradled her face in her hands. “It was Doodle. He was looking right at the camera and there was a plate of food in front of him that I hadn’t left there.”

“Your cat? He’s still around?”

“He’s Doodle the third. What does it matter?”

“Nothing. I’m sorry. Please go on.” 

The phone rang and Jade jumped. 

Johnnie leaned over to pick up the handset. “This is Father Redford.” He nodded. “Yes, I agree, and thank you for letting me know. I’ll see you then. Good night, Mrs. Aguilar.”

Jade checked her watch. “Church ladies calling you after nine?”

He smiled. “Yes, quite frequently actually. This is a very working class parish and many of these women work more than one job. How can I keep nine to five hours when they work eighteen hours a day?”

“God, I can’t believe you’ve become so responsible. Where was I?”

“You’d just gotten around to telling me how your new clients managed to scare you to death. You haven’t told me why seeing the mark scared you so badly.” 

“It was Pavel Ludovitch.”

“Ah.” He nodded.

They sat in contemplative silence; Johnnie didn’t need to ask why a picture of the Godfather of the Russian mafia had scared her. Jade the Fearless, Jade the Reckless, Jade the Restless. Now Jade the Walking Dead. 

“Did you do the lift?” Johnnie asked.

“Of course. What choice did I have? Smooth as silk... I still have the touch. Ludovitch was probably in another state before he even realized his envelope was gone.” There was pride in her voice, the pride of a true artist. “I used their PO box to leave the envelope, came back a few days later and picked up my payment.”

“How’d they pay you?”

“Cards,” she said, smiling. 

“Cards?”

“Yeah, pre-paid credit cards, clean as a whistle. Absolutely untraceable.” 

“And now Ludovitch’s after you? How’d he find out it was you?

“For all I know my client ratted me out to clean up a loose end. Don’t know, don’t care—all I want is to get out from under.”

The silence had almost become uncomfortable when Johnnie said, “You can stay here tonight. We’ll get you out early; my car’s in the garage so no one will see you getting in. Our association’s so old that it will probably take a while for his people to think to visit me.”

“And I’ll go where?” 

“How do you feel about the Marshal’s Service?”

Jade stared at him. “The marshals? You can’t be serious!”

“Why not? It solves all your problems. They hide you away somewhere and you tell them what you know about both Ludovitch and your clients. I don’t suppose you looked inside that envelope?”

She shook her head. “Hell no.”

“Too bad... it would be a good bargaining chip. I used to know someone there. We can try to reach him once we’re away from here. Look, you don’t have to make a decision this moment. Mrs. Mkabe won’t be back until Saturday afternoon, so I can hide you until then. For now, let’s sleep on it. I have a spare room upstairs and I keep a few spare toothbrushes for the odd unexpected guest.” 

“You always were a boy scout,” Jade said. “Oh Johnnie, how I wish... well, I guess it doesn’t matter what I wish. If we go to the marshals we’ll never see each other again anyhow. Will you go visit my mom from time to time?”

He stood, smiled at her and reached out a hand to help her up. “Of course I will—it’s the least I can do—but for now we need to get some rest. Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof. Matthew certainly knew what he was talking about.”

“Matthew who?”

He grinned. “The apostle, you heathen.”

She shrugged, a smile twitching her lips. “You’re saintly enough for both of us.” 

They took their mugs to the kitchen, and then Jade followed Johnnie up the stairs. 

“Bathroom’s there, my bedroom’s there and this,” he opened the third door, “is your guest suite. Watch your head, there isn’t much clearance under the eaves.” 

“Your parish obviously doesn’t spend a lot on remodeling for you.”

“I don’t care. The money’s better spent on maintaining the church and helping the poor.”

“You’re making me gag.”

He laughed. “No TV but there are plenty of books. I’ll set out a towel and a new toothbrush in the bathroom, and I can offer you one of my tees to sleep in, if you’d like.” 

“Yes, thank you. I knew you’d help me. And you’re right, suddenly I’m exhausted.”

They moved into each other’s arms, two magnets clicking together, an elemental force of nature. Johnnie thought his chest might explode from grief.

“I’ll be right back,” he said, pulling away. She let him, wordlessly. 

When he came back with the tee shirt she was browsing the bookshelves. “I can’t believe you read this stuff.” 

“You thought all I read were religious tracts and The Lives of the Saints?” 

“I guess I never really gave it any thought. Okay, this will do.”

“And here’s Madame’s negligee,” he said. 

“Thank you, Johnnie... thank you for everything.”

“It’s the least I can do. Good night and God bless,” he said, and closed the door quietly behind himself.

Jade washed up and climbed into the narrow bed, not bothering with the book she’d picked out. She couldn’t keep her eyes open, yet as exhausted as she felt she still couldn’t sleep. A continuous reel of self-recriminations played in her mind. Johnnie’s right... the marshals probably are my only way out. Well, so long as they let me go home and get Doodle, I can deal with it. She trusted Johnnie to get word to her mother. 

A slight creak outside the door woke her, followed by the slightly louder creak of the door opening. The bedside clock read 1:58. She didn’t need to ask who it was, or what he wanted; she moved as far towards the wall as she could and lifted the covers for him.

A moment’s hesitation, then a slither of cloth dropping to the floor and he slid in beside her.

“I thought you’d never come,” she whispered in his ear.

“But you knew I would,” he said. “I didn’t think you’d be awake.”

“Then why are you here? Isn’t this a mortal sin or something?”

“Is that really your greatest concern right now?”

“No, this is,” she said and slid the tee shirt off.

They lay on their sides, making the most of the narrow bed. He slid his left arm under her neck, caressing her breast and nuzzling her nape until she moaned. 

“There was never anyone like you,” she said. “No one.”

“Nor for me,” he whispered.

He looped his leg over hers, making her back arch, and ran his right hand slowly down her neck and over her ribs, pausing momentarily at each indentation. “You haven’t changed a bit,” he said, his vision blurred between Jade then and Jade now. 

“Hah, you’re only saying that because you can’t see me.” Her tone was rough but he knew she was smiling. 

“I don’t need to see you to see you,” he said. “I remember everything about you.” His right hand stroked her stomach and moved down slowly, slowly, and she parted her legs for him. She moaned again, tried to reach back and touch him, but he whispered, “No, not yet... let me give you this first.” He began proving that he still knew the right spots to touch, the perfect rhythm she needed. 

When he felt she was almost there, that she was aware only of the pleasure, he shifted his left hand away from her breast and onto her shoulder. Before she could struggle, before she could understand, he tightened his grip, his forearm cutting off the blood flow through her carotid. Jade slipped into unconsciousness. 

He had only a few seconds until the restored blood flow would awaken her. Reaching into the pocket of his bathrobe he pulled out the stiletto; she never felt the blade slide between her ribs and into her heart. Johnnie held her, feeling the life leaving her, and whispered the prayer for the dying. 

When it was over, when he had no choice but to leave her, he rose and pulled his robe on, leaving the knife in place. In complete darkness he padded into the kitchen and twitched the curtains open, then closed them again.

He showered, scrubbing every part of his body and rinsing until he was sure no trace of her remained. He put both towels into the laundry bin for later and took her toothbrush into the kitchen, where he threw it into the trash compactor. He washed and dried the mugs and everything they’d used for dinner, and put them away. He checked the living room to make sure nothing remained there. 

At five he walked across the street to the church, a little earlier than usual but not enough to cause comment. All the while he grieved, struggling not to weep. If only she hadn’t come to me... if only I’d truly quit the business when our partnership ended... if only, if only.... 

He looked back at the kitchen curtains, still closed. Ludovitch’s cleaners would leave them open, signaling they’d been and gone, and all trace of Jade gone with them.

He’d taken her keys before he’d left; he’d go collect Doodle later. It was the least he could do. 

* * * * * * *
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Miss Bitsy
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Nandy Ekle

Detective Jeremy Dougan headed to the station for his first day on the job in the city. After finishing the academy and putting in his time as a patrol officer, he had returned to his home town. He finally had the career he had worked and planned for: working on the police force in his hometown as a detective. He walked into the office with a whistle on his lips and noticed a new case waiting on his rough wooden desk. Setting down his coffee, he opened the folder.

The police report told about a missing person, Anton Easley, last seen getting into his car on July 20 on the Texas A & M University campus. He had told friends standing nearby that he planned to return to his residence to prepare for an upcoming chemistry exam. Jeremy had seen it before—an irresponsible college student suddenly decides he’s not bound to anyone and takes off without letting a soul know his plans. The last known residence of the uncaring boy sent shivers of surprise through his memory: 924 Ginger Street.

Jeremy smiled. Just reading the address caused saliva to gather in his mouth. Miss Bitsy’s address.... More than fifteen years had passed since he’d seen her. Several years earlier, Jeremy’s mother had passed on the news that Miss Bitsy’s husband, Uncle Eli as the neighborhood knew him, had passed away. About a year later the news came to Jeremy that she had taken on a boarder to help with her income. 

He shoved the folder into his briefcase and headed for his car to visit with his very dear old friend and maybe score some of her famous cookies, scones, cakes, or whatever heavenly concoction had recently come out of her enchanted oven. The thought of her amazing caramel brownies suddenly sprang to mind and he had to fight to keep from running to the parking lot. Since leaving Ginger Street he’d never had anything like those caramel brownies.

* * *
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Soon he was on the sidewalk in front of her house, grinning. Little had changed in the years since he’d lived on Ginger Street. A couple of kids were wheeling around on bicycles, and across the road a little girl in yellow shorts and a flower print shirt was riding her tricycle up the drive way, shiny little streamers fluttering from the handle bars. She stopped and picked up a cat walking toward the street and plopped it in the basket on the front of the trike. Nope, no changes here. 

Jeremy had grown up two houses down, and Miss Bitsy was the center of his world back then. The self-proclaimed grandmother of the entire community, she had cooked and baked, feeding everyone for blocks around, including the stray cats and dogs that passed her door. As he neared the house he thought the animals lounging could be the very same cats and dogs exactly where they had always been: cats in the tree grooming themselves and each other while dogs chewed bones and napped in the sun. 

Staring at the front of the house, he remembered being a red-headed, freckled-faced ten year old boy knocking on her door. He had begged Miss Bitsy to let him do little chores because his mom didn’t want him taking advantage of her, but he would never be able to remember all the times he’d sat at her Formica table in that cheery pink and yellow kitchen, eating caramel brownies and drinking a glass of milk while telling her about his day.

Whistling, he climbed the porch steps and knocked on the door. Was she still able to get around the house? She had been old back then—was she ancient now? As he stood on the porch he almost felt the Super Mario baseball cap he used to wear. He knocked again and waited, listening for sounds coming from the other side of the door. His reward came as it creaked opened, a little slower than it had all those years ago, but there she stood, almost totally unchanged. 

Mrs. Mitzi Bevel, called Miss Bitsy because of her slight stature, looked through the screen. She was wearing a worn blue cotton dress and a well-used yellow apron that sported the stains of many ingredients in odd little shapes, an abstract painting of deliciousness. Her hair, tied neatly as always to the top of her head, had little white wispies escaping the pins. Her large-framed glasses sat on the end of her nose and she was holding a wooden spoon in her hand. 

Jeremy’s stomach growled. “Mrs. Bevel, I’m Detective Jeremy Dougan. Do you remember me? I used to live in that house over there.” He couldn’t resist the boyish feeling of wanting her recognition. “I’m here to ask you a few questions about Anton Easley.” He held up his badge so she could see it through the screen door.

“Jeremy Dougan? Oh, yes, Jerry, I remember you! You were the little red-headed scrap of a boy from down the road. Come in, come in! Well, what a nice surprise! How nice of you to come visit me! Oh, my... we have a lot of catching up to do.” The screen door opened and she grabbed his arm and pulled him inside to her warm kitchen. She plopped him into a chair with a plate of cookies sending their sweet aroma out to the neighborhood kids. She placed a napkin in his hand and a glass of milk on the table. 

Feelings of comfort flooded over him as he looked around the room at the clutter of appliances, utensils, and cookbooks. He felt right at home. Jeremy had spent countless hours in this chair looking at the mixers and books, wooden spoons and measuring cups. A cat clock’s huge white eyes ticked eternally back and forth on one wall, and pictures of pink poodles decorated the wall around the window. Her cupcake canisters stood on the counter amid globs of batter, sparkly sugar and flour dust. 

She perched on the chair across the table from him and began pushing other treats in his direction. “Now, tell me about what has happened to you since you’ve grown up.” 

“Well, I really need to ask you a few questions about Mr. Easley. I was told he rented a room from you.”

“Oh, yes, he did. I needed to make ends meet after Eli passed away.” She looked down at her lap in a quiet moment for her departed husband. “But I really want to hear about you, Dear. I remember you came over here nearly every day. Are you married? Do you have children?”

He grinned. “Miss Bitsy, I would have done anything for you to get a bite of those caramel brownies. I haven’t had anything like them since I moved away. Yes, I’m married but we don’t have any children yet. Did Mr. Easley ever tell you he was planning a trip?” 
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