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Family Heirlooms Series:

 

Nuggets of faith can be passed down as family heirlooms from parent to child, sibling to sibling, spouse to spouse.

 

Book One Family Heirloom:  Accepting God's will

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

Tamara Wolfe was in the middle of folding her third load of laundry when the doorbell rang. Still holding a pair of jeans, she opened the front door, a smile of greeting naturally lifting the corners of her mouth. The woman who stood on the wraparound porch was a stranger.

"Good afternoon," Tamara said. "Can I help you?"

"Well..." The older lady started with just a touch of nervousness. "You don't know me, dear, but I was walking past your lovely home, and I saw the baskets in the window." The woman pointed to the curved bay window at the front of the house which was Tamara's office and sunroom in the lower-floor turret. The many gift baskets she was working on for family and friends were displayed on the sun-drenched window seat.

Tamara started to explain her hobby, but the woman's headshake stopped her. "How much are they?"

Surprised, Tamara laughed at the idea. "Oh, I don't sell them."

"Do you design them yourself?"

"Down to the basket itself. But I've never sold any. I give them away to family and friends," Tamara told her. In all truth, she'd thought often about selling them and perhaps starting a small home business.

"That's so nice of you, dear, but, you see, my daughter is a corporate executive in Chicago. Her birthday is coming up in a few weeks...and, well, I saw your basket in the window. The one with all the loofahs and bath supplies. It's simply perfect for my daughter. Young women these days are so overworked. They make their own money so what do they need that they can't provide for themselves?"

Tamara nodded her understanding.

"I never know what my daughter will appreciate. But I think your basket is exactly the kind of gift she'd love and wouldn't purchase for herself. If it's not too presumptuous, my dear, would you allow me to see it?"

The woman's twinkling gray eyes and tentative, irresistible smile endeared Tamara. She ushered her inside the house.

"Mhm," the lady murmured on a deep inhale, "it smells simply delicious inside your home, dear."

Tamara smiled. "I make my own potpourri. Cinnamon this week."

She led her to her sunroom, where the lady pointed to the very basket that had caught her eye from the street. Tamara's relaxation basket, as she called it, had always been popular with friends and family. "That's it. That would be the perfect gift for my hard-to-buy-for daughter."

Spotlighted in the sunlight spilling in through the windows, Tamara admitted to herself that the basket looked even more irresistible. It hadn't been the first time someone suggested she sell the hand-woven gift baskets she designed, but never had anyone wanted one so adamantly. The woman wasn't interested in purchasing a similar gift basket from local shops or internet services. She wanted that particular basket, down to the color, the three-strand braided rim and the ribbon detail. Even when Tamara tried to offer one of the others she was working on, it was clear nothing else would do.

Even more astonished at having someone want one of her creations so aggressively, Tamara told her the final cost of the materials she put into the basket. Without hesitation, the woman pulled out her wallet and took out a hundred dollar bill.

"Can you duplicate that basket before next Monday, dear?"

Quickly, Tamara calculated the time she'd need to complete another basket. She didn't have another made exactly like that one, so she would have to start from scratch. Weaving the basket would take the most time, but she had many of the items to fill it on hand. If she weaved a few hours every day until Monday... "Yes, but I really couldn't accept--"

"I would pay twice as much. Please consider doing this. You'll save me so much distress." She handed over the money and a contact card, then turned on her heel and headed for the front door. "I'll be back on Monday for my basket!" she called out over her shoulder as she walked away down the driveway.

Tamara stood leaning in the doorway, staring at the woman long after she'd disappeared from Queen Anne Street. She couldn't shake off the feeling of shock. Someone was willing to pay as much as a hundred dollars for something she'd put together as a gift. Sure, her family and friends enjoyed her creations, but their over-the-top praise amounted to nothing more than appreciation.

Distracted, Tamara closed the front door.

Is it wrong for me to accept this money, to do this for a stranger? It isn't as if I paid anywhere near a hundred dollars for the whole thing. This has always been my way of ministering to those I love. Somehow making a profit seems wrong now.

The woman had been so insistent. How could she not agree? Was she cheating if she accepted such a generous profit over her material costs?

"I would pay twice as much," the lady had said, and Tamara couldn't help smiling in satisfaction. She'd just finished the basket that morning, planning to give it to Helen for her birthday when she brought the girls home from preschool. She'd been extremely pleased when she finished it. After taking digital photos of her creation for her scrapbook, she'd filed a printout of the photo with her receipts for materials.

For years, Tamara had thought about a custom-made gift basket business--whenever anyone commented on her newest creations. She'd thought about it but never considered it with anything resembling seriousness--what with family, the house, church activities, Boy Scouts.

Would I even have time? But then I've had gobs of free time I honestly haven't known what to do with since the kids went back to school and Cora started preschool. I might have time now. And we sure could use a little extra income...

Lord, is this something I should even be thinking about? Lead me, guide me, show me what You want me to do.

Tamara went back to her laundry and other chores, but her mind never left the hundred dollar bill or her prayers for wisdom for long. What if her loved ones hadn't been humoring her? What if she really could sell her baskets for a small profit without taking time away from the rest of her life? A year ago, she'd been the one to insist the Lord would provide without Robert having to take a second job, but things had been so tight since then. Maybe this was God's provision and could ease some of their financial burdens. If she did sell her baskets, nothing would change for the family. She could make them during the day. She could handle everything she always did and this! It was the perfect solution.

Tamara flitted from chore to chore, too excited to concentrate on what she was doing. What I wouldn't give to talk to Robert now! After the Lord, her husband was always the first person she wanted to talk with about anything. But, given his work situation at the moment... He might balk just because it was something new and unknown.

She let go of a sigh. She'd have to wait until after dinner tonight. How would she control herself until then? She was bursting to tell someone. Maybe once she talked to Robert, she could decide if selling her baskets qualified as insane or actually viable.
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Robert Wolfe groaned inside his head. Would the months of agony, since the plant manager had announced his upcoming retirement, end tonight? After Wayne mentioned that Dave wanted them to join him at The Mill for a drink following work, Robert couldn't help wondering if the torment would ever abate.

Looking at Wayne's retreating back and his cocky swagger, Robert shook his head before moving in the direction of the disinfection building to get an effluent sample.

The wastewater treatment plant in Peaceful, Wisconsin was city-run and all decisions about the plant were made by the city council. Glen Hargrove had managed the plant for over forty years. Robert himself had worked at the plant part-time as a teenager in high school, then full-time after graduation. With over twenty years of experience, he felt he should be a shoo-in for the plant management position. After all, the other full-time employee--Wayne Schumaker--had only five years of experience. But Wayne's leg up was his degree in wastewater treatment. Robert had all the necessary certifications and credits but no degree. Although he and Wayne were both qualified to manage the plant, Robert's solid seniority should have given him the edge, should have made it a non-issue.

Unfortunately, the plant manager tended toward wishy-washiness, and the city manager was an opinionated guy who liked to throw his weight and power around. Glen didn't have the fortitude to make the right choice, and Dave Kowalski would do it with a glad heart for him. Dave didn't know the first thing about wastewater treatment, but he enjoyed pretending he did. Any decision he made would be based solely on who he liked better. The city council would go along with anything Dave decided.

When his break rolled around in the afternoon, Robert headed for the break room. He dialed his home, hoping to get a few minutes of privacy before Wayne ambled in and started his ribbing.

Feeling warm, he unzipped his uniform jacket while waiting.

"Hello?" Tamara's husky, sweet voice made a shiver go through him from ear to toes.

"Hey, sweetheart."

"Robert," she greeted him personally.

"I'm gonna be late tonight. Dave wants me and Wayne to come out for a drink."

Her reply, "Oh," seemed slightly hesitant. Disappointment laced the simple word. Robert assumed it was because she didn't like him going into taverns like The Mill. But there were far worse places in town they could go. He didn't like it any more than she did. "I know. I'll conduct myself the way the Lord directs. Dave likes to play his little games. But you know I wouldn't cross that line, even for the promotion."

"Of course I know you won't, honey. I just wish you didn't have to go through this nonsense."

"Yeah." Robert let out a sigh. For the most part, he'd enjoyed his job. Until Wayne Schumaker had been hired.

"How late do you think you'll be?"

"I'm not sure. Probably six. Maybe seven, if he draws it out."

"I'll keep dinner warm for you."

The sound of footsteps coming down the hall drew Robert's attention, and he turned his back to the open door.

"I gotta go. Love you, Tammy."

"I love you, too. I'll see you later."

Robert hung up and turned in time to see Wayne's jeering grin as he feigned kisses. "Talkin' to your mistress, Wolfe?" He punched one of the buttons on the soda machine with more macho power than necessary.

"Don't have one, don't need one," Robert said on a shrug.

More times than he could count, Robert had endured Wayne's bad-natured taunts about his happy marriage and loving family, not to mention his Christian principles. After cheating on his wife, Wayne had lost his family and now lived his life with the gusto of a gigolo, including a stint in jail for not paying child support. Robert bit back words resting on the tip of his tongue and pressed his lips together. He'd always forced himself to get along with everyone, whether he liked them or not.

Once Wayne sauntered away from the soda machine, Robert moved over to it.

"So how is that fine wife of yours, Wolfie?"

"Tamara's fine."

"Oh yeah, I've seen that."

Robert ignored the lewd comment, complete with the leering smirk on Wayne's boyish face. Instead of sitting with him at the table, Robert leaned next to the microwave counter.

"You s'pose Dave's gonna put one of us outta our misery tonight?" Wayne's tone made it clear Robert would be the one put out of the managerial position. Wayne took a long swig of his soda, then let out a loud belch followed by his usual cursing. Robert masked his disgust.

Robert had no illusions that Dave would use any excuse to give Wayne the position when Glen retired. He was looking for Robert to cross the line. But Dave couldn't discount his long years of service and experience, even if he wanted to. At least he continued telling himself that, and Tamara reassured him of it every time he faltered in his convictions.

He shrugged at Wayne, who finished off his drink in one gulp.

"Yeah. Probably just wants to buy us a beer," Wayne said with a smirk that turned to laughter. He stood and sent his crushed can soaring into the recycling bin before leaving the room.

Robert couldn't have been happier to see his retreating back. Grimacing, he opened the break room fridge and got the soda he'd brought with him.

Robert needed the promotion and the raise. Never mind that he deserved it. He needed it. At almost forty years old, he'd expected to be managing the plant long ago. Matt, his oldest son, would be going to college next year. Living paycheck to paycheck the way they did had never bothered Robert so much until Glen announced he would retire on October first.

The Lord had always provided for them, and Robert believed He always would as long as he remained steady in his obligations. But a raise--a true raise with a manager's salary instead of an annual increase of fifty cents or less an hour every paycheck--would keep them from feeling so stretched every month, especially after Matt went off to college next year.

After taking a deep breath, Robert let it out in a slow rush during his count to ten. He hated the games he had to play just to get what, by all rights, belonged to him.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Tamara crossed the immaculate lawn between the DiFiero's property and hers. She inhaled the lingering scent of summer flowers and fruit trees on the light breeze. Another Indian summer day. She loved that she could still open the doors and windows wide in the morning without the furnace kicking in.

Helen got out of her older-model Chevy as Tamara approached. Having been friends--and neighbors--for over five years, Tamara and Helen had worked out a car-pooling agreement to get their daughters to and from the preschool they'd both entered this year. In exchange for Helen dropping off and picking up both girls each weekday, Tamara babysat Janie from two-thirty--when Helen left for work--until five-thirty. Janie's father got home from work at that time. Since Tamara's family had only one vehicle, the schedule worked well.

Tamara smiled at her friend, then opened the backseat door on her daughter's side. "Hey, sweetie. How did it go today?"

At five years old, Tamara and Robert's youngest child was as tiny as Tamara had been at that age, and was a non-stop bundle of energy and conversation. She had an adorable round face, her daddy's green eyes, and a space where her front teeth hadn't come in just yet. Tamara ran a hand through Cora's blond curls--the very same she struggled to get a brush through every morning.

From her booster seat, Cora pushed a piece of paper into her hands, saying, "Look what I made for you, Mommy." The word-find had been created on a sheet of construction paper and crammed with tons of letters, not necessarily in straight rows and columns. Along the bottom was a list of words within the puzzle. Since her daughter's Rs looked like both Ls and Vs, Tamara knew she'd have her work cut out for her. Nevertheless, she smiled at seeing it. "Oh, I love word-finds! You made this just for me, sweetie?"

Obviously pleased with herself, Cora nodded.

"After Mrs. DiFiero and I talk and everyone's had their snack, I'll do this. Thank you, sweetheart."

Tamara helped her out of her seatbelt, then Cora jumped out and into her arms, telling her every detail since the moment she'd left that morning with Helen and her best friend Janie. Cora harbored none of her older sister's insecurities. She'd been excited about starting preschool all through summer and loved it from her first day. Tamara considered it one less concern that she wouldn't have to worry about her baby being miserable away from her all day.

"I wish we had school on weekends!" Cora ended her day-recap, and Tamara straightened out her daughter's dress that'd been wrinkle-free before she left that morning. Of their five children, Cora looked most like her father, while the older children had Tamara's mahogany brown hair and brown eyes. Only Matthew, the eldest, had received a mix from both of them with green eyes and brown hair.

"Well, God thinks we need to rest and play at least one day a week, sweetie, especially when we're young."

"I know!" Cora moaned in dramatic agony.

"Come in. I made blueberry strudel," Tamara said over the top of the car, to where Helen had eased Janie out of her booster seat.

"My favorite, but not my waistline's." Helen glanced down at her still-slim figure. Along with her blue uniform, she'd pulled her shoulder-length, kinky black hair back for working the nightshift at the truck stop in Peaceful.

Tamara shook her head in light-hearted scolding. "It's your birthday. You can splurge one day. I promise I won't keep you too long."

Helen worked the night shift waitressing while her husband worked days at a car dealership. Five years before, Helen and Ed had moved into the neighborhood with their newborn. Three days after the new family arrived, Tamara had welcomed them, with newborn Cora asleep against her chest, to the neighborhood with one of her baskets. She and Helen had been friends ever since, seeing each other most days in that time.

Tamara set Cora on the ground, and Janie hugged Tamara, then the two little girls raced toward the house, screeching "Stru-dilll!" at the top of their lungs. Tamara and Helen laughed and linked arms before following the girls.

Inside her Queen Anne home, Tamara led the way toward the sprawling kitchen that sported wide alcoves for the dining room and a breakfast nook overlooking Tamara's multiple flower gardens in the backyard. Daily, she thanked God for blessing them with the home she and Robert had restored over the past twenty years. Helen moaned in bliss at the scents of warm, fruity strudel and freshly brewed coffee that seemed to beckon them.

The girls already sat at opposite sides of the island in the center of the sunny room, their upper bodies inclined in longing toward the dessert. "Can we have some, Mommy?" Cora begged, her tone anxious.

"With a glass of milk, you certainly may," Tamara said on a laugh, opening the fridge for the jug. Earlier, she'd laid out plates, glasses and utensils on the island. "Do you girls know whose birthday it is today?"

Cries of "Mama" and "Mrs. DiFiero" came, followed by birthday wishes and hugs. She served the dessert to the girls on the island, then motioned Helen toward the cozy nook in another rounded turret of the house.

Like Tamara, Helen was thirty-seven, but her caramel-colored face had become lined with worry from a hard life. Crow's feet surrounded her dark eyes and her once wary-to-smile mouth.

Seeing the relaxation basket Tamara had designed before she reached the table, Helen glanced back at her. "You didn't!"

"I did. It's all yours. Go ahead and take a look."

Watching her friend croon in excitement over the basket, a feeling of joy and confidence washed over Tamara. It was for this reason that she labored over every basket. She loved seeing the recipient's pleasure derived from her handmade gift. If she could give a little bit of herself to those she loved, what harm did it do?

Having learned the craft as a teenager, Tamara adored designing the baskets. She loved the actual basket weaving in many sizes, shapes, colors and materials, filling the completed basket with goodies from local businesses she had relationships with, and carefully placing all the materials inside the basket. In general, she took her time with each one--custom-making and designing them with love--and she always had a dozen going at once.

"You know me so well," Helen exclaimed as she caressed the plush towels, sponges, bath beads and oils, powders and lotions. Her eagerness was evident in the glow lighting her face. "It's almost too pretty to take apart and use."

"I'm so glad you like it, Helen. You deserve to pamper yourself occasionally."

Helen hugged her in a tight grip around the shoulders. Tamara couldn't help noticing the tears in her friend's eyes, and she felt a sting behind her own. Helen had enjoyed very few pleasures in life, both when she was a child and now with her emotionally reserved husband.

Though Helen hadn't accepted the Lord and her husband was nowhere near a decision of that sort, Helen came closer to a commitment with each passing day. Helen struggled with forgiving her parents for the years of abuse she and her siblings had endured. Getting her to see God the Father as gentle and kind, her best interests at heart with His discipline, had been a slow road. In the past few months, despite her hesitation, Helen had been attending Tamara and Robert's church with Janie.

After Tamara served her an extra-large slice of strudel with fresh cream, she poured the coffee. Then she joined her in the nook.

"You really should do this for a living, Tamara," Helen said on a sigh, savoring a bite of the dessert. "I mean the basket, although you make the most sinful--or should I say heavenly?--confections I've ever eaten. This basket is so gorgeous."

Tamara took a deep breath, unable to contain her excitement. "I'm...well, I'm thinking about it."

Helen's soft ebony eyes opened in surprise. "Really? You've never said that before!"

Chuckling, Tamara set her fork back down next to her untouched strudel. "The strangest thing happened to me today, Helen. I still can't believe it. I'm just dying to tell someone!"

"Well, tell me! I can't stand secrets."

After summarizing the unexpected visit, Tamara pointed to Helen's birthday basket. "It was this one she wanted."

A wrinkle formed between Helen's pencil-thin eyebrows. "Does a hundred dollars cover all this? Even the materials to weave the basket?"

"Actually, it does. I have a source so I get the reeds and spokes and other materials at a major discount. I shouldn't tell you this because you might think I'm cheap, but I have bulk sources for all of the materials and for most of the products I put inside the baskets, too. The money allows for a decent profit."

Helen giggled. "I've always wondered how much you were spending--or overspending, I assumed--on these elaborate baskets for everyone. I hated to think you were parting with hard-earned dollars just for me."

"Do you think I could do this, Helen?" Tamara asked, unable to focus on anything but the thoughts that had carried her on clouds through her chores that afternoon. "I mean, I've been doing these baskets since I was a teenager." The scrapbook of her most recent basket designs rested on the table across from them. She pulled it closer to show Helen. "I've only done it for family and friends, never for profit. But maybe I could do a combination internet custom-designed, gift basket business with a local one--right from my sunroom. I must be crazy, but I've been thinking and praying about this since the woman left."

While Helen flipped through the book, Tamara put her hands on her heated cheeks. "My twin brother Peter might be willing to display one of my baskets in his bookstore in town and put out some information on how to order a custom-made one. And my sister-in-law Justine might put a basket in her law office."

Helen shook her head with an expression of awe, her attention on the basket designs. "Oh, Tamara, these are some of the most beautiful, professional baskets I've ever seen. The themes are so varied! You could offer just about anything. I can't help thinking, though..." She looked up from the book. "When would you have time? As your schedule is now, even without a job outside the house and all the kids in school now, I can't imagine how you actually manage to do all the stuff you already do. Wouldn't this be a lot of work for you?"

Tamara waved her hand, dismissing her friend's concern. "That's what I've been thinking about. Now that Cora's in preschool, I have hours to myself in the morning and a small part of the afternoon to finish all my chores and errands and anything else. But for the past few weeks, I've had at least three hours each day that I've been unsure what to do with myself. This basket business seems so perfect for filling that void. And, in the beginning at least, I can't imagine having to do more than one basket a week."

"It does sound perfect, Tamara. I imagine everyone will want one of these beauties."

"Really?"

"Most definitely!"

Tamara smiled, more distracted now that she had some encouragement. She didn't think Helen was humoring her. "We could use a little extra money. Between Lucas and Jonathan outgrowing clothes and shoes every month, Cora's preschool, and Matthew going off to college next year... Well, I doubt I'll make gobs extra, but anything would be helpful so Robert won't have to take a second job if he doesn't get the promotion. And I absolutely adore every minute of doing this kind of thing anyway."

"I bet you're bursting to talk to Robert about it."

Tamara laughed. "You know me so well, Helen."

She couldn't wait to talk to her husband. He'd be relieved at having a few extra dollars to keep their budget from becoming stretched too thin by the end of every month. Even if her little business venture didn't work out as well as she wanted it to, she knew the Lord would provide for them always. Just maybe this was the way He'd do it.

 

[image: btflyline]

 

Robert pulled into his driveway thinking how peaceful the house looked from the outside, when inside he felt the exact opposite. Their historic house had three floors, including the turret rising from the back of the house, which Matt had claimed as his own when he decided his old room wasn't private enough anymore.

Robert loved his hometown and couldn't imagine leaving the close-knit community. Tonight, he wished he could consider leaving. If he wanted to, Tamara would agree to a move, but he knew she'd never be happy anywhere else. She liked that her parents lived only a few miles away, that most of her brothers and sisters were a local phone call away. She needed family nearby and wanted their children to be surrounded with their relatives as much as he did. He was just so tired of dancing on hot coals for Dave Kowalski.

After he pushed the garage remote, he sat staring at his home. The regal house had recently been painted an elegant, dark denim blue with white trim and custom-fashioned shutters. The house had required an immense amount of restoration--most of which Tamara had done in her free time over the last twenty years. The tasks were ones she loved and did well, but ever since she'd fallen off a ladder trying to paint the trim a couple years ago and broken her wrist, he'd tried to do most of the upkeep on the beautiful old place himself.

This was his haven--a place warm and safe; a place where he had the most incredible family in the world. They loved and accepted him without conditions--a miracle he never got over, considering how little he deserved that sometimes.

He couldn't help feeling he was about to let his family down. It'd become a very real possibility that Wayne could become plant manager next month, especially after Dave and Wayne's buddy-buddy drinking fiasco tonight. On his current salary and knowing his next raise would bring in very little extra, there was no way Robert could afford to pay for Matt's college tuition for more than two years on the little they'd already saved. Matt managed some savings from summer and part-time jobs for his education. But even if Matt snagged a non-sports-related scholarship, it wouldn't be enough to last more than two years. Grants and loans would be his only choice. Robert couldn't help feeling he hadn't held up his end of the bargain the way he'd envisioned. He and Tamara wanted to provide so much more for their five kids.

If he didn't get the promotion, he'd have to reconsider taking a second job--something they'd decided against over a year ago because it would allow him so little time with the kids, let alone their couple time. They'd cut back in any possible area instead. Tamara had offered to get a part-time job after Cora went into preschool, but Robert had never liked that idea. His own father had managed to care for his family without forcing his wife to choose between her family and a career. Not that he ever wanted to emulate the fanatically controlling way his father went about that. But Robert had made it his life's prayer to be able to care for his family financially so Tamara could stay at home with the kids, not leave them with some stranger. The responsibility of caring for his family financially would be his burden alone. How could he be what his family needed if he didn't give them at least that?

Locking up the garage, he started toward the house. It was surrounded with Tamara's many flower, vegetable, and herb gardens; with oaks, maples, spruce, willow and fruit trees on all sides. Different kinds of fancy shrubs and stone gardens filled in spaces here and there, creating a landscaped look that made their house a favorite for walkers to stop and admire. Stairways on all sides of the house led up to the wraparound porch and dozens of varied sizes and shapes of windows.

Relief washed over him when he saw Tamara in the kitchen doorway, waiting for him. The light behind contrasted with the shadows covering the porch, showing her figure to perfection in the profile. Her welcoming smile dissolved the tension that'd been building in his chest all evening. What would he do without her? Outside of her beauty that rivaled the youthfulness of a teenager, she had the biggest heart full of love a mere mortal could possess.

She wore a loose, flower-print cotton dress that danced enticingly over her soft curves, curves he knew as well as she did. He noticed her sexy feet were bare today, proof that she was enjoying the continued nice weather.

He'd had a crush on Tamara Samuels throughout grade school, middle school, high school. When he'd told her at long last how he felt, he still couldn't believe her claim to have the same feelings for him. They'd attended the same church--the one her father still pastored--all their lives. Their mutual commitment to live for Christ had made their teenage years much less turbulent than those of their classmates, though neither of them could claim with any amount of haughtiness that they'd escaped all temptation.

Despite the lingering, unpleasant mix of smells he brought home with him from the plant each day, she never turned up her nose. Tonight was no exception. She put her firm, beautifully tanned arms around him and kissed him. "Didn't go well?" she guessed, no doubt from his expression. Only she could surmise his mood in a single glance.

She cradled her hands around his face, tracing the ever-deepening grooves next to his mouth with her long fingers. Robert took one of her hands in his and held it against his chest. "No. It was a set-up. To show me how he favors Wayne."

Her overgenerous mouth turned down. "He goes back and forth though, doesn't he?"

He nodded. "Yeah. All part of the fun for him."

She didn't need to voice her sympathy. She just hugged him again, and he held her slim but voluptuous body against his, taking all the comfort she offered. "Why don't you take a nice hot shower, and I'll have your dinner warmed up by the time you come down?" she murmured, her tone soothing. Taking his lunch box and jacket from him, she sent him into the house.

He ducked into the living room, where their thirteen-year-old twins worked together on some kind of map and Cora put a puzzle together with her older sister. The boys both had spiky, dark hair and Tamara's eyes. Cora rushed to him while John told him cryptically that their map was part of an extra credit project for school.

"Finish your homework?" he asked Priscilla, who cast a wary glance at him.

She shrugged tightly. "I only have a little. I'll do it after Cora's in bed." He heard the defensiveness in her tone.

He knew her "little" would keep her up most of the night. But he and Tamara had decided to stop lecturing her on it. Natural consequence was the best teacher in this case.

Robert caught his youngest child up into his arms. Her curls looked tight enough to spring back if he pulled one out.

"You missed dinner, Daddy. You never miss dinner!" she accused in the severe way only a five-year-old could manage.

She was right. From their first child to their last, dinner together was a family priority. "I know, roundhead. Missed you guys."

She stuck out her coral-colored bottom lip, nodding in the grown-up way that belied the gaping holes her baby teeth had left behind. "Well, don't let it happen again."

"I'll try not to."

He tickled her, and she threw herself back in his arms, laughing in wild abandonment. As usual, he caught her and tickled her more until she cried "Uncle Pete!" over and over to get him to stop. After he set her on her impossibly small feet, he dropped a kiss on Priscilla's head, pausing long enough to tell the twins not to blow anything up. John and Luke looked at each other again for an instant before they said in unison, "Of course we won't, Dad." They glanced at each other, and each raised an eyebrow that told Robert a whole different story. Seeing those irresistibly wicked dimples that Robert himself possessed had made him face the reasons why his own mother never trusted him to stay out of trouble for long. Making things more exciting was a priority with them. Once they put their two ingenious minds together, they usually devised grand schemes that didn't always toe Mom and Dad's legal line.

Tamara stood smiling in the huge, open living room when he turned. "Cora, sweetie, I ran your bath before Daddy got home. Let's get you in it."

Priscilla rose. "Come on, munchkin. I'll help you."

The two girls headed upstairs, and Robert put a hand on his wife's abdomen, giving her the kiss he needed. He ached for her solace tonight and waiting until all the kids were in bed would be torture, especially when he saw the invitation in his wife's beguiling, chocolate brown eyes.

"Be down soon."

"I'll be waiting," she promised, holding his hand until he slipped out of reach.

He and Tamara's life together had been almost too easy since their simple, though huge, wedding. Yet he never lost sight of the fact that she grounded him and kept him together in a way that he couldn't remain without her. Because of his mood swings he well knew were a hardship on his whole family, he often wondered what--besides constant prayer--kept Tamara interested in sticking it out with him. In love, she compensated for him whenever he felt too much pressure in dealing with conflict. Even as he wondered over and over how long she'd be willing to put up with him, he could never seem to pull himself out of his funks, especially the extreme ones he'd suffered this past year, without her help. He couldn't--and wouldn't--imagine his life without the woman he'd loved fiercely for as long as he could remember.

When he returned, showered, cologned and dressed in comfortable clothes, he drew up in back of her while she poured a glass of milk for him. Wrapping his arms around her middle, he nestled his face between her thick, waist-length braid and silky smooth neck. She smelled like roses.

"Hmm, I'm hungry."

She glanced over her shoulder and flashed him a contented smile. He kissed her jaw. "I know. I'm ready," she told him, and he thought of releasing her hair from her restrained braid, spreading it out behind her, and...

"What would I do without you, Tammy?"

"You don't need to ever wonder."

He took a deep breath, breathing in her flowery scent and the appetizing aroma of his dinner. His stomach grumbled, loud and clear, and she led him over to the honey oak table in the breakfast nook. She sat close by him, close enough for him to see her long, sleek legs beneath her dress when she crossed them.

"So what happened?" she asked for specifics about the "drink after work" while he ate heartily of her excellent cooking.

"Seems Dave thinks Wayne is more qualified than me, all because he's willing to knock back a couple three beers with him after work. Never mind that he's not reliable and that some might consider him a criminal. Or that he's been restless these past five years, saying he might not stick around long."

"I'm sure Dave knows you're hard-working and trustworthy. You know the plant. You're a team player, whether you have a beer with him or not. Glen knows that, at least."

"Glen doesn't wanna be the bad guy."

She knew his boss well enough to know that. "Dave must know you're the only one qualified," she insisted.

Robert glanced down at his plate. "He says he sees a degree and that makes up for Wayne's lack of long-time experience."

"You have all the required certification and then some. Dave will stall and play his games now, but he'll do the right thing when Glen officially retires."

Tamara sounded sure of it, but Robert had a hard time believing it after the spectacle he'd witnessed tonight between Dave and Wayne.

Two more weeks of these games, Robert agonized, his stomach clenched in dread. He wasn't sure how he could take more until Tamara reached across the table and took his hand. And then he knew how he'd get through it. The way he got through everything--with faithful Tamara standing at his side.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

"So what did Robert think?" Kimberly asked the next afternoon. Tamara met her two sisters-in-law, Justine and Lydia, every Thursday at Michael's for lunch. Robert's younger sister Kimberly, who worked for her brother Peter at the Christian bookstore, also joined them most of the time. Unfortunately, Lydia had called to say she couldn't make it this day.

Tamara couldn't wait to tell her best friends about her basket business. Within five minutes of settling at their usual booth and ordering Diet Cokes all around, she'd divulged everything to them.

"Actually, he had such a bad day at work...after work, I just couldn't get myself to tell him yet," Tamara admitted in response to Kimberly's question.

Not telling Robert had been near torture for her, but she'd understood he wasn't capable of dealing with anything last night, even good news. So she'd given herself to him, hoping she could smooth out the rough edges of his day. And, for the first time, she'd worried that her consolation hadn't helped him. He'd woken that morning in a despondent mood, still brooding over his job. The kids had kept their distance on their way out. Promising herself she'd tell him her good news that night, she'd given him a long hug and kiss and a pep talk before he left for another day that stood the possibility of being no better than the previous.

"I think this is absolutely the best news I've heard in a long time," Justine said in her calm, unruffled way. She brushed back Titian red hair. As always, Justine was the picture of sophistication in her expensive wool suit that she could well afford as one of the few lawyers in their small town.

Tamara often thought that if Justine hadn't had a hard life right from the start, she could have gone off into the world and done something adventurous and exciting. Yet she'd been left to care for her dying father as a teenager while holding down a part-time job and maintaining a 4.0 grade point average in school--along with the endless upkeep of her oversized family home. As they were neighbors and she and her father attended their church whenever they could, Justine had appreciated it when Tamara's brother Joshua had often helped her out with her long list of chores needing to be done. No one had expected them to fall in love, but they'd been married and had a baby right out of high school.

"What are you going to name your business?" Kimberly asked with enthusiasm.

As the undisputedly most-sought-after bachelorette of Peaceful with her Barbie Doll beauty and body, Kimberly was the exact opposite of Justine. With long blond curls and an optimistic, almost bubbly personality, she'd been described often by those who didn't know her well as a shaft of pure sunlight. She encouraged everyone she met with a smile and just the right words to uplift. In some ways, Tamara believed her sunny "surface" personality was a compensation, and possibly a cover to depression, for the hard childhood she and Robert had shared. Those close to Kimberly saw many glimpses of the damage done to her in the past.

Tamara dug a manila folder out of her bag, and both Kimberly and Justine leaned forward to see the logos Tamara had worked on for part of the morning. She'd sketched the basket using one of her art software programs, and finally came up with the name "Tamara's Gift Baskets by Design."

"Too wordy?" she asked.

Justine shook her head. "It's very catchy. So can I put one of these gifts baskets with your contact information in the lobby of my office building?"

Tamara smiled. "I was hoping you would. I have a few all ready at home with brochures."

"I'm sure Peter would let you put one in the bookstore," Kimberly chimed in. "I'll ask him this afternoon, but I know he will."

Tamara expected the same herself. She always had a few small baskets completed, just in case something came up, like a new neighbor, someone who'd just come to Christ, or to deliver to someone ill. She'd made up a dozen brochures with order forms for each basket that morning, after performing her regular Tuesday household chores and getting a good start on the basket for the woman who'd paid her yesterday. She also started choosing some of her most unique basket designs, then scanned their pictures for the internet store, and worked out prices that included a reasonable profit. Since she'd always kept receipts and detailed notes about every basket she'd designed, estimating how much it would cost to reproduce a similar basket had been a cinch. She expected the profit to be small at first, since few orders would come in, but even a few extra dollars a week would help.

The waiter arrived with their dessert orders, and they paused long enough for him to serve the plates of sumptuous dark chocolate cake with coffee.

"What is happening with Robert's job?" Kimberly asked once they were alone again.

"Same thing." The hard knot that settled into her stomach whenever she thought about it--and Robert's brooding over it--threatened. "The city manager is playing Robert and Wayne off each other, and Glen doesn't want to be the one to make the choice."

"Dave would happily make it--even if it's the wrong choice," Justine said, having worked with him many times in the past. "Robert wouldn't be happy staying in the same position he's in now--under Wayne--would he?"

Tamara shook her head, unable to hide her concern. "That's why I'm hoping he'll be as excited as I am about my little business. It would help a lot each month to have some extra cash coming in."

Kimberly's gaze met Tamara's, and she could almost read the other woman's thoughts--memories of her and Robert's early years. Often in the past, Robert's sister had spoken of how their father insisted that he and he alone would provide for his family, absolutely unwilling to let his wife enter the work force.

Let. Tamara had little, if any, experience with her husband being a controlling ogre. She couldn't deny that Robert resembled his father in many regards though. Tamara knew he prided himself on being able to take care of his family financially all on his own, without taking loans from the bank or borrowing from family members. Not once had he ever treated her as anything less than his equal. He'd been convinced he needed a second job a year ago, but, in the end, allowed her to convince him otherwise.

Despite his rigidness, Tamara couldn't imagine Robert setting himself against her basket business, although she knew she'd have to be very careful in how she presented it to him. "I won't be out in the work force. In fact, nothing would change. I'd still be at home. I have those few extra hours to myself with Cora now in preschool." Sometimes it'll be tight, with all my volunteer work...but I'll make it work somehow. I want this too much to consider anything else.

"What about home-schooling next year?"

Kimberly brought up a good point. Tamara had home-schooled all her children until they reached the age of twelve. Cora had been the only one to attend a formal preschool, but the opportunity had seemed irresistible. The woman who ran it only took on a few exceptionally bright kids each year. A member of their church, she ran the school on grants and a hefty enrollment fee. Robert had resisted sending Cora to preschool instead of having Tamara home-school her for another year on principle rather than cost. Cora's own enthusiasm at the prospect of preschool with her best friend Janie at last convinced him. While all five of their children were considered intelligent, Cora possessed something unusual and unique. She'd begun reading when she was only three, and at five she now read at a third grade level. She could also write in complete sentences, using a vocabulary that was nothing if not impressive to the extreme. None of that got into her math, ability to play Beethoven on the piano at the tender age of two, or awesome memorization skills. She would require more training than Tamara was capable of providing. Robert had conceded to that, but she knew he'd never been happy with the decision. Cora's super-intelligence intimidated him, whether he admitted it or not.

Sighing, Tamara set down her fork and dabbed at her mouth with a napkin. "She's going to need more. I know Robert doesn't want to think about that, but her teacher has already asked me about how we're going to keep her challenged even for this year. Luckily, it's her area of expertise, so at least until next year, Cora will get the stimulation she needs."

"Well, I hope Robert doesn't give you any trouble about your basket business," Kimberly said. "I'll pray about it for you."

Thanking her, Tamara couldn't help chuckling inside as she got out her pocketbook. No one could ever consider Robert as forceful and macho as his father, who once threw a prolonged fit when he got home from work and his dinner wasn't on the table because his wife had gone to La Crosse with girlfriends for the day and got back late.

Tamara's little basket business couldn't be a threat to her husband. He had to know taking care of their children and their home were her top priorities. This business venture wouldn't change anything--she'd make sure it didn't. It was just something to bring in extra money and give her a worthwhile task to accomplish in her free time. Surely she could handle it.
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