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CHAPTER ONE
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September 25, 1991

Leah Packer was exhausted. She had been laboring for hours and her body knew it had about reached its physical limits. Sweat poured down her reddened face as tears flowed. Her breath came out in ragged gasps as she struggled to control her breathing. She had never known such pain existed—but at the same time, the love she felt was indescribable. The steady sounds of her baby’s heartbeat comforted her. She kept telling herself they were almost there, they had almost made it. The labor had been difficult and the baby was giving her a hard time, as if to say, I’m here, Mom. I’m still fighting. And Leah knew that as long as he was fighting, she would, too. She had no other choice because she truly loved him more than herself. He was worth every single ounce of pain. 

Somehow she would have to find the necessary strength to not only bring him into the world, but also to let him go. And that would be a lot more difficult. And she would unfortunately experience this bittersweet and precious moment all alone. Jason was gone, that part of her life now only a memory. She had shed all the tears she could for him and simply didn’t have any more strength. Now everything she had left—every tear, every ounce of love—was for their baby. And she vowed that he would only know love, cradled in his mother’s arms.

She had essentially been alone the entire pregnancy because Jason traveled to Tennessee three times a week for work.  After a whirlwind courtship and marriage, Leah had left Tears Valley—the only home she’d ever known—and moved two hours away to an even smaller community known as Magnolia. She had tried to be a good wife, tried to make Jason happy, but she had never expected the stress that would come out of the relationship. She had been married once before at 22—divorced at 27—but in that relationship, her husband had basically ignored her. Jason controlled her. He frightened her. He took away her basic sense of security. One second he was calm and the next he was screaming at her because she didn’t do the laundry or wash the dishes to his satisfaction. Not wanting to rock the boat, she had taken it because she feared she wouldn’t be the only one to pay the price if she dared leave him. He had told her many times exactly what would happen if she ever left him. And she couldn’t live with that.

Right after they got married, Jason began pushing Leah to have a baby. She wasn’t certain about it, but he insisted they were both over 30—he was four months older—and their chances to conceive went down a little more with each passing year. So Leah reluctantly went along with his request. Each month she stared at a negative pregnancy test, Jason would yell at her, berate her, completely blame her. Ironically enough, once she finally had given him the news she was pregnant the previous February—on his birthday, no less—he didn’t seem overjoyed. More like...relieved. And afterwards, all he wanted to know was if the baby was healthy. Not if she was doing alright, but if their child was. He never mentioned it otherwise. And as long as things seemed to be going well, he was happy. He left his young wife alone. Leah wasn’t sure what to make of the whole situation, but she was grateful that for the moment at least, he was content with her. 

Even though she was in a miserable marriage, Leah adored the child she was carrying who lay directly underneath her heart. She knew her union was slowly dying. She also knew that even if she had to be a single mother, her baby would never lack for love or affection. She vowed it would always know how much it was loved and wanted. The next few months of her pregnancy went by uneventfully, then in the fifth month during a routine doctor’s appointment, everything changed when the tech’s face grew concerned as she watched the growing baby on the ultrasound. Leah felt her throat grow dry as she asked, “What’s wrong? Why do you look like that?”

“I’m, uh, I’m just going to get the doctor,” the lady said quietly. “I’ll be right back.”

Leah waited impatiently for Dr. Case to come in. She had no one to talk to, no one to reassure her. She hoped it was just some minor thing, but the look on the tech’s face said otherwise. After a long and achingly tense five minutes, Dr. Stan Case entered the room, then said, “Hi, Leah. How are you doing?” His expression was unreadable.

“Is my baby alright?” Leah demanded anxiously.

“Let me take a look.” 

His exam only took about two minutes, but for Leah, it was an eternity. His expression was unreadable, and Leah scrutinized it closely for any signs of relief, or a smile; he showed neither, which concerned her. He finally said, “Leah, I want you to get dressed and meet me in my office in five minutes, please.”

“Is my baby okay?” Leah pressed.

“Please,” he said urgently. “It can’t wait.”

Leah had no choice but to do as he requested. A short time later she sat in a chair in his office, her hands held tightly in her lap. He sat across from her, clearing his throat as he did so. Finally he said, “Leah, I’m afraid I have some very bad news.”

“What?” she asked weakly. God help me...

“The ultrasound shows a very serious condition in the fetus,” he continued. “I’m afraid the brain and skull are not developing as they should. It’s a condition known as anencephaly.  The baby unfortunately only has a rudimentary brain stem. The baby is missing most of its cerebrum, which is crucial for thinking, seeing, hearing, touch, and movement. The cerebellum, which is crucial for balance, coordination, and motor learning, also never fully formed.”

“Well, what can you do about that?” Leah demanded. “Some sort of brain surgery or...?

He sighed in resignation. “I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do.”

Leah felt sick. Physically sick. “What are you talking about? You’re a doctor, you’re supposed to know how to help babies. Isn’t that what you went to school for?” she demanded angrily. “You have to help my baby!”

He looked at her somberly. “I’m afraid the condition is terminal. It might be before birth, or during, or shortly afterwards, but babies like this typically don’t live very long. You may have 24 to 48 hours if you’re lucky, but I’m afraid there’s no hope for survival. I’m truly sorry.”

“No! I won’t accept that!” Leah said angrily. “I’ll get a second opinion. And a third. It has to be a mistake.”

“In time, you’ll be able to have another child,” he said patiently. “There are other choices you can make. I can induce labor and allow you to deliver now if you wish, or if you choose not to continue with this pregnancy, we don’t do abortions here, but I can recommend some doctors for you who can...” He sighed as he realized he was only making her more emotional. “You can also choose to carry the baby to term and deliver then. I’m afraid that the longer you prolong this, you’re only prolonging the inevitable. You need to think about what’s best for your son now.”

Leah’s face paled. “My son?” she gasped. “First you tell me to kill my baby, then you tell me it’s a boy? How heartless can you be? I can’t do that! I could never do that! It’s not an option!” 

She saw the doctor’s face soften with genuine sympathy. She knew that medically, he had to present all her options to her; still, it hurt. As her hands fell to her stomach, she asked sadly, “What did I do...to make my baby this way? Maybe it was all the stress I’ve been under or maybe I was too old to get pregnant...I tried to do the best I could, but somewhere, I failed along the way. I was so careful...I tried to eat right, take vitamins, I don’t smoke or drink, so what did I do wrong?” She paused, then added, “I fell down the steps outside my apartment in the first month...did that cause it?”

“You didn’t do anything wrong, Leah,” he assured her gently. “This is something you could not have prevented. Unfortunately, bad things just happen sometimes and we have no medical explanation for them. I wish I could offer some hope, some treatment, but I can’t. I’m so sorry.”

Leah slowly stood up, grasping the chair arms for support. She wasn’t sure how to process this...or even what to do next. Her head was spinning. She left the doctor’s office, and didn’t even remember walking the two miles home to her apartment. It was as if time had stopped. Even the tiny baby inside her was still. She was left with only her jumbled thoughts for comfort—and of course, they offered none.

As she sat on her living room couch, it occurred to her just how alone she was. Even with her marriage crumbling, she had at least had the baby and the hope and comfort it brought. Now she didn’t even have that. And she couldn’t even pray. She felt totally numb. What on earth was she supposed to do now? 

As she sat there 20 minutes later, the door opened and an unexpected figure stood there. “Jason!” she sobbed as she ran to her husband and threw her arms around him. “You’re home. It’s only Thursday. I didn’t expect you, but I’m so glad you’re here. We need to talk about our baby. I would have called you, but you had the phone disconnected.” She looked at her husband with tear-filled eyes. “Please talk to me. I need you.”

Looking back on the events of that day, Leah wished she had simply packed her belongings and left before Jason arrived and never even told him about the baby’s condition. She could have called somebody to pick her up or walked the two miles to the bus station. It certainly would have been easier for everyone. Instead, that evening, she had gone to bed and stayed there for nearly two weeks. She barely ate or slept, just cried until there were no tears left, only a sense of numbness. A once staunchly independent person, she had now grown very depressed and just didn’t care about anything. She didn’t answer the door when her best friend Emma banged on it, pleading for her to let her in. She was estranged from her family back home in Tears Valley, mostly because of Jason’s influence. She had only seen her mother once since she moved away. In her eighth month, she had called her mother out of the blue and asked her to come baby shopping with her. Emily Wilder was stunned by the request, but she reluctantly agreed. She slowly followed Leah around the store and watched silently as her daughter filled two carts with items such as blankets, diapers, clothes, and toys. She ordered a crib and accessories to be delivered to her apartment, as well as a car seat. Her total was close to $900, which was an expense Emily did not understand. As a single woman, money was very important for day to day survival. As they sat in Emily’s car on the way home, Emily had to ask a single question: “Why are you doing this?”

Leah shrugged. “I guess I’m holding out hope.”

“But you can’t do this,” Emily said, fearing she was invoking her daughter’s wrath or sorrow. “There is no hope for this baby. You’ve seen two other doctors and they all said the same thing. Leah, you have to face it. Your baby is going to die!” When Leah didn’t respond, Emily pulled the car into a nearby parking lot and shut off the engine. “Leah, look at me! I want you to say it. My baby is going to die.”

“Mama, please. I can’t,” Leah moaned. 

Emily reached out and took her face in her hands, forcing Leah to look at her. “You have to face it, Leah. I want you to say it. Say it.”

Her heart broke as Leah’s face crumpled in pure agony. “You think I don’t know that?” she wailed. “I’m not living in some fantasy world here. I keep hope because I need it! I did all this stuff today because I want to celebrate my little boy’s life. These are all the things I had planned to do for him and I wanted to have fun and enjoy the experience. I didn’t want to plan his funeral!” Emily held her as she cried. 

“I’m sorry, Baby,” Emily said. “If this is what you need to do, then do it. I didn’t understand what it meant to you.”

Leah and Emily spent the next two days wallpapering the nursery and decorating it in a baseball-themed motif. When the crib, dresser, changing table, and stroller arrived, everything fully assembled at Leah’s request, they were put on display in the sunny yellow and blue room. “It’s beautiful in here,” Emily said as they stood back and admired the finished product. She worried that coming home to a finished nursery would be too much for Leah to bear, but she didn’t say anything. If Leah felt that buying baby items helped her to feel normal, to contribute in some way, then who was she to judge? She didn’t realize just how incredibly strong her daughter was, that Leah already had a purpose in what she was doing. She intended for something beautiful and meaningful to come out of her son’s very brief life, and if she had her way, it would.
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CHAPTER TWO
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That morning, at the first pang of labor, Leah had risen from her bed and walked into her small kitchen area. She was never comfortable anymore because her body felt stretched to its absolute capacity so she ended up sitting at her kitchen table with a pillow behind her aching back. The table had become quite special to her, so much so that she didn’t even eat meals there anymore. It was where she kept her most valuable items: a small black box filled with lovingly written handwritten letters that would never be read by its intended recipient, a baby book, and a well-read Bible. It was the place where she had cried out to God many times, asked Him “why” over and over. Why had He allowed this to happen to her? What had she done to deserve it? And how could she possibly get through it?

She reached out and slowly picked up the baby book that was empty except for a few pictures she had added in. A heavy sigh came from her throat as she opened it. There were no sonogram pictures and there would be no pictures to fill it as the baby grew and developed. Leah had slipped a few pictures inside early on as she tried to imagine what her little miracle would look like. Her own pictures in infancy and as an adorable toddler with pigtails. There were also pictures of infant fraternal twins, dressed alike and posed perfectly, the captions always read the same thing: Jeremy and Jason, born February 14, 1957. Once always together, now forever separated. She couldn’t help blaming herself for that. 

As her hand went to her stomach, tears dripped down her cheeks. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “You’re coming today and all I can do is cry. I’m not ready to let you go. I wanted more than anything to be your mom, to hold you and love you and give you the best life I possibly could. What hurts is you’ll never even know me, never know how much I love you.” She swallowed as she added softly, “Just give me a chance. I’ll be a loving and caring parent, I know I’ll make my mistakes, but please don’t take him from me. I never knew it was possible to love another person so much. I don’t know how I’ll make it without him.”

But her urgent and heartfelt pleas over the past four months had seemingly gone unheard and she wondered if God even cared anymore. She had always been faithful in her Christian walk, but now she felt the distance...and she didn’t know why. Her heart felt like it was being ripped in pieces. She felt utterly and completely alone...and nothing seemed to help. She hadn’t even opened her Bible or left her apartment in weeks. She was truly at the darkest point she had ever been in. The waves of grief and despair threatened to pull her under, but her head kept rising to the surface, gasping for air. It seemed cruel, when all she wanted was simply to join her little baby.

She couldn’t help remembering how different her life had been only 16 months earlier. It was a simple life, quiet, virtually uncomplicated.  Sometimes she believed she had lived that way on purpose. She ran a small day care out of her home in Tears Valley, which was only about two houses away from where her sister’s family lived. Thanks to her impressive money management skills, her modest two-bedroom home was due to be fully paid off in less than ten years time. She was divorced, but had the time to do the things she wanted. She attended church regularly. She had the freedom to go grocery shopping at two in the morning if she wanted or hang out with friends till midnight. Still, her greatest contribution, she felt, was the impact she had on her nieces and nephews, Ty, Abigail, Karalynn, and Wilder. She loved spending time with them. She was a keeper of many secrets and a beacon of security when they needed it. If they needed help with homework or to be picked up or dropped off somewhere, she was ready to assist every time. No request was insignificant. She knew the children needed a warm female touch in their lives now that their mother was gone, and she was happy to help however she could. It was a quiet life, structured, and Leah was happy with it. She had responsibilities, sure, but she hardly felt “tied down.” Her life was full and she hadn’t anticipated any major changes.

Like falling in love again.

Leah was certain she didn’t need anything else—a new marriage or her own children—to feel fulfilled. But she truly hadn’t expected her feelings to develop like they had. They even scared her. But they were growing, no doubt about that. Her brother-in-law, Luke Winfield, appreciated her help, but he advised her often that she needed to get out there and live a life for herself, that he didn’t want to make his family too dependent on her. He feared she was becoming too comfortable with them and neglecting her own personal needs and desires in the process. Leah insisted that couldn’t be further from the truth. Of course she wanted someone again—but she wanted the right person this time, and she refused to settle for second best. Until she found him, she was perfectly happy being single. 

She knew, deep down, that she had already met the right man for her. She woke up thinking about Luke and went to bed thinking about him. And she knew this wasn’t simply puppy love, an infatuation that would fade over time. This was something much stronger, much deeper, something she would carry with her for the rest of her life.

This was love.

When a sudden unexpected tragedy claimed Ty’s life only nine months after Susan’s, Leah’s feelings for Luke had come to the surface out of fear and desperation. She rushed to him and found him in a drunken, despondent state, talking about how his children would be better off without him. Leah’s throat went dry when he asked her if she would care for them if something happened to him. She pleaded with him not to hurt himself, pointing out that the kids needed their father, not their aunt. When that didn’t work, he barricaded himself in the bathroom, not wanting to talk anymore. Leah banged on the door in desperation—and a single, but life-changing phrase spilled from her lips.

“Luke, I love you!”

She knew why she had said it. She wanted him to know she was there for him and would always be. She knew he wasn’t ready for another serious relationship, but she was willing to wait, to give him all the time and space he needed. But the morning of Ty’s funeral, he stunned her when he revealed he simply did not reciprocate the feelings she had for him. It was a shocking blow. He urged her to go find someone who could make her happy, he wasn’t going to hold her back anymore. He thought he was doing the right thing, but the only purpose it served was to drive an uncomfortable wedge between them. It would be three more months before they spoke again.

At the funeral, Leah sat on one end of the pew, while Luke sat on the other, sandwiched by the remaining three children. After the service, everyone gathered at Luke’s house for the obligatory condolences and bringing of copious amounts of food that was destined to spoil because there was so much of it and no one felt like eating anyway. Leah barely remembered speaking to anyone that day; it was all just an endless sea of faces and words she didn’t even hear. Fortunately her mother Emily was there to take over, and Leah gratefully accepted. She spent the next four hours in bed, surrounded by Kleenex boxes. She didn’t turn on the radio or the television so she didn’t hear any weather reports. Emily stopped by after leaving the Winfields’ house and informed her that bad weather was coming and she needed to take precautions. She requested that Leah go stay with her and Grays at their house until the storm passed. Leah didn’t want to go, but she knew it was the only way to get Emily off her back so she reluctantly got up, grabbed her purse, then drove to her parents’ house to stay the night.

Fortunately for her, Emily hadn’t let her intense maternal feelings slide. Sometime over the course of that night, a broken power line fell on the roof of Leah’s house, causing a fire that quickly consumed the entire structure. By the time Leah got there the next morning, she found the volunteer fire department struggling to extinguish the flames, but there was nothing they could do to salvage the house. Everything was gone. 

And once again, Leah had no choice but to start over.

The pain struck again for the second time in 15 minutes, slightly more intense this time. Leah tried to steady her breathing as she anxiously waited for the pain to pass. It only lasted less than a minute, but she had to wonder how bad things would get before it was all over. She hadn’t taken any Lamaze classes or done any sort of preparation for childbirth. While most first-time mothers were understandably nervous at the prospect of going through childbirth, at the end it was all worth it because there was a healthy, pink-cheeked baby to hold. Leah had felt only sorrow and trepidation for the past four months. She didn’t want to go through this because she knew what it ultimately meant for her. At the end, she would return home with nothing to a silent apartment. Her baby would never wake her up multiple times each night with his cries pleading to be fed. She would never walk the floor with him during bouts of colic, patting his bottom as she attempted to soothe him as near exhaustion threatened to overwhelm her. She would never get to see his first smile or watch him take his first step. There were so many things she would never get to do—and she simply couldn’t live with that. 

She headed into the small bathroom and peered at her reflection in the mirror. Her eyes were swollen and her face was puffy, and the happy woman she had once been now existed only in her memories. Sighing, she opened the cabinet and began pulling out pill bottles. Most of them were Jason’s, but a few were hers, like pills for nausea and vomiting and pregnancy-induced migraines that were very powerful. As Leah clutched them in her hands, she couldn’t help thinking she’d married a horrible, remorseless man—and the consequences of his actions would be felt for many years. Leah closed her eyes as she whispered, “God forgive me. I feel as responsible as he was.”

She returned to the table and neatly wrote on a piece of stationary, then folded it and placed it in the black box, along with the pills. It didn’t really matter at this point what the pills were for; all that mattered was that they would serve their ultimate purpose. No one would be around to stop her. It would likely be days before she was discovered. She would come home, swallow the pills, then lie down and go to sleep. What could be easier? 

Leah was still sitting at the kitchen table 10 minutes later, almost in a trance-like state, when there was an urgent knock on her apartment door. She slowly got up, then wandered over to the front door, peeking through the hole on the door before she opened it. Her best friend, Emma Packer, stood on the threshold. “Emma, are you okay?” Leah demanded as she threw open the door.

“I’m fine,” Emma insisted, “but something told me I should check on you. Are you okay?”

When Leah had moved into the Magnolia apartment complex, she had never expected to meet a person she had so much in common with, the person who would become her closest confidante. Leah was aware that Jason had a brother, but she had been shocked to discover that Jeremy was his twin. The brothers looked so much alike, most people had assumed they were identical twins rather than fraternal ones. Both stood over six feet tall, with curly shoulder-length dark brown hair and dark eyes, though Jeremy was slightly taller and heavier than Jason. As the older twin, he was also more of the protector, the one who kept his brother in line. But there also seemed to be a great deal of tension between them. In an effort to distance herself from her troubled marriage as much as possible, Leah had developed a close friendship with Emma, Jeremy’s wife. Their babies were due only weeks apart and Leah had relied on Emma for strength as the pregnancy progressed. They had gone baby shopping together, encouraged each other, eagerly shared all their milestones...then ultimately consoled each other when everything started to fall apart. Now both their husbands were gone and both women faced an uncertain future. It had been a while since either spoke of their losses, but Leah knew it couldn’t be avoided forever. Sooner or later, it would all have to be addressed.

Emma was a pretty woman of 33, with soft strawberry blonde curls and sparkling blue eyes. A gentle soul, she was always the first one to reach out whenever anyone needed a helping hand. She was the perfect compliment to Leah’s compassionate nature. Leah knew she could never possibly thank Emma for all she had given her—or all she had taught her in the past year.

“Well,” Leah said quietly as her hand touched her stomach lightly, “I think maybe I’m going into labor. I’ve started having some sharp pains that feel like they’re wrapping around from behind.”

Emma’s eyes widened in shock. “What? Why didn’t you call me? We have to get you to the hospital. Come on, get dressed, and get your stuff! Let’s go!” She met her friend’s eyes and saw the utter devastation that resided in their depths. Reaching out, she gently touched her cheek. “Honey, I’m sorry, I know this is difficult, but we have to go! You have to go through this. You have to deliver your baby. You don’t have any choice.  You can’t pretend it away.”

“Pretend it away?” Leah said softly. “I never pretended it away, Emma. You know, one of the reasons I wanted to carry him to full term was so that I could have him with me as long as possible. Now that the time has come to deliver...I don’t know if I can do it.” She gasped in pain as another contraction hit her and nearly knocked her to her knees. Emma looked at her sympathetically, but led her into the bedroom and helped her throw a coat on over her gray pajamas. “I promise I’ll be right there with you the whole time,” Emma assured her. “You’ll never be alone.”
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The day dragged on as Leah struggled with the labor. True to her word, Emma was there, softly uttering words of encouragement, wiping her face with a cold cloth, getting her ice chips, and supporting her as they walked up and down the hospital corridor countless times in an effort to speed up the process. As the pain got more intense, Emma’s alarm grew—not only for her friend and her baby, but also for herself. Her own child was due October 27, and she wondered how bad things would get for her. Still, she had to place her own worries on the back burner, at least for now. She had to help Leah get through this.

Leah was a champ, dealing with the pain with all the strength and determination she had. But by 5:00 that evening, it was her obvious her body knew it had about reached its physical limits. Sweat poured down her reddened face as tears flowed. The pain was growing more intense, almost unbearable. She had refused all pain medication, though the nurses offered several times. She was adamant that she wanted to be fully alert and in the moment when her son came. She wanted to remember every precious second she had with him. The nurse said gently, “It won’t hurt the baby if you take something, and it won’t make you impaired. When you get to delivery, you won’t be able to take anything, so you need to be aware of that and make the right choice for you.”


“I don’t want anything,” Leah snapped at her.


The nurse glanced at Emma reproachfully, but walked away without another word. Emma said tactfully, “Are you sure I can’t call anyone for you? Your mother, perhaps? I know you said you wanted to go through this on your own, but there are times a person still needs her mother no matter how old she gets...wouldn’t you agree? Leah...please let me call her for you.”

Leah rested her sweat-soaked head against the pillow as Emma wiped it with a cold towel. She was simply too tired to argue anymore. “Give me her number,” Emma added urgently.

***
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The navy blue Chevy Malibu slowly pulled into the driveway and stopped. Automatically, Luke Winfield reached for the door handle. He paused to look at the woman who had dropped him off. “Thanks for the lift, Lydia. I really appreciate it. As much as I hate to admit it, I think my old truck is ready for the junkyard. I guess it’s time to start looking for something else.”

“It’s no problem. I was happy to help.” Lydia Grant turned off the engine and looked at him. “If you need me again, you’re welcome to call me anytime.”

“Thanks.”

Lydia was a petite redhead with flaming green eyes and a near-perfect smile. She also was very knowledgeable about car engines and motors, thanks to working on vehicles with her dad as a child. She and Luke had known each other for about six months thanks to Luke’s former mother-in-law Emily Wilder introducing them. Lydia always seemed to know where Luke was, and she called him quite regularly—which made him more than a little uncomfortable. When she had seen him in the hardware store parking lot struggling to get his old Ford F150 to start, she had quickly offered assistance. Luke somewhat reluctantly agreed—after he couldn’t reach either of his daughters. 

“Luke?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t feel bad. It’s just a truck,” Lydia added.

Luke sighed. “Yeah.”

Of course it was just a truck to her, he thought grudgingly. To him, it was another piece of his past that was slowly fading away. It had provided him with a lot of comfort and many fond memories over the past 21 years. But he didn’t explain, wasn’t about to. He thanked her again, then threw open the car door. Sensing the opportunity was quickly slipping through her fingers, Lydia quickly took advantage. “Luke?”

“What?”

“Would you like to go out sometime?” she asked. “Emily thinks we’d be really good together.”

“Uh, I’m pretty busy,” Luke said. “I have work and my kids and...”

“But Abigail and Karalynn are teenagers and can’t possibly need you as much as they used to,” Lydia pointed out. 

“Well, my son does,” Luke said defensively. “He’s only five. He’s been acting out at school lately, getting in
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