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Chapter 2


When the door opened, Alex stood dumbfounded.  The women looking out at him could not have been more then 30.  She was 5’2’ and had a medium build with a little bit of curve to her.  She had very fair skin with a few freckles dotting her button nose and eyes the color of the emerald island.  She wore a friendly smile in spite of a shadow of sadness that peaked out of those wonderful eyes.  Her copper colored  hair was pulled back into a ponytail, its red highlights dancing in dark curls to the movements of her head.   Something was slightly familiar about her but he couldn’t remember where he had seen her before.  She wore a green t-shirt, a few sizes too big, that matched her eyes and a pair of faded blue jeans ended at bare feet. Maybe this was one of Mrs. Sanchez’s daughter-in-laws.  Too startled to think clearly, Alex mumbled, “Is Mrs. Sanchez here?”  
Of course he would make such a mistake and speak to her in Spanish, he felt foolish and started to apologize in English, but without missing a beat, the young women’s smile widened and answered in perfect Spanish, “Yes. You must be Alex.  Come on in.  We were about to start eating.  You came just in time to pray for the meal with us.”
 Alex had the good graces to stop staring and shut his gaping mouth and follow this strange woman into the house.  They passed a front room and headed toward the back of the house where much talking, laughter and wonderfully familiar smells all called out to him.  As he stepped though the doorway he felt like he had stepped into the twilight zone.  The 20 or so people around the table where all Hispanic and the table was covered with a large dish of Papa la Huancaina 
,  3 roast chicken, a heaping serving bowl of  steaming white rice, Canario beans, pico de gallo 
, and salads.  It was as if he had walked into his mother’s kitchen.  


“Ok, everyone, your attention please.”  She continued in Spanish as if it were her first language in spite of the fact that she looked more Irish then St Patrick himself.  “This is Alex, Alex - everyone.  Why don’t we pray for the food before it gets any colder and then I’ll introduce everyone to Alex?  Jorge, could you do the honors?”  With that all heads bowed and everyone reached out for their neighbors hand as Jorge started to thank God for the meal.  Still standing at the end of the table, Alex felt a shock run though him as the women next to him took his hand and placed her other hand on the shoulder of the teen sitting in front of them. 


“Thank you Lord, for the food you have provided.  Thank you also, for the hands that have prepared it.  Bless Cathy as she continues to provide for her family and serve You..  Bless Rosa today as she enjoys another birthday.  Help us to treat her with kindness and love as she gets on in years.  Amen!”  As the prayer ended, laughter erupted.   The very pregnant lady next to Jorge smacked him on the arm and all but shouted, “Getting on in years!”

“Can we all move a little so Alex can fit in?”  It was the Irish woman again, directing things as if she were in charge here.  As Alex glanced around at the people scooting down to make room on the two picnic benches on this side of the dinning room table that seated 10 per side, he realized that there was no one in the room older than him.  Maybe the widow hadn’t felt like eating with the young people. Maybe that is why this woman was taking over.  Feeling a little more at ease now that he had solved his mystery, Alex sat down in front of the place setting that as if by magic had appeared in the women’s hand. 

 Everyone started to serve themselves from the bowls set around the table but Alex was too busy watching everyone.  Could it really be food from Peru?  His mother was from Peru and his father’s parents were both from Peru but had come to the States just after they were married.  Every Sunday after church, his uncles and aunts and cousins and friends would come to Alex’s house or they would go to someone else’s house to eat just like this.  Normally food would be served onto the plates in the kitchen by the women and then the kids would eat at the table.  Once the kids finished, the table would be cleared and the ladies would serve the older adults and men, then the woman would finally get to eat.   God had supplied him a family for today just like home.  

“The food is edible.  My husband was from Peru and he and his mom insisted that I learn to cook their food.   Please help yourself.  We don’t serve everyone’s plates because then we would have some finished before others even got to start.  Do you need tortillas or chile?”  His hostess answered his unspoken question.

“No, my family is from Peru.  I’m not sure if this is real.  I haven’t had papa la Huancaina in months!  I think I’m dreaming.”

She had sat down next to him at the end of the bench.  As the bowls were past around the table she would take some and pass it to him.  The dark haired boy at the end of the table was trying to serve himself but she somehow anticipated his every move and gracefully helped the serving spoon hit its mark.  “By the way, this is my youngest, Kevin.  Saluda Kevin.”

“Hola.”  Kevin briefly glanced up with his dark brown eyes and then went back to the more important job of filling his plate.  He was husky with jet black hair and dark complexion but his nose and smile were just like his mothers.   

“Calvin.”  It was said as a statement but there was an unspoken order to it as the boy next to Kevin on the end of the table looked up with the same dark eyes as Kevin’s.  Sporting the same button nose but a slimmer build, Calvin was a head taller then Kevin.   “Hola, soy Calvin.  It’s a pleasure to have you with us today.”  He answered formally.  

“Kevin is 7 and Calvin is 8.  Cindy is 12 this year, Cindy.”  The girl sitting at the other end of the table between two college aged girls grinned at him and said, “Mom speaks Spanish very well, don’t you think?”

“Cindy!”  


Cindy switched to English to respond to her mom, obviously believing that Alex didn’t understand.  “Well it’s true.  You left the poor guy speechless when you answered the door.”  Her green eyes sparkled with adolescent mischief as they peered out of her round face showing signs of the beautiful woman she would soon become but still full of innocence.  Her head was framed with curly light brown hair that had coppery highlights but her skin coloring was much like Calvins.  Cindy’s Cheshire cat smile told Alex he had been caught (by at least one person) in the act of trying to figure out this enigma of a woman next to him who looked so out of place in the sea of dark heads around the table, and yet seemed so at home.  


“Sorry about that, we are still working on manners with her.”  The woman next to him said as she shifted back to Spanish.  “Then there is Carlos to your right.  He’s 15 this year.”


“Mucho gusto” The teenage boy responded without enthusiasm.  He was slim and had an athletic air about him.  He also looked sullenly at Alex.  He was much darker than any of the other children and his face could have been the face of an indigenous child from the Andes with eyes so dark there was no distinguishing the pupil from the iris and jet black hair that was straight and long enough to touch his shoulder.


“And finally Christina.  My oldest at 17.”


“Mucho gusto.” Christina was a slimmer, taller version of her mother with cinnamon colored hair and doe brown eyes.  Her hair was strait but Alex was not sure it was straightened or if it truly was natural.  She skin was honey colored and looked as if she had just been out in the sun.  No doubt Christina turned her share of heads and made Carlitos work double time as the protector and chaperon to his sisters.   


“The birthday girl is Rosa.  She is from close to Cusco, Peru.  Her husband is Jorge, he is from here but his parents are from Mexico.  They are expecting their first child in 4 more months.  It will be my 15th ‘grandchild’.  Carlos and I have had more than 30 students and young people live with us over the years.  Some were here for a few days and others we had to marry off to get out of our house.  Rosa lived with us for more than 3 years before she married Jorge.  Most of the young people were just arrived from other countries and were struggling to fit into a new country, culture and language. We became the “foster family” for them.  Next to Rosa is Milly, she is from Colombia.  Then there is another Jorge, we call him ‘el Flaco’ to differentiate.  He is from Bolivia…”  The introductions continued but Alex was struggling to piece together who all was part of this family and where the widow Sanchez was in all of this.


After everyone had been introduced to Alex, they began to talk at once.  Some asking questions of Alex, some just chatting with their neighbor.  Alex noticed that more than one person called the lady at his side “Cat”.  She had introduced the first 5 as being her children but she didn’t introduce herself nor did any of the men appear to be her husband.  She looked to only be 30 herself so how could she have a 17 year old?  He looked up to see Cindy with a smirk on her face.  She was going to be a handful. 

 Kevin said, “My uncle is a pastor out in California.  Maybe you know him.”


“I doubt that, I am from just north of LA.  There are millions of people in California.  But maybe.  What church is he at?”  Alex thought it was cute that the boy could think that in a state the size of California, he would know a particular person.


“Uncle Ethan is at Grace Church of El Cajon just outside of San Diego.  He’s been out there for years now with Aunt Jill and their kids.”  Calvin timidly jumped into the conversation, proud of his uncle and their family.


“Are you talking about Ethan McConnel?”  Alex asked with a start.


“Yeah, you know my uncle?”  Both boys looked pleased.


“I was in a couple of classes in seminary with him.  He is a great guy.  Last I knew they had 2 kids.  I’m glad to hear that he’s still serving the Lord in El Cajon.  Is he your mom’s brother?”


“Yeah, they call him the traitor of the family because he moved away from the snow.”  Calvin stated matter-of-factly.  


“You went to seminary with my brother?”  Asking in English, the small woman looked at him with a surprised expression.  “Sorry, you went to seminary with my brother?” Repeating her statement but in Spanish this time.  


Alex felt guilty, he hadn’t spoken any English since he entered the house because he was so surprised with everything and everyone was conversing in Spanish, but he hadn’t wanted to mislead anyone.  He answered in English this time.  

 “Yes, we took some masters level courses together.  He was really smart.  He also really had a heart for the lost.  I haven’t kept in contact for a while.  But I didn’t know he spoke Spanish.”

Cat grinned, “He doesn’t.”

“You sing with the band don’t you?”  Kevin interjected.  “I knew I had seen you somewhere before.”  

Kevin’s comment was enough to distract the conversation for a moment but Alex felt more confused then ever.  He knew Ethan was only 35 and was the middle of 4 kids from the Midwest.  Where did “Cat” fit into that family and how had she learned Spanish so fluently if her family didn’t speak it?

The meal continued without mishap and as typical, the kids were done in short order.  Kevin and Calvin begged to be excused and took their plates with them to the kitchen but then ran out the door to play with a boy about the same age who had been at the other end of the table.  Cindy asked to hold Claudia’s baby so Claudia could eat and Christina took a two year old little imp into the living room to watch Veggie Tales.

Alex looked down at his empty plate in disbelief.  How had he managed to eat 2 full servings?  

 “It was edible after all.”  He almost jumped.  How long had she been watching his fascination with the family and the goings on at the table?  Could she see how much he had missed this lifestyle?  After Papí passed away, Mamá was not ready to do big crowds or family things anymore.  Then Sarah got sick and Alex spent all his time trying to get her to rest.  When she didn’t get better, he lost the interest in all the festivities as well.  Lately in California, Sunday afternoons consisted of a meal at Mamá’s house and then a nap on her couch while she knitted and napped in the rocking chair.  As he sat at this table he felt like he was thawing out after having been frozen for a long time.   

“It was all very good. My complements to the chef.  Can I help clear the table?”

“Sure; but normally we only make you do dishes after the 3rd meal at our house.  However, if you want to sit in the kitchen as I put things away; maybe we could talk about why you’re here and if we can work something out.”  

Before he had a chance to answer, she got up, collected his plate, hers and the glasses and silverware.  He collected two serving bowls and followed her into the old kitchen.  To say that it needed upgrading was an understatement.  The floor was covered in old tile that might have once been gold or amber but was now a murky brown like the bottom of the Mississippi.  Parts were cracked and there were a few that looked loose and in a corner some were already missing.  The appliances were an avocado green and dark orange.  The sink had rust stains and was chipped on the sides.  The cabinets were oak but had been scuffed and scratched over the many years of use.  Counter space was very limited.  The only saving point in favor of the kitchen was that the sink was under a window that looked out over the back yard and the garage.  Alex set the dishes down on the small counter next to the double sink she started the water and added soap to the first sink.  As the steam started to rise she began washing dishes.

“Careful! You’re going to scald you hands!”  Why didn’t she just use a dish washer?  But looking around the kitchen, the answer was obvious - there was none.  

“I’m not too worried about my hands but I do want to scald the bugs and the grease.”  At that moment an older woman came into the room.  She was stooped over a little and appeared to be at least 70 years old.  Her gray hair was cut short and her slow shuffle across the floor was testimony of arthritis.  Smiling, she half hugged Cat and then greeted him with a direct look as she eyed him from head to toe.  

“Hola Mamita
.  Did you sleep well?  We left you some food.  How are you feeling now?”  Cat was looking the older lady over as if to assess her true condition.


“Sí, hija
, I slept very well.  I am still a little achy but I will be better after you give me some of the tea I could smell all the way to my room.”  She sat down on a chair and waited as Cat fixed her a cup of tea, sweetening it with honey.  Alex recognized the smell as Chamomile tea, the kind his mother drank when ever she felt upset or had an upset stomach or any of the other ailments that could all be cured by ‘te de manzanilla’.  

 “Caridad, I want you to meet Alex… Alex, I’m afraid I don’t know your last name.”


Cat switched back to Spanish when the woman came in the room so Alex followed suite.  “No, that is my fault.  I’m Alejandro Miguel Rodriguez González.   A pleasure to meet you.   I hear you are from Peru?  My mother comes from Mira Flores and my father’s family came from Callo.”  Mystery solved, he thought to himself.  This must be the Mrs. Sanchez who is widowed and Cat must be the daughter-in-law.  But if that was true, where was Mrs. Sanchez’s son and why wasn’t he helping his mother?  


“Yes, I came to be here with Carlos and Catia 6 years ago and then after everything that happened to my poor Carlos, I stayed to help Catia.  At least I was able to enjoy him for a short time before the Lord saw fit to take him.  I have enjoyed getting to know my grandchildren but these Chicago winters are too cold for my old bones.  I must go back before the winter comes again.  So tell me, young man, did my daughter-in-law impress you more with her cooking or with her use of Spanish?”

“Both, Sra.  Carlos is a lucky man.”  Alex completely missed the sad look on the faces of both of the women.  Turning to the younger woman he asked, “Can I help dry the dishes Sra Catia?” 

“Only if you drop the Sra part next time.  It makes me feel old. There are dish towels in the drawer to my left.   You can place the dishes on the sideboard in the dinning room when they are dry.  If something doesn’t fit, let me know and I can put it away.”  As if on cue, Ruby and Milly came into the kitchen with serving bowls and dirty dishes.  As Cat directed the movements in the kitchen, Sra Sanchez sat in the breakfast nook and took everything in, talking with everyone who came in.  Alex noticed that everyone who entered the room greeted the elder lady with a kiss and a hug and called her Abuelita or Caridad.   In less than 15 minutes everything was clean and in its place in the kitchen.  

Glancing around one more time, Cat hung the towel up on the ring by the edge of the sink and asked, “Alex, did you want to look at the place over the garage?  I was going to rent it out to college students this coming fall but I found that the ceiling leaks and the water heater is broken.  I’m hoping that I won’t have to put a complete new roof on but if it will need to be done in the next 2 years we might as well do it now.  I have been here almost 2 years but Monica never rented it out while she was sick.  I’m not sure when the last tenants left or who they were.  So I really don’t know what it looks like up there.  If I understood Luis, you are working for him but needing a place to stay.  Will you be staying for a long time or just until you find an apartment or are you just in the area for a short time?”  Not even giving him time to answer she went to find her sandals and led the way out the kitchen door and into the back yard.  Alex was still trying to figure out the way this family went together, followed without being able to get a word in edgewise.  Carlitos and the boys were playing soccer in a yard that was worn bare by children’s feet.  All three of the little boys were trying to steal the ball away from Carlitos who was just stringing them along.  


“Well, I’m not sure.  I admit it is a little hard to explain, but I felt the Lord pushing me to come here a visit my friend Steven Collins from seminary.  He had me come out for vacation a few years ago and I spent 3 weeks with him at a youth retreat and then working with the music team for a week every night.  I felt a pull to come back and see if there was more I could do but Steven…”


“Left for New York 6 months ago!”  Cat exclaimed, interrupting him.  “No wonder you need a place to stay.  I remember the trainings the music group was conducting.  You must have meet Carlos before he got sick.  Well, welcome back.  This might not be the most beautiful house in the world but we have lots of fun, laughter and the blessing of many friends who care about us.  I’m not sure what I would have done if it weren’t for Rosa and Jorge, Caridad, Hector and Ruby, and so many others when Carlos got sick.  And then when he died...  I have always been a strong person but it almost beat me.  If it weren’t for Monica asking me to live with her here; I not sure where I would have found a place big enough for all of us that I could afford.  God has been so good.  He provides all the time.  Careful on this step, it is loose.” 


It took a moment to process everything that Cat had said but all of a sudden it clicked. Stopping abruptly, Alex exclaimed, “You’re the ‘Widow Sanchez’!  This is your house.”


Bewildered, she stopped on the stairs and blinked back at him. “You asked for Sra. Sanchez at the door.  That’s who I am.  I assumed Luis had told you about my family.  If that is a problem for you…”


“No!  I was just confused.  When you met me at the door, I assumed that you were someone else and the woman I spoke with on the phone was Hispanic.  I assumed that it was your mother-in-law who owned the house and who needed the help to fix it up.”  Alex wanted the ground to swallow him up.  As he started to climb the stairs he almost got his wish, his foot knocked the board on the loose step completely off and he almost stepped into the empty chasm left behind.  Cat quickly reached out and caught his arm as he pitched forward; keeping him from falling on her.  

“I told you to be careful!”  She exclaimed laughing.  “I don’t know if it’s safe to take you up there.  Who knows what damage you can do to yourself!  We’ll have to check the floors.  No offence, but you’re a lot heaver than I am.  I haven’t been up here for a few months.”  Her gaze took him in as if seeing for the first time how big he really was.  Her eyes got a little round as if just realizing that he was probably a good 75 pounds heavier than she was; not to mention he stood a foot taller.  Uncomfortable under the scrutiny, Alex began climbing again.  They had only ascended a few more steps when the door opened below them and Kevin and Calvin stuck their heads inside.  

“Mom, can we come up and see?  We’ll be real good and not touch.”  Kevin promised.  It was not unusual for the older siblings to have Kevin do the asking since he had what they called the “cute factor” in his favor.  

Realizing that it might make it a little more respectable to have the kids as chaperones on this visit with a man who was still a stranger and very close to her own age, instead of the early twenty something she had envisioned when Luis had called earlier, Cat thought only for a minute about the dangers and then answered, “If you are very careful.  There is a step that is broken.  Can you step over it?”  

The boys didn’t even respond but came charging up the stairs jumping over the missing step with ease.  

“This is cool!  It’s almost like a tree house.  Mom hasn’t let us come up here before but Carlitos has once to help Mom move something and try to clean up.”

“We can see the yard from here and into Mr. Peterson’s yard too.”

“Alex, if you live up here can we come and visit and maybe even have a sleep over?  It would almost be like having our own clubhouse!  We could put up a sign ‘NO GIRLS ALOWED.’ And we could have a picnic and roast marshmallows and tell stories – but not scary ones because then I’ll have bad dreams and Calvin will laugh at me…”  Kevin was always the most friendly with everyone and Cat saw already it was going to be a challenge to make the boys give Alex his privacy if he did decide to stay… which after he got a look at the conditions of the apartment was not guaranteed.  Alex squatted down to answer Kevin on his level and put an arm around his shoulders.  

“Well Kevin, I kind of like some girls and I wouldn’t want them to get mad at us for that sign. Maybe we could have a man’s night some time, have some popcorn, and play some card games.  Stay up until late, like say 11.  But it would have to be alright with your Mom.  We could have you, me, Calvin and Carlitos.  What do you think about that?”

Alex glanced up at Cat as if to ask permission as Kevin squirmed with excitement.  

“Can we do it tonight?  Huh Mamá?  Please, I’ll be real good.”  Kevin cajoled.  Calvin had not said a word but his eyes had started to glow at the sound of “Men’s night”.

“Not tonight, honey.  You know you have school tomorrow and Alex just met us today.  He’s probably tired and a little overwhelmed.  Maybe he needs to see the apartment before he decides he will be comfortable staying here.  It does need a lot of repair and I’m not sure when I’m going to have a chance to get to everything.  I don’t even know where to start.”  Cat looked around in dismay.  She hadn’t paid too much attention to the condition of the main room that served as living room and dining room and had an economy size galley kitchen at the far end.  It was not very big – only about 12 by 25 feet total.  Everything was covered in a thick layer of dust and there were spider webs everywhere.  There was one love seat that was dark orange and sagged in the middle.  It was lumpy and had multiple rips and a few stains of different colors.  Next to it was an old recliner whose vinyl was all cracked and stuffing was leaking out as if it was bleeding to death.  The coffee table in front of the love seat not only was covered in dust but also had dry caked on food and who knows what else on it.  There was an indentation in the ugly gray carpet that held testimony to once having had some sort of table where a TV would go, judging by the placement of the seating.  Cat remembered that she had once been planning on throwing all these things out as soon as she got a chance… it was just that there was more to do then time to do it lately.  The drapes on the window facing the main house had once been white but were yellowed with time and misuse.  The table that was surrounded by 4 mismatched chairs had not been wiped off after the last occupants of the apartment left.       


Alex watched Cat take in the apartment and almost couldn’t hold back the smile.  It was obvious that she was appalled by the condition of the place and was trying to quickly come up with a solution to something that would take a good week to clean out and get to a point of being deemed decent living conditions.  It was not glamorous and he wouldn’t let the boys or anyone else for that matter stay here until he had a good look around and a few days to clean it out but it was livable.  Thinking back to the housing he had during mission trips to Mexico and the Dominican Republic, and even visiting family in Peru, this was quite adequate.  With the sun starting to set to the west; the temperatures were already dropping from the nice 70 degrees this afternoon to a bone jarring 50 that was expected for later tonight.  Sleeping out of the truck was no fun at that temperature…this would do.   Maybe the bedrooms would be ok.  


“Mama, this place is a mess.  Could Alex sleep over in our room tonight?  We could help clean this out tomorrow.  I would even miss school to help.”  Kevin offered as if it was a big sacrifice.


“No sweetie.  Maybe Alex would like to sleep in the extra bed in Carlitos room tonight.  Then we can all work on cleaning this place out tomorrow night.  What do you think, Alex?  I’d hate to have you sleep here.  I can’t tell you how embarrassed I am that the place looks like this.  I only have come up a few times and…”


“Before you go on.”  Alex interrupted, “Don’t worry about it.  I’ve seen worse.  I’ve even slept in worse.  We went on a trip to the Dominican Republic once and we had to all sleep in mosquito netting and make sure that we were off the floor because of the rodent problems.   Some of my family in Peru didn’t have running water when I was a kid.  We went to the outhouse and the shower consisted of going down the hill to the river.  This will be fine.  This way I can see what needs to be fixed first.”


“Speaking of water…”  Now it was Cat jumping in, “It has been shut off all winter.  I need to see if the pipes haven’t broken with the freeze.  I also don’t know how well the heater works.  We have kept the place at a tropical 50 degrees during the winter but I don’t know if it will work tonight.”


“Don’t worry about that, my sleeping bag is warm enough.  Do you know where to turn on the water?  I can check it now and then get settled.”


She nodded, her mind obviously on a million different things. “This place needs to be aired out…”


“Mamá, can we see the bedrooms too?”  This was the first time Calvin spoke up and Alex noticed that he seemed hesitant to speak out.  How long had Carlos been gone and how had his death affected the family?   He felt a stirring of tenderness toward this family.  They were sticking together and pulling through but they had all experienced pain and sadness.  Could God have called him here to help?  Before he could ponder that thought any longer, he realized that Cat still had company and they had left the kitchen about a half hour ago.  Someone would send out the search party if they didn’t get back soon.  


“Just a quick look and then we’ll all go down stairs.  Carlitos is playing with Scotty all by himself and needs some big boys to help him.”  Cat said.  Alex admired the way she encouraged the boys to be helpful without nagging.  Looking in the first bedroom just off the living room, he saw it sported a twin bed against the far wall, a night stand between the bed and the window, and a small wooden dresser on the wall opposite the bed just past where the door opened in.  The bedding was old and dusty but it looked as if the bed itself was in good shape.  The ceiling over the window had a large brown circle, proof of the leaks Cat had mentioned and the room smelled musty, but it would be ok, Alex told himself.  


The next door opened to a bathroom in complete disrepair.  The tiles in the bathroom were loose and 2 had fallen into the stained rusty tub.  The ceiling was bubbled where water had been accumulating for a long time.  The floor was also showing signs of water damage and Alex knew that the floor needed to be carefully tested before anyone entered.  Parts looked like they could fall right through into the garage below.  

Turning his back to the room and putting an arm out across the doorway to keep anyone from venturing in and getting hurt, he looked at the two boys and said, “This is going to be a big job.  Maybe you two can help me once we have the floor replaced.  I think the roof will need to be replaced first though.  Let’s see the last room and then I want to see you each make a goal.”

The last room was much like the first except it had more water damage that even leaked on the bed.  The bed and dresser would need to be thrown out.   Once the roof was fixed and the rooms repaired, however, this really would be a cozy place to stay.

“OK boys, I’m going to go get desert ready.  You can play for about 20 minutes but then when I call you in, I expect you to come.  After desert, you both need to go upstairs and take a quick shower.  Tomorrow is a school day and its 5:30 already.”  Cat was stern but then she made a kissing sound and both boys ran to hug her and give her great big smooches on the cheeks.  She kissed them back as they squealed and then ruffled their hair and sent them on their way.  

“Alex, can you come and play with us?”  Calvin looked back tentatively and Alex knew he couldn’t possibly say no.

“Let me talk with you mom for a minute and then I’ll come.  But if I play, do I get desert too?”  

“Of course!  If there isn’t enough for you, I’ll share with you.”  Calvin bashfully looked down at the floor and scuffed it with his shoe. 

“Well don’t take too long.  Mama can talk a lot sometimes but you’re not in trouble so it should be quick.”  Kevin put in.  Leave it to the little one to embarrass mom.  

“Well then I’ll hurry.  There isn’t much time left.” Alex agreed and ushered the boys toward the door at the top of the stairs.  Cat stood watching them descend in a mad dash.  

  “Careful on the loose step!”  She called after them.  Turning to Alex, she remarked, “It looks like you have some new friends.  When we have had people live with us, we have always told our kids that a person’s room or in this case apartment is their own place.  I don’t want you to feel like the kids have a right to be here.  If they come and bug you, send them back to our house.  Not that I don’t trust you with my kids or anything, but they shouldn’t invade your privacy.  As for this place…  Really, Carlitos has an extra twin bed in his room and ...”

“Catia, don’t worry.” He interrupted her.   “Tonight I’ll be just fine.  Could you show me where to turn on the water?”

She had been wandering around the living room again as if trying to form a plan of attack.  “Ummm.  I’m sorry, what was it you needed?”

“Where is the turn on valve for the water and the furnace?”

“Oh! Sorry.  I was thinking ... the water main and the furnace are in the back of the garage down below.”

“Let’s go down.  You hopefully still have company and desert is calling.  I’ll see if I can’t nail down that step right now, at least for tonight.  I have tools in the truck.  Is it ok if I park in the driveway tonight once people start to leave? At least I assume that not everyone lives here.”  He teased her.

“Of course, you could even park in the garage, I use one spot and Christiana uses the other but there is one more spot open, although, seeing how bad the floor is in here, it might be wiser to park outside for a few days.”

“Especially seeing ‘how much heavier I am than you’.  I might fall though the floor and break your windshield.”  He teased, mimicking her statement from earlier.

But she blushed and quickly started to head to the door.  “Sorry.  I didn’t mean it to sound like an insult before.  If you really think you would fall through the floor then I can’t let you sleep up here!”  

“No, I’m sorry, I was just teasing.”  He felt like kicking himself for flustering her.  “But the floor will be ok.  I won’t be able to use this bathroom until I can shore up the floor in there but the rest of the floor should be fine.  I can hopefully use the kitchen sink to brush my teeth and wash my face.  I think I saw a bathroom on the first floor of the house before. If it’s ok with you, I’ll just use the facilities before you all go to bed for the night. In the morning I’ll go to work and when I come back I can better examine what needs to be done in the bathroom.”

  “I can leave the kitchen door unlocked and then you have access to the bathroom or anything else you might need from the house.” 

 For the first time she looked almost apprehensive.  Could she be afraid of him?  Did she think that he would try to hurt her?  Had anyone ever taken advantage of her size to hurt or intimidate her?  A flash of anger at that unknown villain shocked him.  He wanted to ask if she was safe here in this house and if there was anything he could do to make her feel protected.   He knew a second of frustration as he realized he wouldn’t be able to ask about that kind of thing without seeming a bit intimidating himself. Maybe he could earn her confidence with a little time.  Funny, he hadn’t worried about gaining anyone’s confidence in a long time.  Everyone in California had known the man he was for so long that they could never feel intimidated by him. Anyone who had just met him out there was just a business contact.  His size had given validity to him as a carpenter and hard worker.  His crew didn’t  pick fights with him because he wasn’t a scrawny boss who just ordered people around but rather the kind of boss who picked up the heavier end of the load and lead by example. 

“You don’t need to leave the door open.  I’ll be fine out here.”  He hoped this would give her a measure of security.   “So this is where the water valve is.  I’ll take care of this and see if there are still a few minutes to play soccer.  Your boys look like they play well.  You go on and to see to your guests.” 

“Ok, I’ll be in the kitchen if you need anything.”  She left him and went into the house.
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As he watched her walk away, he could almost kick himself again.  Here he was worried if she might be intimidated by him and then he tells her what to do in her own home.  ‘Smooth move, ace’ he thought to himself, ‘way to gain her trust.’  He was surprised to find that the water pipes didn’t seem to have any major damage.  Turning on the water, he heard the murmur of the running water as it rushed to fill the pipes.  He had turned the kitchen sink on to a drizzle to see if it would work.  Looking in the back of the truck for his hammer and some nails he secured the step and then checked the water upstairs.  As he expected, the water rushed out in an amber color.  The drain worked but not too well.  In all honesty, this place would be better to completely gut and then redo than try and salvage anything, but that was a decision that Cat would have to make.  Tonight he could at least make a list of suggestions as to what was needed and an estimate as to cost for material.  Without having talked with her about the arrangements he had already surmised that she did not have unlimited funds to do this work nor was she an experienced carpenter.  No wonder Luis wanted him to do the work.  Luis would know that he would do the best work and at the least expense.  If Cat would let him eat a couple meals a week with the family and just feel part of it... he would be willing to pay room and board AND fix the place up.  Just this apartment was going to take the majority of the summer.  

“Well Father, I guess this will be home for a while anyway.  Thank you for leading me here.  Help me to really help this family.”

He hurried back downstairs and out into the yard to play with the boys.  Maybe he could help be mentor to the boys. Maybe that was the call to Illinois.
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Chapter 3

Cat entered a quiet kitchen and set the water to boil in the big tea kettle.  Setting on the counter the flan, and Tres leches 
cake; Cat wandered into the living room to see what everyone else was up to.  She also wanted some feedback about what others thought about her new guest.  Alex had convinced her he was a good person and a brother in Christ but maybe others had seen or felt something different.  To be responsible for a family of 5 kids and an elderly lady was more than she wanted some days, so she had made a point of asking for godly counsel from her friends at church often.  Only as she was walking into the living room did she realize that she hadn’t taken time to pray about the decision. She’d fix that later tonight.  Right now there was a birthday to celebrate.  

Caridad had baby Eva in her arms.  Having been in Peru during the time her own grandchildren were small, Caridad never missed a chance to hold the many small children who visited the house. 

“Momita, you need to put Eva down.  You’re just spoiling her to death.  You will be sore later tonight.”

“Aye, Hija, let an old woman have her simple pleasures.  I was not able to do this with Christina.  Let me pretend it is her that I hold and cuddle.”

“Old woman, my foot.  You are going to out live all of us.”  This was the same kind of banter between the two women that had gone on since the first phone call to Peru when Carlos and Cat had started dating.  They seemed to always get along.  Even in the long hours as he had struggled with the cancer and treatments, the two women had loved and teased each other and had somehow become closer than most mothers with their own daughters.  It would be hard for both of them when Caridad went back to Peru but for her health, she needed to do so by the fall.  

Turning to the others, who were all in a fun discussion about which country spoke the more authentic Spanish, she cut in by saying:

“The US of course!”  This brought an outbreak of laugher and eased the tension that was slowly building between Rosa and Jorge.  “Hey Birthday girl, are you going to be able to find room in that belly for some cake?  I will make my famous hot chocolate and there will be tea and coffee and you can take your pick of Tres leches, flan, or regular chocolate fudge cake.  What do you say?  Should we call the tow truck to get you out of that chair in 15 minutes?”

“Don’t worry, if she can’t make room for the cake, I’ll sacrifice myself for the good cause and eat it for her.  After all, what is a husband for?”  Jorge answered and was rewarded with a whack on the upper arm.  

  “Such sacrifices you have to make!  Look who no longer fits any of her clothes.  And I feel like a beached whale but it is my birthday and at least someone remembered.”

“I’m out of here before I get Jorge in any more trouble.”  Cat swept out of the room.  Back in the kitchen she filled pot with water to make hot chocolate and glanced out the window into the yard.  Alex was playing with the boys and it was obvious that the little ones loved it.  Carlitos had the scowl on his face that he wore often lately.  

“God, what am I going to do?”  Cat began praying for wisdom and help as she raised her kids by herself.  

“Cat,” Ruby had walked in to see if she could be of help and had heard Cat’s prayer.  “You are doing the best thing you can for them, especially Carlitos.  You love him and take care of his needs, you are not changing you style of parenting, and most of all you are praying for him and living a life committed to God even when it would be easy to be angry with God and let your guard down.  I also think that surrounding Carlitos with godly men who can be role models for him, you are doing a great job.  Your new friend is a keeper.  I didn’t know you had met Alex.  We just were introduced at practice on Thursday night.  I had told him that we had a large Peruvian family that got together on a regular basis.  I would have mentioned you by name had I known.”

“But we hadn’t met.  Luis called after I had left church today to ask if I could rent the garage apartment out to Alex in exchange for his fixing it up.  Now that we took a look at it this afternoon, I’m going to have to pay him just to live there!  What a mess!  It is really bad.  The ceiling is about to fall in on the bathroom and the floor is all messed up.  I don’t think anyone has been up there to clean in at least 3 or 4 years.  Actually,” looking around to make sure no one else was listening in, she hesitated and then blurted out, “I wanted you opinion on Alex.  He seems nice enough but the first time I have ever talked with him is today when I met him at the door.  I’m scared to let someone unknown too close to the family right now.  It’s just me and the kids.  Do you see any reason why he shouldn’t live here?”

Ruby took her time to think and then answered with a question, “You said that Luis sent him here, right?”

“Yeah”

“Luis was really good friends with Carlos for years.  I know that he wouldn’t send anyone to you that might hurt you.  Alex has been working with Luis for 2 weeks and staying at his house on the weekends.  Before he sent Alex here, Luis let him stay at his house when his wife and girls were there and we both know how Luis protects his girls.”  They shared a knowing look and smile.

“So you’re saying you think he will be a safe person?”  Cat still looked apprehensive.

“I’m saying that Carlos entrusted you to Luis, Pastor, Jorge and Hector before he died.  He trusted anyone of those men with his life and with his most valued possessions in the world; you and the kids.  I know for Hector, he took that promise to help you very seriously and would not act unless he was very confident.  Luis is no less upright and noble.  But ultimately, the question is not, can you trust Alex or even Luis but can you trust God to protect your family?  If someone really wanted to hurt you, even Carlos would not have been able to do anything about it if they came at him with a gun or a knife.  Only God is in charge of the universe.  Even if he took Carlos from you and left you feeling vulnerable,   He is still in control and He still has your best interest at heart.  I’ll be praying for you, Alex and the kids.”

“So you promise to pray for us?”  Cat had been stirring the hot chocolate with cinnamon sticks floating in it until now it was a frothy, bubbly brew that smelled like Christmas.   Adding the sweetened condensed milk, she gave a few more strokes and then turned to look at Ruby.  That task done, she turned her attention on the flan and started cutting it.  “If you wanted to help you could cut up the chocolate cake.  The “Tres leches” we’ll leave alone until Rosa blows out her candles.”  

Ruby wasn’t a stranger in this kitchen and quickly had knife in hand and started working.  With a grin, she playfully commented, “Of course I’ll pray for you.  I’ll pray that you quickly realize how much of a hunk he is and let him help you around here.  He’s already making a hit with the boys and they need a man in their lives… I know if I were single I would be…”

“Don’t you even start!”  Cat cut her off.  “I … it hasn’t been that long and the kids aren’t ready yet.  Look at Carlitos – he’s still so angry.  I thought it would lessen but it is worse instead of better.  I’ve noticed he is old enough that most boys would not want to be addressed as “Carlitos” but rather as Carlos but I don’t think he can stand to hear his dad’s name.  Yet he acts as if he has to be the man of the house and needs to protect everyone – even me.  I want him to be a boy – I don’t want him to try and fill his father’s shoes.”  

She was running on now, confessing feelings she never let anyone know were there, glad that she had something to do with her hands and didn’t have to look at Ruby as she spoke.  “Besides, I don’t know if there will ever be a time when I’m ready to love someone again.  While Carlos was alive, there were times when we didn’t see eye to eye about something or I felt as if he didn’t love me the way I deserved to be loved.  I felt I had given up so much by learning his language, learning to fix his foods, adapting to his culture, entertaining his friends; and yet he didn’t reciprocate the effort.  I could imagine how it would be to not be controlled, told when to have supper, what to fix, never be given control of the remote.  But now… what I wouldn’t give to have to bend my will to meet his tastes or make him smile… to feel like I was sharing life with someone.  I had someone to laugh, cry, play with and even get mad at so we could kiss and make up.  But I’m not sure I’m ready to go though it all again.  My first 6 years of marriage were rough even though we were Christians.  I had finally started to get him trained.  I just couldn’t do that again.  Right now I don’t have the energy to clean house, rise 5 kids and even get to the gym once a week.  Where would I fit a social life into my schedule?”

   “I promise I’ll pray.  God works in mysterious ways.  Maybe you need to find time for a social life.  It might infuse a little more energy into you.  It I don’t miss my guess, you don’t have a lack of male suitors.”

“Anyone who is over 65 and widowed, single or some that are even married have dropped hints.  Most because they heard a rumor that I inherited a house and a large sum of money and that I can get them papers.”  

“Sweet deal, where do I sing up?”  Hector had come looking for his wife and caught the last little bit of the conversation.

  Cat startled.  “I didn’t know you were there.  No, you are much better off with Ruby.  No one should have to put up with a “lil’ Irish lass with a temper like mine.”  She broke into the Irish accent she had loved to listen to when her Grandda had told her stories of the old country when she was “but a wee lass.”  

“I think we’re all set here.  Could I trouble you to take this out to the dinning room and then get the people in the living room to head that way?  Ruby, could you help me move this stuff out there?  I’m going to go call the boys in.”
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Unaware of how his name had been the topic of conversation, Alex was having a blast with the boys.  Carlitos was a natural soccer player but he was just fooling around with his brothers.  They had been playing Kevin, Calvin and Scotty all against Carlitos and all he was doing was dribbling the ball around them, giving it up occasionally to them and then defending poorly aimed goal attempts.  When Alex came out, Kevin and Calvin ran to him and begged him to be on their side.  

“That doesn’t seem fair to Carlitos.”  Alex answered good naturedly.  Carlitos was studying him from head to toe.  Carlitos was already 5 foot 7 and still had some growing to do but he would be no match for Alex’s 6 foot 2 frame, especially since Alex was a grown man who had filled out and was used to hard physical labor for 8 to 14  hours a day.  

“I can take you all.”  Carlitos bragged.     

Noting that all the kids spoke in English, Alex dropped the Spanish.   “Hey champ, do you want to play on Carlitos’ team?”  Alex squatted in front of Kevin with a hand on his shoulder.

“If I have too.  But I wanted to play on your team.”  Kevin consented with a little bit of a whine.

“I want to see you try and score a goal on me.”  Alex coaxed.

“I’m not gonna score just 1 goal I’m gonna score 10 goals.  You better get ready and don’t be a bad sport.  Mamá says we always has to play nice and not be a hurt loser.”  Kevin bragged.

“It’s a sore loser, Munchkin.  And we will score 10 goals!  Let’s teach them how to play soccer!”  Carlitos high fived Kevin but tried to stare down Alex, as if warning him that this was war.  The team of two made their first charge and Alex noticed a change in Carlitos.  While he was around the little boys, he played at soccer but as soon as it was just him and Alex, Carlitos acted as if it was life or death.  Not ready for a real contact game, the first hard shot from Carlitos left Alex confused and shaking off the pain to his right arm.  By the third time Carlitos chose to put everything into his shot from close range, Alex knew there was something bothering the teen.  Unable to block the next shot, it caught Alex in the gut and knocked him flat. The world spun for a second and then righted itself as the little boys ran to him shouting, “Are you all right?”  “We’ll go get Mom!”  “Can you hear us?”  “Carlitos, you didn’t have to kill him!”

“I’m not dead, just resting my old bones!”  Alex retorted as the wind rushed back into his lungs.  Getting up slowly, he looked into Carlitos’ troubled eyes.  For a brief second he saw fear and regret but as quickly as the wall of resentment and anger came down it went right back up.  

“OK boys, I need to talk to Carlitos for a minute.  Can you go over and get the ball?”  As soon as they had moved a little bit away from the field, Alex reached out for Carlitos’ shoulder.  Carlitos jerked away.  

“Can you tell me what just happened?  I just met you today but from the way you treated your brothers and the way you showed respect to your Mom and the other adults inside today, I have a hard time believing this is the way you were taught to behave. You don’t seem to be the kind of person who would try and hurt someone else.”    Alex paused but when Carlitos didn’t respond, he continued.   “If there is something I did to offend you, I need you to tell me, so that we can make it right.”  

When Carlitos still did not respond, Alex decided to put things on the line. “I want you to think about something.  You could have just hurt anyone of the other boys with that ball.  What would have happened if they had gotten hit in the head with one of those rockets you were blasting at me?”  Alex saw that he wasn’t getting anywhere with Carlitos this way, he changed his tactics.  “At least now I know who to ask for help when we start working on the garage.  It is a two man job to get the shingles up there and get them in place.  I’m counting on you to pull your weight.”

 “Sorry.” He mumbled.  

“Let’s see if we can play a friendly game from now on, deal?”  Alex asked, offering his hand to shake.  

“Yeah, deal.”  Carlitos answered without enthusiasm, head still hanging down.  He offered his own weak shake and turned to go back to playing.  The little boys had kept a distance but were relieved to see that Carlitos and Alex were on talking terms.  Soon the game was on again and this time everyone was having more fun.  
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“Time for Cake!” Cat hollered from the kitchen door.   The boys all dashed to the door and ran straight for the dinning room but skidded to a stop and detoured to the bathroom down the hall when she called “Don’t forget to wash your hands.”

Carlitos had stopped to wash his hands in the sink.  Alex limped across the yard to retrieve the ball before coming in the door.  Cat noticed the limp and turned to Carlitos as she was taking the milk out of the fridge, “Did Alex get hurt?  He seems to be limping.”

Before Carlitos could answer, Alex came through the door.  “You have a bunch of great soccer players out there.  Carlitos really has skill.  I’d love to see him play someday against kids his own size instead of midgets and an old man.  I haven’t played in a while.  I’m going to be aching tomorrow.  Carlitos, where does this ball go?”

“Here, I’ll get that.”  Knowing that Alex could have gotten him in trouble and didn’t, Carlitos was only too glad to get out of the kitchen.  

“Is there a place I can wash my hands?”  Alex held the offending members out in front of him as if he couldn’t understand where they had gotten so dirty. 

“The kitchen sink’s fine with me or you can use the bathroom that is down the hall past the dinning room and to the right. It is just across from the entrance and the closet.”  

Still wanting to make a good impression and realizing it had been a while since he had freshened up, Alex opted for the bathroom.  Glancing down at his clothes he knew that the impression might not be that good.  His pants sported grass stains on the knees and on the back side where he had fallen.  Dust and dirt from the apartment and then the soccer had been sprinkled here and there on his shirt as if it was the powered sugar on a donut.  All in all, he was dirty and wrinkled.  His mother would have pulled on his ear and sent him to change right away but, cake was waiting and mom wasn’t here. 

 Heading down the hallway, he passed Carlitos who gave him a half smile and nood.

Soon everyone was back in the dining room singing “Happy Birthday” to Rosa who then blew out the candles with some help from the little ones.   The ladies started passing out the dishes piled with sweet things to eat.  The Sanchez children were given their choice of treats but only allowed one item because it was a school night and was almost time to go to bed.


“But Mom.  It’s almost the end of the year.”  Calvin pleaded.  


“I know that, honey.  But there is still school tomorrow and I still need to get you out of bed tomorrow morning without a fight.  You have 10 minutes to eat and then I want you to go upstairs and get a shower and get ready for bed.  You only get 15 minutes in the shower so get going.”  Once everyone was served or in the process of being served, Cat slipped out of the room.  


When she didn’t return even after Alex heard the back door close, Alex asked if there was any ice water and then slipped out to the kitchen hoping that everything was ok.   He peaked out the kitchen window in time to see her dragging a vacuum through the garage door with a basket in the other hand.  


“She won’t let you stay there unless she at least tries to clean it up first.  Let her go.  She will come back in a few minutes to get her kids to bed.”  Hector had seen Alex leave the room and followed him out.  “Looks can be deceiving; she is Irish on the outside but has the heart of a Latina. Carlos and Caridad taught her about hospitality the Latin style.  Would your mom have company over and not clean first?”

Hector locked eyes with Alex as if taking his measure. “I think I can trust you.  I hope you won’t disappoint me.  She needs help but not pressure.  There are enough voices telling her what to do but not enough listening to her dreams and helping make them a reality.  Maybe that is why God called you here.  Who knows; only time will tell.  Come eat some cake or flan.”


“I will do everything I can to earn your trust and I pray that I will be a help to her and her family and to the congregation.”  Alex promised as much to Hector as to himself.  Knowing there were people watching out for Cathy and her family brought reassurance.  This family was part of God’s family and loved by their friends.  There it was again, the inner twinge of hunger to be part of this community, too.

“So have you been going to the Spanish church long?”  Was the question Alex said out loud but in his mind he wondered, “How long have you known the Sanchez family?”


“My wife came to the states when she was 4 but I just came to finish college and met her when she was a freshman at College of DuPage.  We’ve been married 10 years and have been in the church for about 7 years.  Carlos was a friend of mine and he introduced us to each other and then, over the years his and Cat’s lifestyle showed us there was still something missing in my life.  Ruby was quicker to trust Jesus Christ for her salvation but finally when Scotty got sick and the doctors didn’t think he was going to make it, to see Carlos and Cat pray for him and then minister to us even with their busy schedules and their growing family, I knew I couldn’t live without what they had.  Now that Carlos is gone, I feel like Cat and the kids are part of my own family.  I would never let anyone mistreat or take advantage of my sisters in Peru.  I won’t let it happen here either.  Sometimes I have to remind myself that God is bigger and stronger than I am and more than capable of taking care of Cat and the kids.  If you see that they need anything, please let us know.  Cat is so independent; sometimes it’s hard to get a straight answer from her.”


“I’ll keep my eyes open and let you know.   It is good to know that God is providing friends that care and protect this family.  I have a feeling they are very special.”

Both men returned to the dining room and the celebration going on but their minds were still on the conversation they had just had.  When Cat had not returned 15 minutes later, Alex gave a meaningful look to Carlitos, hoping to prompt Carlitos into following his mother’s orders and sending the younger ones up for their shower.  Christiana was watching everything play out and she was the one to react.


“Kevin, Calvin.  Mom said to take a shower and she wants you in bed by 8.  It’s 7:45.  You don’t want her mad at you when she comes in to say good-night.”   


Alex winked at Christiana and then saw that the light finally dawned on Carlitos.  It would take awhile but maybe he would be able to break though to this kid yet.  The boys protested but Carlitos took over by saying “I’ll go up with you and then we’ll get you into bed to surprise Mom when she comes back in side.”


“Where is Mom anyway?”  Calvin wanted to know.  He hadn’t missed her until now.  


“Probably getting the apartment ready for Alex.  It might need some cleaning.”  Volunteered Christiana innocently.  Alex felt even more uncomfortable that he was making Cat miss out on the fun.


“She’s gonna be there forever!  What a mess!  Alex you should sleep in Carlitos room tonight.  That way the spiders won’t get you.”  Kevin suggested.  


“Stop stalling.  Let’s go.”  Carlitos barked at him. 


“I don’t think any spiders are big enough to carry me away but thank you for the offer.  I don’t know if it was a good idea, anyway.  Your brother might snore.  Why don’t you go take your shower and I’ll go tell you Mom that you are waiting for her to tuck you in.”  Alex grabbed the boys’ plates and his own  and headed out to the kitchen thinking it was also a good excuse to get her back inside the house and make her stop fussing over him like he was a special guest.  


Calvin shouted over his shoulder as he disappeared down the hall, “Alex, don’t fall through the bathroom floor tonight.  We wouldn’t find you till tomorrow.”


“Don’t worry, Calvin.  I’ll be careful.  Good night.”  Alex chuckled to himself as he headed out the back door. That bathroom floor in the apartment was so bad someone might just fall through.  He would have to be careful when he gutted that room.  Hearing a vacuum running in the apartment made him hurry only to find that his side still hurt and his back ached where he landed after catching the ball in the belly.  Once he climbed the stairs he could see signs of a woman at work.  The kitchen sink was tuned on, presumably to let the rusty water pass.  The windows in the front room were open and the breeze was trying to persuade the curtains to come and play and rid themselves of the ties that Cat had used to keep them from sending more dust into the air.  The power cord connected to the wall by the kitchen lead to the first bedroom but when Alex knocked on the door there was no answer.  He tried to knock harder but the door opened and startled Cat who was vacuuming up the spider webs from the windowsill of the open window.  From the looks of things, she had already vacuumed the walls next to the bed, the night stand and the window frame.  Reaching for the switch, Cat turned the machine off as a scarlet blush swept up her cheeks.  


“I didn’t hear you come in!”


“I tried knocking but the vacuum was probably too noisy.”  Alex was a little dismayed at the nervous feeling he had as he watched in fascination as she almost glowed.  –She must out shine Rudolf the Reindeer!-


“You don’t need to do all this.  I said it was fine.  You should be in there with all your friends, enjoying the cake and hot chocolate, which was almost better than my mother’s; although if she were here I would not admit to having said that.  Kevin and Calvin should be about done with their shower and will be waiting for you to tuck them in.  I promised I would chase you out of here so they could pray with you.”  Now it was his turn to blush as he realized how that innocent comment could be misconstrued.  


“I’m almost finished in here.  I wanted to get at least some of this done while it was still light out and not too cool.  Once it gets colder out you’ll want to close this window a little bit.”  She gave the room another serious study and then looked him up and down as it to determine if he was harmless or not.  Again she tried to persuade him that he should not spend the night in the dirty apartment and again he held his ground.  Assuming she had finished, he reached out to take the vacuum from her. 


“Actually, I was going to leave the vacuum up here tonight so that I can get to work on the other rooms tomorrow afternoon.  I have to work in the morning but I’ll be back by 3:30 and can get a bit done before it’s time to start dinner.”  


Alex pulled the vacuum into the living room and unplugged it.  Rapping the cord around the machine, he left it against the wall.  Cat had followed him out of the room but only as far as the table where she had picked up the wicker laundry basket and returned to the bed room. Seeing that getting her to go back to the party might be harder than he had expected, he followed her back into the room only to find her pacing the flat sheet over the fitted sheet and then folding back the top.  She grabbed the pillow she had brought with her and quickly stuffed it into a matching light blue pillowcase.  Once that was in its place, she covered the bed with a denim patchwork comforter.  Tossing another pillow on the bed that matched the comforter she placed a crocheted afghan of emerald green, burgundy, gold and royal blue on the end of the bed.   This once dismal room almost looked inviting and with a few more touches could defiantly feel comfy and like home if you ignored the stains on the wall and the peeling paint on the window and the floor that needed a good sanding and polishing.  Alex stood admiring the way Cat’s touch had transformed the room and thought for just a moment how a woman’s touch could change things.

As she worked, he watched her face and noticed that she was small and cute.  He found that he liked the freckles that powdered her button nose and her eyes were nothing less than stunning.  But more than anything physical about her; the way she treated her friends and even him caught his attention.  Cat reminded him of Sara in some ways.  The way she tried to make everyone comfortable.  Even here, 3000 miles away from the place of the memories, Sara’s memory haunted him.

� boiled potatoes with at spicy cream poured on top served with black olives and boiled eggs


� salsa made from tomatoes, onions, cilantro, peppers, lemon juice


� Little mom – used as a term of endearment


� daughter


� Chamomile tea


� a cake made with 3 types of milk and rum





