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      Chapter One

    


    
      


      Grace Avery jerked awake, but she dared not move.


      There it was again. A rattling noise. Was it the house? A howling wind ripped through the eaves and shook the window frames of their restored Victorian home. Winter was bullying out autumn.


      A shiver scurried down her back. She tucked her arm under the covers and listened. The rattle that woke her was rhythmic and repetitive. It wasn’t the wind. It was Chris, and he sounded worse this morning.


      She turned over and laid her hand on his shoulder. His skin felt cool and clammy to the touch. She scooted closer to spoon with his fragile frame. Long streamers of dawn’s rays reached through the gray-blue linen curtains and illuminated a violet hue across his already pallid skin. She pulled their sheets up over his shoulder and considered getting him another blanket.


      The house creaked and moaned, the structure’s unique chatter announcing the change in weather. Before, she enjoyed these sounds, the change in the seasons, but now they only brought a sensation of concern for Chris. The chemo treatments had depleted his immune system, and she feared this winter would be rough on him. The frustrating irony of the cure. The testicular cancer hadn’t killed him, but these chemo treatments sure had brought him closer to death than she ever thought possible. If it weren’t for his valiant will to live, she didn’t know—


      No. She wouldn’t think like that. He had something to live for. Something he had been longing for since they were first married. And she was doing everything possible to make the dream a reality. No matter how much she hated the fertility procedures, she went faithfully and did everything Dr. G told her to do. It was just a matter of time. Deep in her heart, she knew this was what kept Chris fighting death’s calling. Their one unclaimed victory—a baby.


      Was it only a year ago Chris had appeared to be in robust health? He was Head Engineer of his department. Zilker Electronics’ stocks were soaring because of the profitable contracts he had procured. The Board of Directors rewarded him with a staggering bonus last Christmas. They were living “high on the hog,” as her mother put it.


      It had been four years since they had begun this trek, trying to conceive. But conception had eluded them. It was frustrating. Still, they clung to high expectations for positive results. Well, Chris had high expectations. He was the optimist. She was the worrier.


      She had good reason to worry. Had she caused her fertility problems? For the first five years of their marriage, a baby was the last thing she wanted. It had always been Chris who hinted at starting a family. She was a freelance writer and worked from home. It would have been an easy transition to have a baby and still work. But, the thing was—she was happy without a child.


      Casual observance of their friends convinced her. Her fears were valid. Every aspect of their friends’ lives had become consumed with their children. Yet they seemed exhausted and miserable. Their marriages suffered and so did their careers.


      Her marriage had been perfect. She and Chris loved each other more every day. She still felt like a honeymooner. She didn’t want to lose this amazing relationship she had with him, so she took every precaution, even doubled up on the birth control methods. No unplanned pregnancy would ruin her marriage or her happy life.


      Then one day, something just…changed. Perhaps it had been her twenty-seventh birthday. Maybe an internal timer going off, who knows? But that day her heart opened and she saw the possibility in a whole new way. She no longer focused on her wants. It was like she had stepped into a room, an ordinary, familiar room, but now the lighting was so much brighter. She could see everything at once. The light filled the room like her love for Chris filled her heart. It completely saturated her being and there was nothing she wanted more than to make him happy. Instead of wanting to receive gifts from him, she wanted to give one to him.


      She gift wrapped an unopened home pregnancy test kit and presented it to him during the birthday dinner of buttered lobster tail and Caesar salad he had prepared for her. Before he opened it, she explained her desire to show her love by giving him something he had wanted for a long time.


      Tears filled his eyes, and a smile lit up his face. His reaction was everything she’d hoped. For the first time in their marriage, they were one in the goal to make a family. She stopped all preventive measures. Even started taking maternity vitamins and watching her diet carefully. Only nutritious meals for her, no caffeine, no fatty meats, zero sugar. She was now eating for two, or, at least, trying to eat for two.


      She lost weight and her cholesterol count went down—but no baby. Had she caused the problem by being so determined not to get pregnant?


      Three years later, they celebrated their ninth anniversary cuddled up in a lovely ocean-front hotel in Hawaii. Their room opened onto a beautiful teak-wood veranda. A path led to the beach. However, their feet never touched sand. The joke was, if they conceived a child on this vacation, they would name it something Polynesian, like Alohanani, which means Beautiful Love, and call her Nani.


      But a child was not conceived. Not then. Not now.


      They had the means to seek professional help. And Dr. Thomas Gunnison was one of the best in his field. He and his wife, Kim-Ly, belonged to their church. They were praying practitioners, as Dr. G liked to say. He, too, had high expectations. It was just a matter of time, he had told her, so she believed it would happen. Nevertheless, she worried.


      From the night of her twenty-seventh birthday, all she ever thought about was a baby. She’d even bought a few little items—booties, pacifiers, and the cutest bibs—as clever gifts to announce the good news to his and her mom, and her sister.


      If the good news ever came.


      Then one innocent, fateful day, a routine visit to Chris’s doctor set their world on its edge. It was his annual check-up. It was nothing. He was thirty-four years old and in peak health. Neither of them expected anything significant from this office visit. In fact, she’d had deadlines and had not gone with him. Why hadn’t she gone with him? Why didn’t her female radar alert her? Was she so self-absorbed she didn’t even hear the instinctive warnings? She would never forgive herself for that.


      A pea-sized lump, a biopsy, and the horrible diagnosis—Cancer. She didn’t even know he was having the procedure until he had come home and told her the results. At first, she was mad at him for not telling her. How could he keep such a thing from her? But it was just like him. His faith was so strong. With tear-filled eyes he told her, “Baby, I never expected to have to tell you anything at all. I just knew God would heal me, and the whole thing would be over before the biopsy was performed.”


      Had she failed her husband? How could God let this happen? Chris was too young. They were on top of their world. They were trying to have a baby, for goodness sake.


      Even with the terrifying test results, his faith never wavered. “Cancer is a lie, manufactured by the devil. I do not accept it,” he had told her over and over again. She wanted to believe he was right. He was such a wonderful man. Of course God would cure him. They were active in church, Chris was a prayer warrior during altar calls, and she was a member of the Praise and Worship Team.


      Besides, there was a baby waiting to be conceived.


      It always came back to the baby. The promise. How could God introduce such a devastating turn of events? It had to be a test, a valley. They would get through this and come out stronger for having been through it. She had been too arrogant. She hadn’t appreciated all they had with the appropriate humility. It was her fault. She should have read the Bible more consistently and attended prayer services more frequently.


      Now, lying in bed with her husband struggling to survive, she wondered if God even knew they existed.


      Chris’s golden-blonde hair clung to his moist forehead. Although he slept, she longed to touch him. She reached out and gently moved the rogue curl, and laid the back of her hand against his cheek. At least there was no fever. She inhaled slowly, relieved.


      A smile lifted the corners of his mouth, although his eyes didn’t open. He was awake.


      “Sorry,” she whispered. She didn’t mean to disturb him. Yet, she was glad to see him respond to her.


      “S-okay,” he said with a croak, struggling to clear his throat.


      She reached across him and held the daisy-print water glass, with a crimped straw for easier drinking while lying down, to his lips. He sipped, but cringed as he swallowed and pressed his head into his pillow to pull away from the straw.


      She bit her lip and stymied the tears. Lord, please help him survive this.


      The old habit of prayer was hard to break.


      She padded downstairs to make coffee. While it brewed, she opened the bagels, spread one with cream cheese and set it on a cobalt-blue dessert plate for herself. Chris wouldn’t eat breakfast. She’d pour him an Ensure and pray he could drink at least half. She filled her coffee cup and scanned the calendar on the refrigerator held by a smiley-face magnet. She had three appointments—Dr. Gunnison, lunch with her sister, Faith, and then a meeting with Pastor Barbara Patterson.


      Hopefully Chris would be able to go with her to the doctor’s appointment. His presence made the artificial insemination feel less, well, artificial. But lately, he’d been too weak. If it wasn’t for him, she’d blow the whole thing off. But this meant the world to him. She felt it was his way of standing toe to toe with the devil and proving he would not give in. He would beat this cancer. He would live. And they would have a baby.


      If nothing else, it was her way of giving him something to fight for. As if he needed an incentive. His faith was so much stronger than hers. She envied him for his blind trust in God despite all the obvious signs to the contrary.


      Then, there was lunch with her younger sister. She looked forward to spending time with Faith. Their mother named her correctly. Like Chris, her faith in God was so strong, it revived Grace to talk with her, especially now while she struggled with so much anger at Chris’s suffering.


      But Pastor Barbara, she dreaded. For no other reason than she dreaded what she needed to tell her. She loved her Praise and Worship leader. She loved being on the team, silently interpreting the songs with sign language. It blessed her. It blessed the congregation. It was her gift to them and to God. But with Chris so ill, she had to quit. Could she stick to her commitment? Saying no had always been hard for her. She lifted her chin. She could say no. For Chris.


      She swallowed her last bite of bagel and emptied her coffee cup. If Chris wasn’t up to going with her to the doctor today, then at least she would spend some time snuggling with him. She returned to their marriage bed and drew herself up as close as possible to the man she loved with all her heart. This had become their love making. She sighed peacefully.


      He moved his arm to draw her onto his shoulder and she lifted her head to lie on his chest. He felt so fragile. But she lingered in his embrace, remembering the expression of love they had shared only a year ago before the cancer and the chemo.


      “You smell good.” His words were carried by his exhaled breath, like a small leaf is carried by a gentle breeze.


      Smells overpowered him. The scentless shampoo and bath soap she now used, he found appealing. How ironic. It was a little thing she did to help him be more comfortable. A sardonic smile curved her lips. “I love you.”


      “I love you more,” he murmured.


      “Not true.”


      “Is too.”


      She giggled. She never won this argument. “How you feeling?”


      He drew an erratic breath. As he exhaled he said, “Tired.”


      “I have an appointment with Dr. G today.” She paused for his reaction.


      He kissed her head. “Good.” He swallowed hard. “This one will take.”


      “You think so?” She gazed into his tired eyes.


      “Uh-huh.” His eyes closed, and his breathing slowed. He’d fallen back asleep.


      She sighed and closed her eyes. She’d be going alone, but for now, she’d lie with him a few more minutes. Then she had to get going.
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      Her sister waved when Grace stepped out of the car. Faith was always early. She had been seated at an outdoor table, and two iced teas were already delivered, waiting for Grace. The noon-day sun had stifled the morning gale. A pleasant, cool breeze had replaced the early chill. Sweater weather, their mother called it.


      How you. Grace used the choppy syntax of American Sign Language to communicate with her deaf sister.


      Fine. Mom sends her love.


      Love her, too. You order?


      No. Waiting you. Faith’s uplifted eyebrows and sarcastic smile said so much more. She had always been impatient.


      Grace nodded and snickered to herself. If her sister wouldn’t arrive so early, she wouldn’t have to wait for her to come on time. But this was her sister’s quirk. There were worse things between sisters. She picked up the menu and let her eyes rove over the graphics. The list of options was just pictures and words. Her mind was on the solitary insemination procedure she had just experienced.


      The darkened room and softened voices didn’t compensate for the cold instruments, cold stirrups, and cold table. She tried to visualize Chris, his loving face in front of hers, his tender lips pressing against her lips, his warm, strong arms wrapped around her. But it was a delicate bubble that popped too easily. The sterile procedure was uncomfortable, painful even. And no matter how hard she tried to meditate to bring herself into his loving embrace, it was a stark room with Dr. G and Kim-Ly whispering to one another, while she lay spread-eagled under a crinkly paper gown and rough sheet.


      She certainly hated going alone, but after four years of trying the “old fashioned way, “ this had become the only option. When Chris learned he had cancer, he immediately had Dr. G bank his seed. Somehow he knew he’d be too weak in the near future, and their next step would include frozen cells and petri dishes.


      Chris had been right; before no time, he was too frail. Their intimacy consisted of snuggles and whispers, which was wonderful, but it wouldn’t get her pregnant. Like this morning, even snuggling taxed his strength. Sure, she still wanted a child, but since he had become so sick, the important thing to her was keeping him alive. He was her world. She would do whatever it took to ensure his happiness.


      Faith poked Grace’s menu, bringing her out of her morose thoughts. Grace peeked around the laminated board at her sister.


      You want order? Or just reading? Her sister signed and mumbled a mono-toned effort to speak.


      Sorry. Grace signed.


      A stray cat meandered along the sculptured, metal fence separating the restaurant from the sidewalk. Grace frowned. The cat’s bulging mid-section indicated even she would soon be a mother. Perhaps Grace would drop a few pieces of her food before she left. Produce good karma. She shook her head. Was she seriously jealous of a stray cat?


      Saw Doctor G today. She signed, wanting to get her mind on something else, but what else was there to talk about?


      Wow. You pregnant?


      No. Not yet. You silly. They laughed.


      A young waitress stepped up to their table. Her long, dark hair, olive skin, and almond-shaped eyes indicated a Filipino lineage. Cedar Grove, Texas had a large population of Filipino students due to the Army Reserve Base just outside of town. Grace lifted a pleasant expression toward her. The waitress’s apron bulged from a baby bump, and there was no ring on her left hand.


      How could this child possibly support herself and a baby? It wasn’t fair. Here Grace was, financially secure, married for years, emotionally and physically ready to have a baby, but couldn’t get pregnant. While this teenager was carrying an unplanned, unexpected, maybe even unwanted little one. Grace gritted her teeth as tears stung her eyes.


      The girl asked for their orders, startling Grace from her self-absorbed tantrum. Her eyes flew open. She stared at the girl’s cheerful expression. “Oh, um. She’ll have the deluxe club sandwich.” Grace gestured toward her sister. Heat flushed her face. Thankful the gal couldn’t read minds. She resisted the urge to cover her cheeks either with the menu or her hands.


      Faith grunted and nodded. Even her grunt had a mono-tone sound to it.


      The waitress’s brows came together as her eyes fluttered up toward Faith.


      “And I’ll have the Reuben.”


      The waitress stared with a nervous smile at Faith as if she wasn’t sure how to address her and thanked Grace.


      She forced a smile as the waitress left, but she didn’t feel amiable toward her. The girl had what she wanted desperately.


      Faith tapped her forearm. You still want baby? She signed as she nodded.


      Yes! Well, maybe no. It’s just Chris is so sick now. And I worry.


      Yes. I know. Faith signed. She bowed her head, reached out, and touched Grace’s wrist. In a too-loud-for-a-quiet-prayer, monotone voice, Faith prayed. Grace glanced around at the people who glared at them with curiosity. The smile on her face begged their tolerance for her sister’s loud intonations. She was not ashamed of her sister, but she wished she knew when her volume was too loud. Still her words were sweet, and they did feed Grace’s anxious mind. A spirit of peace washed over her, and she felt herself breathe a sigh of released tension. Faith lifted her face and said, “Amen.”


      Grace said it too.


      Faith squeezed her wrists before she released them. God knows best. Trust Him, she signed.


      Grace forced a smile as she nodded. Her attention drifted to the people walking down the sidewalk mere inches from their table. A couple ambled by, pushing a stroller. A sleeping toddler’s foot draped over the side. Grace sighed and sipped her tea. She glanced at Faith whose attention was on a three-year-old girl a table over in a precious pink and white polka-dot sun dress. The girl’s thin, wispy hair was gathered into a pink hair-tie in the center of her crown. It looked like a little water fountain spewing from her head. The sight of the precious little girl made Grace smile. The mother stood to wipe her daughter’s ketchup-covered mouth. She, too, had a well-established baby bump.


      Everybody’s pregnant but me. Grace sighed heavily and focused on her sister’s face.


      So, what you up to? Grace signed and sat back to let her sister carry the conversation. She had to get her mind on something other than babies. Watching Faith describe her animated adventures restored her emotional well-being. She needed the laugh, and her sister always made her laugh.
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      “Well, hello!” Pastor Barbara greeted Grace at the front door of the church. Her slow, Southern accent drew out the salutation. The afternoon air had cooled enough for a jacket. The weather was unpredictable from one hour to the next, especially in December in south Texas.


      Grace stepped up behind her, staring at Barbara’s hands turning the over-burdened key ring. “Hi, Pastor.”


      She chewed on the inside of her cheek, mentally rehearsing her already worn-out speech. She hated what she had to do. Not that she regretted her reasons for doing it. Chris meant more to her than any activity in church. It was just that she knew how the pastor would react. It had been Barbara who had asked her to start signing with the praise team. She would be disappointed to have Grace leave the team. She hated disappointing anybody, especially Pastor Barbara.


      Barbara unlocked the doors and led the way to her office toward the back of the administrative area. “Come on in. You want a water or somethin’?”


      “No, I’m good,” Grace said softly.


      “Wonderful!” Barbara’s voice boomed in the empty silence. She rotated her shoulder to coax her heavy sweater off. It seemed to cling to her shimmering blouse. Eventually, she managed to move and shake her arm to get the sweater low enough so gravity could do the rest.


      She blew an exasperated sigh and shoved wiry black hair back into place. Her keys rattled as she set them on the corner of her desk. Her milk-chocolate skin was moist from her efforts. She flapped the collar of her blouse to cool her skin.


      Her eyes met Grace’s. “How’s Chris?”


      “He’s…” Grace choked. “He’s not so good.” She could barely get the words out.


      “Oh! Oh honey. I’m so sorry.” Barbara tossed the sweater at her chair, and then gathered Grace into her arms.


      Grace leaned down to bury her face against Barbara’s shoulder and cried. The well-rehearsed speech escaped into a dark, hidden place in her mind.


      Barbara patted Grace’s back while her tears flowed.


      She had not intended to break down like this. There was something about Pastor Barbara that allowed Grace to be vulnerable, to let down her armor. “I’m sorry.”


      Grace yanked a tissue from Barbara’s tissue box and wiped her eyes. “I didn’t mean to fall apart like that.”


      “It’s all right. Burdens are not meant to be carried alone.” Barbara pulled a tissue from the box and dotted makeup-beaded perspiration from her forehead. Sincere empathy glazed her dark-brown eyes.


      “Now, tell me. Why this meeting? You wantin’ ta take some time off ta spend with your hu-usband?” Barbara’s accent over emphasized the first syllable of the last word. Her unique pronunciation warmed Grace’s heart.


      She nodded, her speech poking back into the lighted area of her memory. “Chris is so weak right now, Barbara. I need to spend more time with him. I’ve got to reduce my activities.”


      Then her excellent speech fizzled away like an untied balloon. “I have two freelance contracts to wrap up, and then I’m going to hold off submitting anymore queries…for now. I’ve got some residuals to tie me over, and Chris has his disability.”


      She just couldn’t stop herself. Her mouth had a mind of its own. “We don’t owe anything except our mortgage. We’ll be fine until…” The words stuck in her throat. She forced herself to continue even though her voice pitched from the constriction.


      “I feel like I need to spend all my time making him as comfortable as possible.”


      “Well, now, let’s not talk like that. Only the Good Lord knows our days. I understand, though. I’m sure you want to be with him as much as possible.” Barbara clung to Grace’s hand. “Have you prayed about this? We sure will miss your presence on the team, but we understand.”


      “Yes. I’ve prayed ’till I’m blue in the face.” Grace stared at the ground and swallowed hard, trying not to cry. She couldn’t help but expose her frustration. Her faith was slipping through her fingers, and she knew it. Her armor had been completely discarded.


      “Oh, Grace. Bless your heart. Let’s pray now.” Barbara took both of Grace’s hands and bowed her head. She prayed for strength, healing, and protection for her and Chris. She thanked God for His wisdom and perfect timing. Finally she asked it all in Jesus’s name, and they both said “Amen.”


      Grace felt numb. Barbara’s prayers usually gave her such peace. It was the words perfect timing that caught in Grace’s heart. What if this was God’s perfect timing? It did not reassure her that Chris would make it through this.


      Barbara squeezed Grace’s hands one last time and then released them.


      “Thank you.” Grace sniffed. But she didn’t feel grateful.


      Something stirred deep down in her gut. A longing, no, a need, to get to Chris. “I’ve gotta go.”


      “Of course, God bless you.” Barbara drew her into another embrace, but Grace pulled away. The odd feeling intensified and curled around in her gut like a knot of snakes. She absolutely had to get home.
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      “Chris, I’m home!” Grace called from the front door. Gut-wrenching silence greeted her. She tossed her keys at the glass bowl. They slid over its curved side and fell onto the entry table. She let her purse slip from her arm and fall to the floor, nearly tripping her as she pushed herself forward, into the house. The paperwork from the clinic was absently twisted in her moist grip. She tossed them at the table as well.


      Where was Chris? She glanced through the living room toward the sun room. He usually sat in the white, wicker love seat against the straw-yellow wall where he was warm. Why wasn’t he there enjoying the flower gardens just outside the fixed glass? The air thickened, making her breath laborious to draw in. She felt like she was moving through water, with a current flowing against her. She had to find Chris.


      She made her way toward the kitchen. His glass of Ensure sat untouched on the round, mocha dinette table. Her eyebrows knitted together as that odd feeling cinched tighter in her gut.


      “Chris?” She glanced in the bathroom. Empty. Was he still in bed? Trepidation weighed down her legs as she climbed the stairs. The little hall to their room seemed to elongate. She could hardly move forward. Her breath increased, and moist beads oozed onto her forehead. She licked her smooth lips.


      “Chris?” she called more softly as she approached their bedroom. Her voice was tormented by fear. At last, she reached their door. It stood ajar, just like she had left it.


      Her heart slammed against her ribs as she peered into the room. She grabbed the door frame to keep from collapsing.


      Chris lay on his back, his lips were purple and his face was ash white. She stared at his chest. There was no movement, no rasping breath like this morning.


      “No, no, no, no, no!” She ran to the bed and collapsed at its side. “Oh Chris…”


      Her hands trembled as she touched his cheek. He was so cold. She pressed two fingers against his neck, but couldn’t feel a pulse. Where was the pulse? She shifted up and down his neck to feel different places. Was she doing it right?


      Tears poured from her eyes. His living will demanded DNR, do not resuscitate, but she couldn’t abide by that now. She jumped to her feet and fumbled to interlace her fingers and push against his chest. He just bounced against the mattress. Pinching his nose, she tried to blow air into his lungs. She had no idea how to perform CPR. Why hadn’t she taken lessons?


      Sobbing against his face, she blubbered, “Baby, baby, I’m so sorry.”


      Help, she needed help. She yanked up the phone and dialed nine-one-one as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. The dispatcher took all the information and assured her the EMS truck was on its way. Disconnecting, she lowered her head against her hand on his chest, and cried, “Jesus, Jesus, Jesus. Why? He believed in you! Why didn’t you heal him?”


      Sorrow poured from her eyes, her heart, and her soul. Why had she left him alone? Nothing she did today was more important than him. She lay quietly on his chest. The silence surrounding her accentuated the empty emotions forming in her heart. The darkest of them all—he had died alone.


      “Oh, Chris. I’m so sorry you were alone.” She raised her head, sniffed, and walked around to her side of their bed. Lifting one knee, she crawled into bed, and pressed up as close to him as she could and closed her eyes.


      “I love you, more,” she whispered. “Please forgive me.”


      Downstairs, the grandfather clock chimed the hour, but Grace ignored it. This was the last time she would hold her husband.


      ’Til death do us part. She twisted her wedding ring with the two adjacent fingers and rested her hand across his abdomen. She wasn’t ready to say goodbye. How could she ever be ready for such a thing? Tears trailed across the bridge of her nose and down her temple, wetting her hair. She sniffed and drew in a deep breath.


      Someone beat on the front door, and the doorbell rang, repeatedly.


      She forced herself up, wiped her nose, and then the side of her face with her hand. She dragged her fingers through her long bangs, pushing them back over the crown of her head. Lifting two fingers to her lips, she kissed them and touched his cold mouth. “Goodbye, baby. I’ll always love you.”


      As she descended the stairs, her knees felt like metal joints needing lubrication. Each riser challenged her progress. She opened the front door and stared at the three people covered in navy-blue suits.


      The paramedics pushed past her. She pointed up stairs and followed them to where Chris laid. They shouted questions at her, and she answered absently. Resuscitation halted when she mumbled he had a living will.


      “Does he want to be resuscitated?” one of them demanded.


      She stared into their anxious eyes. Her lips trembled as she tried to form the word. “…No.”


      Their frantic movements slowed, and the younger-looking male called time of death. The blonde, slender woman wrote something on a clipboard, and the three prepared Chris for transport. The woman slipped a card in Grace’s hand and asked if she was all right.


      What an asinine question.


      Grace pressed her head against the front door after she closed it and listened to the EMS truck take Chris away. God’s perfect timing resonated in her mind.


      “Your perfect timing sucks, just so you know!”
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      For weeks after Chris’s funeral, Grace received cards and letters. “The service was lovely,” “you were so strong,” “we will be praying for you,” “Chris is in a better place,” and on and on the written notes of condolences stated. But no one came by. The cut flower arrangements withered, turned brown, and eventually dried up, but no one called. Oh, they had all attended the funeral, even spoke of taking her to lunch in the next few weeks. But no one followed through.


      It was too hard to face a young grieving widow. It was easier to send a benign note, than actually face her in person, cry with her in person.


      She’d had only one visitor, an insurance agent. He expressed his condolences and explained a direct deposit was arranged for Chris’s life insurance benefits. She signed some papers where the man marked an “X,” and watched him scurry out her front door. She never heard from him again.


      If it had not been for Faith and her mother, she would have become an absolute recluse. But Faith wouldn’t have it. She came by, beating on Grace’s door, two or three times a week. Grace had no choice; when her sister put her mind to something, she wouldn’t let go of the idea. She would force her way into Grace’s fog of grief.


      Faith would physically put her in the shower, dry her hair, select clean clothes, and shove them at her to wear. She would put Grace in her car and take her to a restaurant. Her sister ordered the meal for them both by pointing to the selection on the menu and the waitress or waiter wrote it all down. Grace tried to smile. She was certain the wait-staff figured she was deaf, too. But she didn’t care what they thought. The food tasted like cardboard anyway. She never finished a single meal.


      Her mother was less aggressive, but she did come by at least once a week. She’d clean Grace’s kitchen, empty the trash, run the vacuum, pull sheets off her bed, and wash two or three loads of laundry, all while chatting endlessly about God-only-knew-what, because Grace wasn’t listening. She’d sit at the table and drink the coffee or tea her mom prepared. She’d eat the food she put in front of her, not tasting anything.


      When a new month began, her mom and Faith would sit at the table with her and put bills in front of her. Her mom would make out the check and Grace would sign them. Faith tore the stub and placed it and the check in the envelope. Somehow it all got mailed. Her electricity stayed on, and her phone still worked.


      Soon, the weather changed. It became warmer so she switched off her central heat and pushed open some windows. The air smelled fresh and sweet. The trees began to bud and the brown grass faded into green.


      One day, Faith stopped by and loaded Grace into her car. She parked in front of a clinic and pulled Grace into a long corridor. The pungent smell of cleaning solvent assaulted her senses. Faith pushed her through a wooden door with a rectangular brass plate at eye level displaying the name, Dr. Karen Rains, PhD. The softly lit office with plush furnishings produced a quiet sense of peace in Grace’s heart.


      Faith sat her down and went to the glass window. She wrote on a piece of paper and handed it to the lady behind the sliding pane. Soon, a woman came from behind another wooden door and called Grace’s name. Faith pulled on her elbow and made her follow the lady. Her sister sat with her on a long couch while this lady, in a two piece suit, talked to her about Chris, his death, her job, sign language, the weather changing, and other stuff that meant nothing to Grace. She answered robotically. The woman wrote things down on a notepad as if any of her words were important.


      The next week, Faith took her again, and the next and the next. Eventually, she recognized the day of the week for the therapist’s appointment and dressed herself. While she waited for Faith to arrive, she ran the vacuum cleaner and dusted the furniture. Before long, she drove herself to visit Dr. Rains. She cleaned her house before her mother came over, and started preparing finger sandwiches for them to eat while they visited.


      Thoughts of Chris drowned her at night, but during the day, she began to breathe a little better.


      Previous clients began to call for freelance work and she accepted a contract to ghostwrite a client’s memoirs. She functioned, little more.


      Spring became summer. Summer became fall. Autumn set in with its fiery transition in the leaves, pumpkin decorations lined the neighbor’s porches, and wreaths hung on their doors. Thanksgiving was celebrated at her mother’s and somewhere in there, Christmas passed, although she had little memory of it. After the New Year, a small glow began to burn in her heart.


      Chris and his desire to have a child became her desire to have his child. It was still possible. But, was it wrong to want to have her dead husband’s child a year after his death? The idea didn’t feel wrong. In fact, it felt right. It felt, warm. The idea made Chris not seem so…gone. His child, growing in her womb, would bring a part of him back to her. It would give her something of him to hold, to love. The small ember of hope grew little by little each day. Should she talk to Dr. Rains about this idea? Or should she go straight to Dr. G? Should she talk to her mother? Or Faith?


      Surely they’d be on board. They, above anybody else, knew how much she missed Chris. She called her mother and texted her sister, inviting them for brunch. She’d talk to them about it. But whether they agreed or not, this was what she was going to do. Chris had banked his seed for this very purpose. There was no reason to let his final efforts sit frozen, suspended forever, when a child could be waiting to be formed and carried and delivered into this world.


      A spark of excitement effervesced in Grace’s heart. This was the answer she had been searching for, even though she didn’t even realize she’d been searching at all.


      A child would bring her back to life.


    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Six

    


    
      


      Two years later…


      Grace stared at her fertility chart, the beta-temp thermometer protruding from her lips. She craved her one cup of coffee but forced herself to be still until the thermometer beeped. Her mind scanned an internal To-Do list. Let’s see. I need coffee, butter, hmm…chicken breasts. I’ll grill the whole package and freeze them. Salad mix. I can cut up the chicken breast for dinner tonight. What else…?


      Her beta temp indicated she was ripe. She had three or four days of optimal ovulation. She’d call Doctor Gunnison’s office after she went to the grocery store. Her eyes rolled up and over to the right, as she visualized her Outlook calendar. She had a freelance interview today. She could move the interview, if Dr. G wanted her in the clinic right away.


      This would make four attempts this year. Was she out of her mind? Her husband’s dying wish was for her to have his baby. Of course, she shouldn’t call it a dying wish. He had been convinced he would not die. Her getting pregnant gave him incentive to beat the cancer and live. But she didn’t get pregnant, and he didn’t live. What was wrong with her? Women she knew got pregnant at the drop of a hat. Why couldn’t she? Chris might still be here if…


      No. She wouldn’t do that to herself. The cancer killed him. That’s all there was to it. His death was beyond anything she could control. God couldn’t even save him from such an early demise. Or at least He didn’t.


      Her therapist had told her eighteen months was the minimum amount of time to work through the grief. It was beyond that point. At least the calendar was beyond that point. Her grieving process was way behind. It felt as raw today as it did the day she came home after Chris’s funeral. The house and her soul were cold, dark, and silent. Little had changed except the pages on the calendar and her desire to have his child.


      Going through with the artificial insemination made perfectly logical sense to her. Chris had stirred up these desires to have his child. His absence had intensified those feelings. Or, maybe it was her biological clock. All she knew was she longed so deeply to have his child, a part of him back in her life. Was that asking too much?


      From Mother Nature?


      From God?


      A bolt of fear flashed through her gut. What if she was never meant to have a baby? Her body just wasn’t getting pregnant. What could possibly be wrong? Chris’s storehouse had been tested. They were viable, strong swimmers. She, too, had been tested. Nothing indicated any concern for conception. She had four or five more years before she’d need to worry about Down’s syndrome or any other complications due to her age.


      “Sometimes, these things take time,” Doctor Gunnison had patiently explained in his remnant Vietnamese accent. “Just like in the natural.”


      But after years of trying naturally, a year trying artificially, while Chris was so sick, and now a year of trying artificially, post-mortem, it just wasn’t happening. Was she foolishly wasting Chris’s life insurance benefits? But she knew this was why he had bought such a large insurance policy. He wanted her to be financially secure and to be able to have his baby without concern for the cost. She was doing this for him. Well, for her, but to fulfill his dying wish.


      She cringed. She had to stop thinking of it like that. Deep down, she simply wanted him returned to her through a child. She wanted to look into a small face and see his. To hold a small hand and recognize her husband’s gesture. She longed to hold someone who reminded her of Chris.


      Grief washed over her heart, as if it were just last month. She missed him so much. A baby—his baby—would bring a small part of him back to her. Her mind conjured an image—Chris’s green eyes, her brown hair, his oval-shaped jaw, her dimples. Their son…or daughter, she didn’t care the gender. Her arms and her heart ached to hold his baby.


      “Why can’t I get pregnant?” she yelled, as she slammed the refrigerator door. The smiley-face magnet fell, and the calendar page floated to the ceramic tile floor.


      She just stared at both.


    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Seven

    


    
      


      “Grace?” Barbara Patterson called from across the potato bin.


      Grace touched the baseball cap covering her unwashed hair. “Oh. Hi.”


      “Girl, how are you?” Barbara hurried around the vegetables and pulled Grace into a firm embrace. “I have missed you so much.”


      Barbara squeezed her a second time.


      Tears sprang into Grace’s eyes. She loved this dear friend, even though she had avoided her and everybody else for two years.


      “Girl, I told you, burdens are not meant ta be shouldered alone. Why are you keeping ta yourself?”


      “Oh Barbara, it’s been so hard without Chris.”


      “I know, I know. Come over here. Let’s sit down.” Barbara pulled her over to the grocery store’s coffee shop. They sat in a booth. Barbara’s long fingers, ending in red nail polish, wrapped over and completely covered Grace’s hands. “Now, tell me. How you been doing?”


      “I’m fine.” Grace’s eyes roved over the salad bar island. She couldn’t look Barbara full on.


      “No, you’re not. I can see it in your eyes. You are grieving your heart out, aren’t you?”


      “I suppose.” Grace didn’t need this brutal honesty. She resisted the urge to jump up and run from this truthful, godly woman.


      “Have you prayed about this?”


      “Barbara, I pray all the time. I’m just…I don’t think God hears me.” Grace sighed. “My therapist says—”


      Barbara closed her eyes and swayed a little in her seat. “The Lord just quickened a word for you.”


      Grace pulled her hands back and dropped them in her lap. Her forehead went taut. “What do you mean?”


      “The Good Lord told me ta tell you, ‘Be a blessin’ in order ta receive a blessin’.’” Barbara tilted her head. “Do you have any idea what that means?”


      Grace stared at her. “No.”


      “Well, I think I do.” Barbara scooted out of her seat, her over-sized purse in tow. “I’m gonna get me a coffee. Can I get you one?”


      “Sure, make mine decaf.” She wanted to get her shopping done and get back home, but she felt compelled to stay, too. Some unexplainable feeling held her in her seat. She adjusted her ball cap and tried to relax.


      Barbara came back with two covered coffees and slid one over to Grace. She sipped gingerly at the steaming hot liquid.


      “We’re planning the Christmas Eve Program, and I would love for you ta perform with the team. It’s all Christmas hymns. They’re so beautiful when you illustrate ’em.” Barbara nearly whined.


      Grace stared at her. She drew in a deep breath and slowly let it out. “I don’t know…”


      She wasn’t ready to come back to the Praise and Worship service. She just wasn’t ready to commit to anything. Her pain was still too raw. She wasn’t even across the threshold where her therapist said things would start feeling better. She needed more time. She wanted to be alone. Alone with her grief.


      “Grace, I realize what you’re going through is really hard, but the Lord told me, ‘be a blessin’ so you can receive a blessin’. So whatever it is He has in mind for you, you have to make the first move.” Barbara reached to cover Grace’s hands. “Remember the parable of the seed time and harvest?”


      Grace shrugged and stared at Barbara’s hands.


      “Jesus tells the story about a farmer who goes out and seeds his field, some of the seeds fell into soil not appropriate for growth, but when the seeds fell into rich soil, the farmer received an abundant harvest of a hundred fold. Here, let me see—” Barbara yanked up her huge purse and dug around inside, mumbling to herself about the bottomless, Mary Poppins’ bag.


      Soon she pulled out her cell phone and began touching the screen and selecting letters. “Now, just a minute.”


      She continued to select items on her screen and slid her thumb across the illuminated glass. “Ah, here it is. In the book of Luke, 8th chapter, at the bottom of the 15th verse, ‘…and by persevering produce a crop.’ You see?” Barbara glanced up.


      Grace’s eyebrows pulled together. She shook her head. “No. Not really.”


      “Honey.” Barbara set her phone aside. “You’re comin’ ta God with all your needs when you should be comin’ ta Him with seeds. Be a blessin’…so you can receive a blessin’. Plant good seeds, in the appropriate soil, and by your persevering you shall produce a crop. In other words, you will be blessed.”


      “Just the one service, that’s all I’m asking.” Barbara stared into Grace’s moist eyes. “It’s an excellent place for you ta start plantin’ seeds.”


      Barbara’s mouth dropped open. Her bright, red, lipstick-covered lips exposed whitened teeth. Her oval mouth widened into a huge grin. “You’ll be signing seeds! Oh I love that. You will bless the people, and I promise you, the Lord will bless you in return. Be it peace, or be it…whatever it is you are seeking.”


      Hopeful excitement radiated from Barbara’s dark-brown eyes. “You know all the songs, it won’t take nothin’ for you to be ready. Come ta one rehearsal the week before, and the service Christmas Eve. That’s all I’m asking. No commitment beyond that. We want you back, honey, but not ’til you are ready.”


      Tears stung Grace’s eyes. She stared at her friend. Pastor Barbara understood. She wasn’t forcing her to make a commitment to the team or the church. Signing seeds? Grace liked the sound of that. Her signing was a gift. People shared with her all the time how much her illustrations blessed them. One woman had told her, “It’s like hearing a story and seeing the illustrations. It makes such a difference.”


      Just one rehearsal and one performance. Christmas Eve. Just Christmas songs. She knew them all by heart. And…if it would open a door for her to finally receive a blessing from God, a positive pregnancy test, all the better.


      She would do it! A sense of dread instantly filled her gut. Standing up in front of the congregation as if she felt fine, as if her grief had passed and she was better now, still felt excruciatingly raw…and wrong. But her friend’s hopeful eyes softened her heart. She pursed her lips and sighed. “All right.”


      “Wonderful!” Barbara squeezed Grace’s hands. “I need to get going. I’m so excited you’ll be part of the Christmas program.” Barbara laughed loudly. “Signing seeds. I love it!”


      She scooted out of the seat, dragging her purse and her coffee with her. “God bless you, Grace. We’ll see you at the last rehearsal.”


      “God bless you, too. Yes, I’ll see you then.” Grace bit her lip. What had she agreed to? Could she do this? Did she want to do this? Barbara’s words drifted around her own selfish thoughts. Plant good seeds…in fertile soil…receive a harvest…signing seeds. A little trickle of excitement rippled through her heart. Did she dare hope this would work? At last, a real possibility for a baby.


      That thought made her smile. It felt odd. How long had it been since she had smiled? She loved the double meaning. She was planting heavenly seeds. The Heavenly Father would bless them. Then it would be Chris’s seed to be planted, and their baby would be her harvest. A sense of hope and joy filled her heart. How long had it been since she felt anything close to either one?


      She couldn’t help but to smile to herself. Thank you, Lord, for putting Barbara in my path today.


    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Eight

    


    
      


      Thumbing through a Parenting magazine, Grace waited for her name to be called. Why didn’t they have any non-baby related magazines to stare at? Anxiety prevented her from perusing the information published in these monthly issues. Surely nobody actually read any of these. She dreaded the procedure, but she eagerly anticipated becoming pregnant. It was a paradox she had learned to live with.


      She closed her eyes and recalled Chris holding her. The smell of his skin. The feel of his arm around her shoulder as she nuzzled under his chin. The roughness of his chest hairs.


      The memory was so present in her mind of his lips against hers that she reached up to touch her own. They were not moist from his kiss. The odd astonishment brought her back to her surroundings. Heat flushed her face. She glanced over the edge of her magazine and shifted in her seat. Did anyone notice?


      All the patients were pregnant, except one who looked like she was someone’s mother. And none of them paid any attention to her or her fantasy. Grace swallowed. Surely her time would come and she would be sitting here, pregnant. She touched her flat belly. Be a blessing, so you can receive a blessing. Barbara’s words bounced around in her head. Could it be that simple? Somehow she seriously doubted it.


      She put down the magazine and picked up a clinic brochure. Dr. and Mrs. Gunnison’s professional image smiled up from the slender page. His half-American, half-Vietnamese parentage showed in his handsome face. Thin, almond-shaped eyes squeezed nearly closed with his big, friendly smile. Kim-Ly sat at her husband’s side, smiling just as warmly. Grace had seen them in these same dark-blue suit and poppy flower-print dress at church, although, it seemed funny for them not to be dressed in a white lab coat and scrubs. They were a lovely couple, and dear friends.


      She read the autobiographical testimony on the inside.


      Dr. Thomas Gunnison’s father, an American soldier, fell in love with a local gal while stationed in Vietnam. He was unable to marry her or bring her and his son to the United States, until twenty years later. At that time, the Vietnamese government finally allowed those children of American soldiers to leave their home country. Mr. Gunnison immediately arranged transportation for the love of his life and his son, along with his new daughter-in-law, Kim-Ly.


      Tom and Kim-Ly studied at Johns Hopkins University to receive medical degrees. He received an MD, and she received a BSRN. They then continued to build their practice in the area of Fertility Assistance.


      They became naturalized citizens when they were thirty years old. Their three children currently live…


      It was a lovely testimony. How nice of them to include it in their brochure.


      Kim-Ly called Grace’s name. Her head barely reached the top of the double hung saloon-style doors. Grace returned her smile and walked toward her. Kim-Ly wore emerald green scrubs and a stark white stethoscope hung around her neck. Her course, black hair had been twisted up in a bun with the ends flayed out in such a way to resemble a lotus flower with sprigs of grass behind it. Grace stared at the fascinating design as she led her to the procedure room, although Grace knew the way and the room.


      Grace handed her the beta-temp chart she had diligently updated each morning and stepped behind the modesty curtain. She undressed and put on the paper gown before stepping out.


      Kim-Ly leaned against the cabinet reviewing the entries on Grace’s chart. “This looks good. How are you doing?” She, too, spoke with the slightest Asian accent. She was older than Grace and at least six inches shorter. She pulled a fresh stream of paper over the examining table and returned to the cabinet, pen poised above her folder.


      Tears filled Grace’s eyes as she climbed onto the examination table. Her legs dangled over the padded edge. She folded her hands in her lap. “I don’t know.”


      Kim-Ly entered Grace’s Beta-temp readings into her patient chart and glanced up. “Oh, Grace. I know it’s hard. Dr. G and I pray for you all the time.”


      She put down the chart and slipped her pin into her front pocket. “Talk to me. Tell me what you’re feeling.”


      “I miss him.” Grace covered her face with her hands.


      “I know you do.” Kim-Ly wrapped loving arms around her.


      “You know, I stay busy! My freelance writing has morphed into ghost writing.”


      “Ghost writing?”


      “Yes, I write for people with good ideas but no time or real talent to write publishable proses. It pays well while letting me set my own hours. Like today...” She stared at her hands in her lap. “But I’m torn. I just don’t know if I’m doing the right thing…for the right reasons.”


      “What? The procedure?”


      “Yeah. What will people think, me getting pregnant two years after my husband died?”


      “Honey, it is not their business what you do. This is totally up to you. Now, I know this was what Chris and you wanted while he was still alive. To his last days, he wanted you to have a baby. But honestly, now that he is gone, it is completely up to you. Do you want to have a baby? Because you are the one who will raise this child alone. Well, we both know you are not alone. God is with you always, but you know what I mean.” Kim-Ly reached over to the cabinet and pulled out three tissues.


      Grace sniffed and gingerly wiped under her eyelashes. She blew her nose and lifted her eyes to intently meet Kim-Ly’s. “I want to have a baby, his baby. I want to have a part of him with me. But…is that the wrong reason? This will be the fourth procedure. Why am I not getting pregnant? Maybe God’s trying to tell me something. Sometimes I think I’m just wasting Chris’s insurance money. Maybe I should find a surrogate and let her carry his baby.


      “Oh, honey. These things take their own time. And so does God. His timing is perfect.”


      Grace cringed at her words. Chris’s passing was supposed to be God’s perfect timing. It hadn’t been so perfect for her.


      “We have to believe. You know, faith is believing in things unseen. Besides, remember when Abraham and Sarah became impatient. They did the same thing. Abraham had a son with Hagar—Ishmael. And things didn’t work out so well for the entire nation of Israel for their impatient action.” Kim-Ly sighed. “Have you talked to the Pastor about this?”


      Grace shook her head. “Not exactly, but I ran into Pastor Barbara yesterday, and she told me I’ve been going to God with need when I should go to Him with seed.”


      “Well, that might be true.” Kim-Ly snugly squeezed Grace’s wrist, listening to her pulse. Then she shined a light in her eyes, asked her to open her mouth, and stick out her tongue.


      Grace complied and continued talking. “So, I’m thinking about participating in the Christmas Eve Program. ‘Signing seeds’ Barbara called it. She said she received a word from God. ‘Be a blessing in order to receive a blessing.’ And she thinks this is the seed I need to plant. You know, participate in the program, be a blessing to the church, receive a blessing back.”


      “Maybe you should.” Kim-Ly patted Grace’s thigh. “May I pray with you now?”


      Grace nodded. The two women held hands, and Kim-Ly prayed. The two said “Amen.” Both wiped tear-moistened eyes.


      Just like that, yet another godly friend prayed for her. Why had she isolated herself from these people?


      Kim-Ly wrapped a blood pressure cuff around Grace’s arm and put her stethoscope in her ears. Grace sat silently while she took the reading.


      “So, are you coming back to the Praise and Worship Team?” Kim-Ly folded the cuff into a flat square and placed it back in the bracket on the wall.


      “Well, no.” Grace stared down at her lap. Her legs had turned a splotchy purple. The paper gown was not enough to keep her slender body warm.


      Kim-Ly resumed her nurse posture, pen once again poised over her chart. She entered several assessment readings and lifted her attention to Grace.


      Grace continued. “She just asked me to illustrate the Christmas Eve Program.”


      “Oh Grace, that would be wonderful. So, are you going to do it?”


      “I told her I would.”


      “She is right. Your signing is beautiful, and it would bless the congregation. And if she received that message from God, you can count on it being true. It is her gift.”


      “Yeah, I suppose so.” Grace leaned back and pressed her head into the paper covered pillow.


      One more procedure, see what happens. If nothing, then she would reassess whether this was how she wanted to spend her husband’s life insurance benefits.


      Lord, I need you to let me know what to do. Please hear my prayer. Show me a sign.


      A click brought her attention back to Kim-Ly. “There, this light will help warm you back up.” She adjusted the neck of the light so its warm rays touched Grace’s legs.


      “Thank you.” She closed her eyes and waited for the doctor to come in.


    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Nine

    


    
      


      That unshakable dread filled Grace’s heart. It had taken everything she had to make herself go to the church. Even though it had been her own decision to go to all the Christmas rehearsals, instead of, as Barbara had said, on the last rehearsal night. She knew it was the right way to do this. Still, she had talked herself out of it three times. But then, three times she forced herself to override the excuses and get ready to go. She released a heavy sigh and pulled on the large, black-glass door. Somehow she’d get through this.


      “Well, looky here!” Barbara squealed from the stage. She hurried over to Grace and took hold of her hands. “I’m so happy ta see you. But I told you, you don’t have to come ’til the week before Christmas Eve.”


      Grace lifted her chin and set her jaw. “No. If I’m gonna do this, I’m gonna do it right. I’ll come to all the practices before the program.” Grace pursed her lips and squeezed Barbara’s hands. Then she released her grip and approached the other members. Ron, Lucy, and Cynthia each came up and hugged Grace warmly. As she hugged them, the dread of seeing everyone no longer hovered in her senses. Even Jeremiah, the young drummer, saluted her with his sticks. Tears stung her eyes as they each expressed their joy in having her back on the team. The lead-weight of grief in her heart lifted slightly. She allowed herself to smile, and the gesture felt good, too. How long had it been since she had let herself smile? Not counting the day she ran into Barbara. Maybe this was a new trend, a welcomed new trend in her life.


      “Places, everybody!” Barbara clapped her hands, and everyone stepped over to where they normally stood. Grace knew where to stand, in front of the harmony singers. A spotlight burned down on her shoulders. It had been set for her illustrations several years ago and had never been moved. She grinned, knowing this spot was her place at the Praise and Worship performance.


      Barbara slipped behind the keyboard and gave the initial chords. The singers sang their note. “Ahhhhhhh.”


      Grace signed, singing.


      Ron announced, “Grace is in tune.” The others chuckled, including Grace.


      Barbara winked at her. “Okay. Let’s start with The First Noel.”


      Jeremiah clicked his drumsticks. Click, click, click, click…


      The team began to sing.


      Grace signed in large fluid motions, as if she were dancing with her arms. A peaceful sensation washed over her, and she breathed deeply. How could she have dreaded coming? This was where she belonged.


      The chorus was repeated and the next stanza began.


      A young woman, about Grace’s height, but a little heavier, carried a highchair through a back door of the sanctuary. Grace continued to sign with the singers, but curiosity distracted her mind. Although the sanctuary was only forty feet deep, she couldn’t see the woman’s face. Still, something about her seemed familiar. Her golden-brown hair was cut in a cute chin-length bob. Highlights differentiated the top from the bottom. I’ve always wanted to cut my hair like that. And those highlights…


      The woman lugged the baby chair right up next to the dais and sat it down, her back mostly toward Grace, and then returned to the back door.


      The third stanza began.


      The woman reentered the sanctuary. This time she had a golden-blonde toddler on her hip. She sat an orange Sippy cup and a blue bowl on the tray. Then, she slid the little girl into the highchair and pulled up another chair to face the child.


      Grace watched with great curiosity. “You want your Sippy cup?” the woman asked the baby. Then she signed drink. The sign imitated one holding a cup to one’s mouth and drinking from it. The woman’s signing surprised Grace. She didn’t know that many people who knew sign language, except her family, of course. Odd, too, that Grace could hear her so clearly, maybe a mic was picking up her voice. Grace glanced at Barbara. Wouldn’t this woman’s voice interfere with the singing? Why didn’t Barbara do something?


      Grace’s obsessive attention returned to the woman. Her nails were not professionally manicured, like most women in the church, including Grace, although they were nicely trimmed. Maybe this stood out in her appearance because she was signing. She wore an oversized T-shirt and jeans, far too casual, even for working in the child care.


      “Cup,” the baby said the word with a nod and signed drink with fat, baby hands. It looked more like she was putting the thumb-side of her fist to her mouth, but it was obvious she signed drink.


      The woman handed the Sippy cup to the baby and she eagerly sucked on the mouthpiece. She threw her head back and laughed. It was a delightful sound that warmed Grace’s insides like a warm mug of hot cocoa. As the child’s head went back, the Sippy cup went flying toward the woman. She juggled to catch it. Juice splattered on her face and hands. “No, no. Don’t throw your cup.” She giggled and set the cup aside.


      The chorus, in three part harmony, was sung to its final round.


      Grace absently signed the words of the song, but her attention was glued to the scene in front of the stage.


      The woman signed eat, food and the baby signed eat. This sign was easier for the baby. All five fingers touched at the tips and pointed to the mouth. Food was the same gesture but with the finger-spelling letter “F” touching the lips. This sign required too much dexterity for the baby. But she had eat down really well. A pleasant sensation settled in Grace’s heart.


      The woman signed more food.


      The baby signed more eat.


      She spooned the food from the little blue bowl to the baby’s mouth, and praised her for her signs, “Good girl.”


      The team began to sing the next song, “Oh Holy Night.”


      Grace signed fluidly, yet her captivation was on the two on the floor. Who was this woman? Why had she come out here to feed the baby? Was something going on in the nursery? Why was she using signs with the child? The little girl wasn’t deaf. The mother wasn’t deaf, either. Grace heard them both speak. In fact—


      Grace’s hands stopped mid-gesture. How did she hear them so clearly? If a mic picked up the woman’s voice, why hadn’t Barbara asked her to move away from the sound system? Or maybe the acoustics of the room carried their voices. But how, and over the amplified singers? Really?


      Barbara stopped the team. Ah, she had heard the woman. Now they’d be asked to move. But Barbara directed her attention on the harmony singers instead. She wanted the soprano, Lucy, and alto, Cynthia, to spread their harmony from two to three and then four parts, which would include Ron, the tenor, and of course, Barbara.


      While she worked with the two girls independently, Grace stepped over to Ron to whisper. “Say, do you know that woman over there?”


      Ron contemplated Grace in a strange way. Then his eyes swept the sanctuary. “Who?”


      “That woman—” Grace turned to point her out, but she was gone. “Huh, well, she was right there, feeding a little girl…in a highchair. Did you see them?”


      Ron shrugged and adjusted his microphone.


      How could he not notice them? Then again, she was so focused on getting pregnant, she noticed every pregnant woman and baby within a country mile. It was like when you buy a certain kind of car, and then you notice them all over the place, whereas before you’d never noticed any of them, anywhere. Ron was a man. He wouldn’t notice such things. She’d ask Barbara. Nothing slipped by her keen awareness.


      Oh Holy Night was perfected, and the team moved on to Joy to the World. Last, they practiced a song Grace loved dearly. It was the essence of Christmas, as far as she was concerned. Tears welled in her eyes. She became completely absorbed in the words as she signed.


      “Mary did you know? That your baby boy...”


      Chill bumps ran down her back and legs. She felt like when she prayed, something washed over her with peace and yet exhilaration.


      Grace signed the words with her hands, but she felt them in her heart. Tears poured from her eyes. She just couldn’t control her emotions. This song was so amazing. How incredible it must have been to give birth to Jesus.


      The lyrics stayed with her even after they finished practicing. She hummed to herself, Mary, did you know? That your baby boy hmm hmm hmm hmm hmm hmm hmm...


      Could Mary have known? Grace wondered what her own baby would be like. Would she look like Chris? Would he have her eyes? Would she ever get pregnant? She glanced toward the place where the woman had fed her child.


      Who was that woman?


    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Ten

    


    
      


      “Barbara, can I ask you something?” Grace hated to bother her, but curiosity had a hold of her mind and wouldn’t let go.


      “Of course.” Barbara moved from shutting down the central sound system.


      “Who was that woman?”


      Barbara leaned her head to one side and stared at Grace. “Who, dear?”


      “That woman with the little girl, she was feeding her and signing to her. Do you know them?” Grace swallowed. She had not imagined it. Had she? Maybe she had. Her obsession might have affected her reality.


      “Signing to a baby?” Barbara scanned the sanctuary, as if she might see them there.


      “No, dear, I didn’t see anybody with a baby or otherwise.” Her eyebrows knitted together and then relaxed. “Oh, but I was busy with the singers. I’m sure I wasn’t paying any attention elsewhere.”


      “Hmm. I—I just don’t…know.” Grace wanted to insist the woman had been there, but she wouldn’t ask any more about it. She knew what she had seen. Why didn’t anybody else notice them? She couldn’t explain that one, but how amazing it had been to watch them signing to each other.


      What a great thing to do, too, teaching a baby to sign, before she had linguistic skills. Brilliant! Then her heart ached. Would she ever get the chance to teach her own child to sign? Her sister, Faith, believed it would happen. But then again, Faith always believed in the impossible.


      Be a blessing in order to receive a blessing. Barbara’s words reverberated in Grace’s memory. Wasn’t that why she was here, to share her gift of signing with the congregation, for Christmas, with hopes for God to bless her with a child? Guilt suddenly flooded her heart. Was that wrong of her? Shouldn’t she sign for the Christmas Program simply to be a blessing to the church and not expect anything in return? She bit her lip and tears stung her eyes.


      Grace glanced back at the pulpit. She considered running to the platform and kneeling in repentance. Instead, she pushed on the door to exit the building, but couldn’t walk out. She hurried back into the sanctuary.


      Barbara gathered up her papers from the keyboard and glanced up.


      Grace stood below her. Tears spilled from her eyes. She cleared her throat. “Barb, would you pray with me?”


      “Of course.” The pastor rushed down the three steps and took Grace’s hands.


      “Oh, Barbara, I’ve been so wrong!” Grace collapsed to her knees and folded her hands against her face.


      Barbara knelt beside her and put her hand on Grace’s shoulder. “What is it dear?”


      “I—” She sobbed. “I agreed to sign for the Christmas Program selfishly…just so I could receive a blessing. I realized today, how…how wrong my attitude is. Oh, Barb, I want to confess my sinful attitude and ask God to forgive me. I only want to serve Him. I don’t want anything in return…”


      “Oh, honey. John 13:17 tells us, ‘Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.’ You go on, confess to the Lord. I will stand, will kneel, in agreement with you.”


      Grace cleared her throat and poured out her soul to the Lord. “I’m sorry Lord. Please forgive me for being selfish.”


      She thanked Him for her pastor and friend, for her church, for this opportunity to bless the congregation. She thanked Him for His son and the celebration of His birth. She asked Him to help her bless the people with her signing for His glory and not for her own selfish reasons.


      Barbara wept at her side and agreed with her plea. At last both women said, “In Jesus’ name, Amen.”


      Grace stood and wiped her tears. Her pastor, too, wiped moist cheeks and hugged her.


      “God bless you.” She squeezed Grace one last time then let go.


      Grace lifted her discarded purse. “Thank you.”


      “Of course.” Barbara returned her smile and resumed gathering her sheet music.


      “I’ll see you Sunday.” Grace said as she floated toward the doors. She hadn’t felt this good since…before Chris got sick.


    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Eleven

    


    
      


      The next three weeks flew by and before Grace knew it, it was Christmas Eve. She pulled out her dark-green, long sleeved, velveteen dress. She had worn it to the last Christmas Program. Was it three or four years ago? Three, she decided.


      She struggled with the zipper. For a split second, she almost called Chris to help her. No, he wasn’t there to call. A wave a grief washed over her. She sat down on their bed. How could she possibly perform tonight? She remembered kneeling at the altar with Barbara. For His glory. This is for your glory, God. She sucked in a deep breath and pressed on.


      She could do this. It was just a zipper. She could do it by herself. She inhaled, sucking her tummy in as tight as possible, and pulled on the zipper. Tooth by tooth, inch by inch, it slid up. She reached over her shoulder and completed the zipping. Panting, she glanced at the mirror. The dress was tight but lovely. She had gained some weight since she’d knelt in repentance, enjoying a few too many pre-Christmas treats. She smiled at her reflection, but the mirth didn’t quite reach her eyes.


      “You can do this,” she said to the reflection.


      Now to fix her hair. A French curl at the back of her head would do. She curled her hair all over with the curling iron, and then brushed it back to roll it over her finger. After employing several bobby pins and lots of hairspray, she soon approved of her hair-do. Christmas-bell earrings completed the outfit. She stood back and gazed at the mirror. She had to admit, she looked nice. Chris would be pleased. An application of holiday-red lipstick, and she was ready to leave.


      The Praise and Worship Team met in the fellowship hall one hour before the service and ran through the songs. Barbara was as giddy as a kid, just like every Christmas holiday before.


      The Pastor’s effervescent attitude made Grace smile. It was contagious. She just might go home and set up the Christmas tree after all. It would honor Chris’s memory to celebrate this holiday, rather than drowning in grief like last year…and the year before.


      Excitement washed over her, and heat rushed up her neck. The room tilted. She swallowed against the nausea. “Whoa,” she moaned and leaned against a table.


      Ron grabbed her elbow. “Grace? You all right?”


      “Yeah, I just got too excited.” She could still feel the heat in her cheeks. She frowned. “Ridiculous, huh?”


      Barbara whispered in Lucy’s ear. Lucy nodded and ran from the room. In no time, she came back with a couple of bottled waters. One was shoved into Grace’s hand. She twisted the lid and gulped down several swallows. The coolness filled her chest. The room had stopped tilting, and she felt much better.


      “You look pale.” Ron steadied her by holding her elbow. “Want me to go get Doc Gunnison? I think I saw him and Mrs. G come in a little bit ago.”


      “No, no. I’m fine, really. This water is helping.” She took another drink as if it would prove she was all right.


      Ron glanced at Barbara.


      Grace followed his gaze. Barbara nodded toward them both.


      “Well, okay, if you’re sure.” Ron stepped back as Barbara approached.


      “You okay?”


      “I’m fine. Should have eaten a better lunch, I guess.”


      Barbara nodded as a knowing smile parted her lips. “You take this other water, too. And if you need it during the performance, you be sure to drink it.”


      “I will. Thank you.”


      Barbara patted her arm and faced the other performers. “All right, let’s get on stage. The program is about to start. Smiles everyone!”


      She glanced back at Grace.


      Grace looked behind her. What was that twinkle in Barbara’s eyes?


    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Twelve

    


    
      


      Associate Pastor Kevin Adams welcomed everyone to Cedar Grove Community Church and wished a Merry Christmas to them all. He asked for bowed heads and prayed for God’s blessings on the program.


      “Amen,” answered the congregation, and then he sat down in the front row beside his wife.


      Barbara nodded to Jeremiah. The house lights went off. Dark silence suspended for a moment, and then drumsticks clicked. Click, click, click, click…


      The stage lights flashed on. “The first Noel, the angel did say…” the team sang and Grace signed. A tingling sensation skipped down her skin. She loved signing with the praise team. It truly added so much to the performance. Several people had told her how much they missed her being part of the team. Her heart filled with joy, but there was something else. The music and her illustrations were synchronized as one. She could feel the song in her gestures. She could feel the energy of God’s presence surrounding her, like the floodlight covered her in illumination.


      “Oh holy night, the stars are brightly shining…,” they began the second song. Grace scanned the shadowed faces. She wondered about the woman she had seen during rehearsal. Maybe she’d recognize the chin-length bob, but she couldn’t find her. All the spotlights were on the singers, and the house lights were down. Rows and rows of dark silhouettes filled the pews. No one could be seen distinctly. Her own family sat hidden by the darkness. She knew Faith and her mother were out there somewhere. She just didn’t know where they were. She would look once the house lights came up. Her thoughts returned to the performance.


      “Fall…on your knees! Oh, hear the angel voices!”


      “O night divine, the night when Christ was born…”


      The story in the song pierced Grace’s heart. Hot tears streamed down her face, as vivid images of angels singing over the sacred newborn child played in her mind like a memory. How amazing it must have been.


      For Mary.


      For Joseph.


      “O night…divine, Oh, night…when Christ was born.”


      The word born was illustrated by placing her right hand on her abdomen and then laying it in her left palm, like you took what was on your tummy and laid it on your left hand. This was the final sign for this song. When she touched her abdomen, a warm sensation radiated from her middle, and when she laid her right hand in her left, the room tilted. She closed her eyes and squatted next to the bottled water on the floor. A sparkling sensation swirled around her like glitter floating in the spot light. She twisted off the top and tipped it up, drawing the cool liquid into her mouth. The glitter continued to fall around her and yet, none of it touched her or the floor. She glanced over at Ron. Did he see it, too?


      Ron stepped over and took her elbow to help her stand back up. He whispered, “You okay?”


      “Yeah, thanks.” She held the bottle against her neck. “Lights ’re hot.”


      She giggled. The coolness helped.


      “Joy to the world, the Lord is come...!” As Grace signed the words, strength returned to her limbs. Barbara kept glancing over at her, but, honestly, she was fine. In fact, she felt better since the glitter started swirling around her. How odd. What was this stuff? Did Barbara put something on the ceiling so this sparkling stuff fell during the performance? She nodded toward Barbara. This effect was cool. Grace showed her approval by smiling at her dear friend.


      Barbara returned her smile. The song continued to its end. Then the finale—


      Excitement washed over Grace. This song, its words, had lingered in her thoughts these past three weeks like a really good movie stays with you long after you leave the theatre. The effect was indescribable, and ever present. She found herself stepping forward one step, as if she was about to sing a solo. This song had that effect on her. It was like she was illustrating directly before the white throne of God.


      “Mary did you know…?”


      The enormity of Mary’s pregnancy had to be overwhelming for one so young—and yet so faithful.


      The song went on to ask Mary, did she know her child would deliver her? That he would give sight to a blind man, calm a storm with his own hands? It asked, did she know he had walked where angels once walked. But the line that gripped her heart the greatest was when she signed the question, did she know that when she kissed her baby, she was kissing the face of God.


      How powerful!


      Grace fought the tears, but they flowed freely. Overwhelmed with emotions, she thanked God she was not singing. She had no voice. Her throat had tightened up with sentiment for the magnitude of it all. This story was amazing, this question to the virgin teen. Did she know? How could she possibly fathom—


      The song ended and the house lights went on. The congregants stood, applauding, and whistling.


      A standing ovation.


      Grace laughed and glanced around at her fellow praise team. Huge grins donned every face. They felt it too. Barbara nodded—their signal to exit. Everybody rotated to their right and followed the one in front of them to the three steps. Ron stood at the bottom to hold each lady’s hand as she stepped down.


      “Thank you, Ron,” Grace whispered.


      He nodded.


      Grace scanned the pews. The woman with the short-bob hair cut could not be found among the people. Maybe she was in the nursery. Grace stepped toward the exit, but her sister waved a long arm in the air. Finding the mysterious lady would have to wait, if finding her was even a possibility. Grace reluctantly moved toward her family.


    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Thirteen

    


    
      


      Before Grace reached her mom and sister, Eartha Mills, an elder of the church, approached Grace. She leaned heavily on her quad-foot cane. She wore a red, loose-fitting dress. Chris would have called it a Muumuu. Just the tip of her gold slippers showed from under the hem. The old hymn, Oh Them Golden Slippers, ran through Grace’s mind every time Eartha wore those shoes. Grace couldn’t help but smile. She wished Chris was standing next to her so she could gently nudge him and draw his attention to the shoes.


      Eartha’s black and gray hair was pulled straight back, slick against her scalp, into a tiny bun. Could it be she had forgotten to put on her wig? She didn’t usually come to church without a hair-piece, and usually she wore the jaw-length hair. But she hadn’t forgotten her huge, golden ear-bobs, shaped like round-faced angels with wide-spread wings. They clipped onto her earlobe, since her ears were not pierced. They were huge and no one could possibly look as right as Eartha did wearing them.


      Her slow, deep-south accent dominated her words. “Child, I was so blessed by your signin’. Did you feel da angel ahind you?”


      Grace forced a pleasant smile toward the dear woman. “What?” She glanced at her mother as she stepped up behind Eartha. “An angel?”


      An uncertain eyebrow rose on her mom’s forehead. Grace knew the gesture well.


      “Oh, Miss Grace, I saw an angel spread her wings far and wide ahind you as you signed. It was glorious!” She clasped her hands over her heart. “You have such a beautiful gift. And da good Lord told me your baby girl will have dis gift, too.”


      Eartha’s hand moved toward Grace’s abdomen, but she hesitated, and pulled her dark hand back to her heart. She bit her lip and moist tears filled her eyes. “I know your Chris be so excited, too. He’s wanted dis baby for such a long time, hasn’t he?


      Grace bit back the tears. Had Eartha forgotten Chris had died? Was she speaking nonsense? Grace shoved down the desire to let her hopes rise. Could Ms. Eartha be prophesying, or just hallucinating, maybe experiencing dementia? Grace couldn’t rely on this precious old woman’s words. Who knew where they were coming from?


      “You’re all a glow, already.” Eartha touched Grace’s cheek. “I’ll be praying for you and your child.”


      “But, Ms. Eartha, I’m not—”


      Eartha scuttled off and began talking to another couple.


      Grace stared at her. She didn’t know what to do. Should she correct the senior woman? She spun to face her mother and sister. Their mother was engrossed in a conversation, so Grace’s eyes landed on Faith.


      Faith shrugged, but the smile on her face revealed she had read the woman’s lips and believed the prophecy. Grace tilted her head and gave her sister the look which meant, “Don’t do that.”


      Faith signed, so only the two knew what was said. She is old. She is closer to God. She knows things we don’t.


      Grace shook her head and signed. Too early. Nobody knows. I don’t even know!


      Faith pursed her lips and shrugged. Mysterious way and all that.


      Grace hated it when her sister got stuck on something like this. She was so stubborn. Grace knew, no matter what she said, Faith’s mind was made up. Only time would tell if Eartha was right. Yet, a little part of her hoped, beyond all hope, the woman was right.


      Several others approached Grace and praised her for her performance. Heat flooded her face, but she graciously thanked them for their kind words. She was truly happy it had blessed the church people. Ms. Eartha’s words came back to her again, and again. She could be pregnant, but how would Eartha know? It had only been a little over three weeks since the last procedure. Did she honestly see an angel standing behind her? A chill washed over her. Was the angelic presence the glitter she saw cascading around her? This Christmas Program had been amazing, but there was something different about it as well. She had never felt so emotional during a performance and the Praise Team had never received a standing ovation.


      Had the program been blessed? Did she plant seeds by performing? Was there a possibility of a baby?


    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Fourteen

    


    
      


      Almost two years later…


      Grace glanced in the rear-view mirror. She’d finally done it. She had cut her hair and got highlights. Chris would have probably hated it. He preferred her hair long, but he had been gone for almost four years. She had so little time for herself these days. She didn’t even have time to get her nails done any more. The least she could do was get her hair cut. A cute chin-length bob was something she’d wanted for several years and it looked really good on her.


      She stole another glance in the rear-view mirror. She was a little heavier, even though Christine Joy was thirteen months old; however, the short cut slimmed her face. She liked it very much.


      She felt rushed to get home, knowing it was unnecessary. Her mother loved babysitting with her granddaughter. Still, she’d need a break. Christy was a handful these days. Grace couldn’t help but smile as she drove home.


      “How’d she do?” Grace asked her mother as she put her purse down and lifted her daughter.


      Christy opened and closed her little fist, signing, milk, milk, milk.


      “She was fine. But”—Liz gestured toward the baby—“she’s been telling me she wants milk. I told her you’d be home soon. And she did not want her Sippy cup. So, I’m sure she’s happy you’re home.”


      “Okay, baby, let mommy sit down.” Grace sat in the rocker and nursed her toddler. “Did she eat any food at all?”


      “She had some animal crackers, but mostly we read books.” Liz gathered up her purse and the bag full of Golden Tales books. They had been Grace’s and Faith’s books. She brought them every time she came over to babysit. Grace loved seeing them again. There were such fond memories attached to those books, sitting in her mother’s lap, reading them. How wonderful she still had them and was willing to share them with Christy.


      Liz stood in the door frame, leading to the entry. “She especially loved A Home for a Bunny.”


      “Just like me,” Grace said at the same time her mother said, “Just like you.”


      They both laughed.


      “Thanks again, Mom.”


      “You’re welcome. Oh, and Grace…”


      She lifted her eyes to her mother.


      “Love the cut.”


      Grace sighed. “Thanks, Mom.”


      Her mother blew a kiss and let herself out the front door.


      Christy sat up and flapped her chubby hand, bye-bye.


      “Bye-bye, Grandma.” Grace repeated her baby’s gesture.


      Chubby fingers pointed at her mouth. Eat.


      “You want to eat?” Grace asked as she signed eat.


      Christy nodded sharply.


      “You know, you could have eaten for your grandma.” Grace smirked.


      She lifted her child and carried her to the kitchen. She gathered her baby food, her blue plastic bowl, and the orange Sippy cup her mother had tried to give her. Once Christy was in her highchair, Grace pulled a dining chair up close to the highchair. She opened the jar and scooped some sweet potatoes into the bowl.


      Christy grabbed the Sippy cup, threw her head back, and laughed. As her head went back, the cup went forward. Grace scrambled to catch it before it fell to the ground. Juice splashed on Grace’s face and her hands. “No, no. Don’t throw—”


      She sat stunned for a moment. Something like déjà vu washed over her mind.


      Christy signed more, eat and banged her hands on the white plastic tray.


      “Hold on. Mommy’s getting it.” Grace giggled. This little girl made her so happy. She had her late husband’s oval-shaped jaw and golden-blonde hair, but Grace’s straight nose and golden-brown eyes. She was a perfect mix of them both. She could identify physical gestures like Chris’s. Even Christy’s impatience filled Grace with so much joy. She was definitely her father’s daughter.


      The clock on the buffet chimed. Grace glanced up and froze. “Oh my!”


      Tears filled her eyes. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing in the huge antique mirror above the buffet. Grace stared at her image. It was the same woman in the church during the Christmas Program rehearsal almost two years ago. The realization slipped from her lips, “It was me.”


      Grace touched her hair. It was her she saw with the new haircut and added baby weight. The golden-blonde toddler was Christy.


      It had been God showing her what was to come. It all linked together. It was the sign she had asked for when she prayed in Dr. G’s clinic. No wonder no one had seen the woman. It had been for her eyes only. And then Ms. Eartha’s prophecy; it all came flooding back to her memory.


      She pulled her baby from the highchair, despite the child’s protests, and hugged her snuggly. “You are my blessing. You are my gift from God, Christy, and Mommy loves you with all her heart.”


      Her daughter wriggled and leaned back toward the highchair. “Ahhhhh!”


      She wanted more to eat. She had no idea what a miracle she truly was. But Grace would make sure she knew. She would tell her every day how much her father loved her before she was conceived. She would also tell her every day how much her Heavenly Father loved her even before she was ‘knitted together in her mother’s womb.’


      Grace gazed at her precious little girl. She hoped somehow, someway, Chris was looking down from heaven and seeing this beautiful baby they had made. She was named Christine after him. She would have been his joy, therefore, Grace gave it to her as a middle name. Christine Joy.


      A song came to Grace’s mind. It began deep in her thoughts, but soon it was a hum on her lips. She put Christy back in her chair and scooped food into her waiting mouth. She was such a little baby bird. Her cheeks bulged as she chewed the infant food. She leaned back in her highchair and waved her arm over her head. She was playing with the Angels, as Ms. Eartha would have said.


      The song erupted from Grace’s mouth. “Mary did you know…?”
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      Chapter One

    


    
      


      Late 1860s


      ALEKSANDR SANIN collapsed next to the icy stream. His plea escaped with his breath as his knees slammed into the snow-laden ground. Just for this brief moment, he allowed himself to give into the anguish. “Please, God, don’t take Anna from me.”


      The stream, the land, the trees, the bushes, even the stones in the creek; this was his sanctuary. He had thanked God for it all, and promised to take care of it, knowing it would take care of him and his wife. But this year, winter came too soon. An early frost ruined the meadow of corn. The potatoes were small, but they rescued all they could harvest from the ice-wounded plants. Now, the storehouse was empty. And this blizzard was destroying any hope for the third planting. Aleksandr had been determined to survive here in Cotopaxi, Colorado. Anything had to be better than mother Russia. For his Jewish relatives, it had become impossible to survive back home.


      Cotopaxi seemed like his one chance to make it all better. For his Anna. She was his life. He had married her just before they boarded the ship to come to America. The village Shadkhan, the matchmaker, had made the preparations for the arranged marriage, but he had loved Anna since he was a boy. Colorado beckoned their small clan of sixty-three with colonization benefits and a Homestead Act promising one hundred and sixty acres of land and an already erected house. All they had to do was cross this great land and take up residence.


      When they finally arrived in Colorado, there were not as many homes built as promised, but it didn’t stop Aleksandr from setting down roots. The land proportioned to him included a side of a mountain, woods, and a meadow.


      It was beautiful.


      He could feel God’s presence when he walked his land.


      And Anna loved him. He longed for nothing more.


      He built their cabin with his own two hands and the timber God provided. None too soon, too, because Anna had told him she was with child. He and Anna loved God with all their hearts, all their minds, and all their souls; just like the Holy Bible said. Anna read to him from the blessed book every evening. He loved her more than the air, the stream, and the mountain.


      But today fearful torment weighed down his heart like the merciless wind and wet snow of the overwhelming blizzard.


      They were starving.


      He had to kill something to eat.


      The creek’s life-blood gurgled and raced under the sheets of ice, solidifying across the surface of the rocks. Unrelenting layers of snow quickly piled up around him. With both fists pressed against his quivering lips, he begged God to hear his plea. Brackish tears and salty sweat blended on his face. The cold steel of his Henry rifle burned against his skin. He had three cartridges. He needed one kill.


      “Lord, please,” he prayed. “Help me. You are the provider. You provided for Elijah when there was nothing. Please, God, show me a rabbit, a deer, an elk, anything, so I can feed my family. Anna’s got to eat, Lord, or she’ll loose the baby.” He sucked down air and terror.


      “I can’t lose her. Dear God, please, please don’t take her from me.” The storm in his heart swept his soul deeper into despair than this harsh blizzard could ever do. He squeezed his eyes closed. Saliva slipped from his grimacing mouth and formed crystals in his unkempt beard. He reached with a bare, dirty hand to a dormant aspen and pulled himself up to stand. He had to keep moving or he’d be swallowed up by the storm and freeze to death.


      A miracle. That was all he asked. A small miracle. Game don’t roam the woods during storms like this. They hunker down, like he should be doing. But he couldn’t wait out the storm. Anna looked like death. Her dark, sunken eyes warned her health was failing, fast. The baby drew its life from her, but she had gone far too long without food. Water alone wasn’t going to sustain her and the baby much longer. This was where he needed to be in order to save his wife and unborn child. But, God was silent. The miracle Aleksandr sought was not being provided.


      Anger roiled in his gut. Where was God? The escalating rage shook his whole body. He pressed his lips together and scanned the woods. Words ripped from his heart, clawing at his throat, “Where are you!”


      Dozens of crows startled and flapped their wings to escape Aleksandr’s sudden outburst. An ominous sensation of fear cascaded through his chest as he watched the black contrast against the snowstorm’s white veil. Could he shoot the birds? If he didn’t kill something, he was going to starve to death. And so was Anna…


      A rustle in the tree line brought his sight down from the sky, the snow crunched under the weight of something approaching on the other side of the creek. His desperate glare focused through the whitened sheets of horizontal raging snow. He snapped his rifle to his shoulder, and then lowered it. A dark silhouette stood between a ponderosa pine and a clump of aspens. Aleksandr bowed his head against the pelting ice and stared.


      Was it a man? Had Aleksandr been out too long, hallucinating? He had heard the eyes can make a man see things that are not there when they were freezing over. Before they go blind. What was this he now saw?


      “You fool!” The dark form spat the words.


      Aleksandr’s eyes popped open, his head shot up. He ground his teeth.


      Across the creek, the dark, hooded figure stood, veiled by the evergreens, the barren tree trunks, and the dense, blowing snow. “What have you ever done to deserve the Father to hear your pathetic plea for your whore?”


      “She’s my wife!” Aleksandr declared through clinched teeth. “She’s with child. It’s my fault she’s dying.”


      He slammed his fist against his chest.


      The Shadow’s chuckle, whipped by the abusive wind, barely reached Aleksandr’s ears. “Perhaps, it is as it should be.”


      “No! I don’t believe that.” Aleksandr shook his head. His knuckles blanched as his grip on the sapling tightened. “Abraham prayed to God for Sarah’s sake, Isaac prayed for Rebecca’s, Jacob prayed for Rachael’s. God heard their plea. Anna, she read it to me. God’ll hear me, too!”


      Pelting snow swirled against his raw, freeze-burned cheeks. He bowed his head, pressing against his fleece-lined collar and swallowed hard. Who was this terrifying form and why did it mock his feeble faith?


      An oil-black, pointed tongue slipped across its thin lower lip. “Has He heard you, then?” The figure rotated and moved deeper into the woods.


      Aleksandr stared as the snow engulfed the dark shadow. He stepped closer to the murmuring creek. “Wait—”


      The figure stopped. It twisted its head to meet Aleksandr’s eyes. A pale indigo smile separated its lips. The wind howled through the trees. The water gurgled underneath the frozen sheets of ice. The figure spoke slowly, “I could save your precious Anna.”


      The blizzard threatened to take the words, the promise, and never let them reach Aleksandr’s consciousness. God was silent to him now. Why couldn’t he feel the glorious presence as he had before? Time was running out for Anna. He couldn’t wait upon the Lord. He needed a miracle and he needed it now. His eyes widened, and then narrowed. His breath froze in his chest. He stared at the insipid, shrouded face. “What”—he swallowed bitter bile—“would I have to do?”


      The figure grinned, its yellowed teeth protruding over its bottom lip. It sucked air through the spiky tines and stepped closer to the creek.


      The vulgar smile sickened Aleksandr. He clung to the aspen by brute strength as if he alone held up the entire world by this one sapling tree.


      “When the…spirit is gone out of a man,” It began to speak slowly, purposefully. “He walketh through dry places, seeking rest, and findeth none.”


      The hooded figure stepped from the tree line as if it were intent on being clearly heard.


      “You…you want me to build you a bed, uh, a house, maybe?” Aleksandr squinted to focus on the puzzling words.


      “A place of rest, yes.” Its eyes darted right and left, as if suddenly it realized it was exposed and questioned whether it should stand on the open creek bank.


      “But a house, like your sticks-and-stone cabin”—it shook its head—“no.”


      “I—I don’t understand.” Aleksandr stepped back. He hated this. He wasn’t a smart man. Riddles and puzzles confused him.


      The figure lifted a long, boney, blanched hand to its chest. It splayed its fingers across its heart and spoke slowly. “I can give you what you want.” It moved back to the tree line. “You and Anna shall be together, for a…very long time. You shall walk beside her always.”


      “…And the child?”


      Its head tipped back slightly, as if it were considering the question. Its eyes darted about and then came to focus on Aleksandr. “…and the child.”


      Aleksandr glared at the figure. Why wouldn’t it tell him what he had to do? He filled his barrel chest with air and bellowed, “Tell me!”


      “The ancients built a horse. It hid them from harm.”


      Aleksandr wiped his meaty hand down his frigid face. “You want me to build you a horse?”


      “A child’s toy.” A dismissive wave emphasized the minimalness of its request.


      “A toy?” Aleksandr glared at the puzzling silhouette. “Since when should one such as yourself possess an inanimate.”


      “Yes, you would be so limited in your thinking. An inanimate vessel shall serve my purpose for longer than the flesh of man. Your days are numbered, a wooden toy has no such limits.” It leaned its head forward. “Your talents lie in knife and wood.”


      “My—my whittlin’?”


      The figure scratched its pallid jaw. “Yesss, your whittling.”


      “You want me to whittle you a child’s horse?”


      It nodded. “Finish the gift before your son is born and my promise will be fulfilled.”


      “My son?” Aleksandr blinked.


      The figure lifted his right arm as a knotted finger stretched out from under its dark sleeve toward the woods across from the creek. Aleksandr followed the line of sight. Another silhouette, a four legged creature, struggled a few yards deeper into the woods. White, snow laden swirls whipped between the aspen trees. Aleksandr’s gaze returned to the dark figure. But it no longer stood before him.


      Aleksandr glanced right and left. He glanced over his shoulder. Nothing. A shiver shook him to the bone and he forced his cold limbs to lift his rifle. Long antlers of an elk were entangled with a suffocating vine. Aleksandr’s miracle. His salvation from starvation stood trapped and helpless. He stared down his rifle’s barrel, lined up the sight, and squeezed the trigger. The animal flinched and then hung by his entangled spikes. It was a good kill, right through the heart.

    


    
      


      ****


      

    


    
      “No, Alek! Sweet Jesus, no!” Anna screamed. Horror and darkness filled her mind. Had it been a dream? She moved stiffened muscles to search for her husband. Dying embers glowed orange and red in the large stone hearth. A black cast iron pot, where she had melted snow, hung from the hook anchored in the rock frame of the fire place. It was all they had to fill their stomachs.


      Where was Alek? She closed her eyes and drifted into the numbing darkness. Vaguely, somewhere far away, she heard him open and close the heavy wooden door. The iron brace screeched as the pot was moved over a blazing fire. Warmth filled the cabin along with an aroma.


      Meat.


      Alek spoke her name and lifted her shoulders across his arm. A warm liquid touched her lips and she drew it into her mouth. She blinked and tried to focus on his face. He had found meat. They would live.


      Fear hovered in her thoughts, but it had been a silly dream. She loved him with all her heart. And now she owed him her life, and the life of their unborn child. She forced a smile to her lips. “Alek…”


      “Shh…eat.” He spooned more to her mouth.


      How did he find anything in this storm? God must have shown him the way. A shiver ran down her spine. Bile lapped at the back of her throat. She swallowed hard against it and tried to take more of the rich broth into her mouth. Nausea swept over her and she pulled away from the proffered spoon. Alek set the bowl and spoon beside the bed and lowered her onto the down-filled pillow. Her dream vividly returned to her mind.


      Meat? How did he find game in this blizzard?


      She blinked and tried to focus on him. His face appeared to be tight with worry. She glanced at the cast iron pot hanging over the fire, and returned her gaze to his fearful eyes. Something was wrong. Something was horribly wrong.


      She forced the words that clamored at her heart, “What have you done?”
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