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    For Steph, my beautiful brown eyes :)


Thanks to all my friends and family who read the story and offered input on the cover. Your advice and encouragement means the world to me!

      

    

As a postcard, it would be the perfect Christmas scene. Snow falling softly over a neat little block of townhomes. Unswept paths with no tracks in the yards, like everyone’s spending the day inside, tucked away in their snug little homes with their perfect families. Candles or wreaths in a few of the windows and music playing from somewhere, still clinging to the last fading strains of “heavenly peace.”

That’s how a postcard would show it.

Never mind that wives are already pestering their husbands to get the decorations down and most of the radio stations have switched back to the weekly top ten. Never mind that the sidewalks and streets in front of the building are covered in dirty slush piles left by shovels and plows. Never mind that the all-night Christmas prayer vigil I stumbled onto yesterday is over, and if the snow keeps up, I might have to sleep in a dumpster somewhere. Those things never make it onto the postcards. It’s not the stuff people want to see.

Why am I even wandering along the banks of this little creek, staring at the back of these townhomes like the picture is real? Like it could ever be for me? Why am I back in this town when I could be headed somewhere I won’t freeze to death even if I end up sleeping on a park bench?

Why do I even care anymore?

I can feel the tattered shreds of hope that I’ve clung to all these years slipping through my fingers like they’re caught in the icy wind.

Jesus loves you, and so do I. Remember that, Stephen. Promise me.

The words prick the numbness of my heart like tiny needles. I promised. Meant to keep it. And I tried. But it’s been ten years. She’s either dead or she’s forgotten. And if Jesus still loves me, He hasn’t shown it in a very long time. Is it my fault if I can’t hold on any longer?

Brown eyes bore into my memory, and I close my own to hold in the tears that no one will see. I promised. I have to try. At least one more time.

“Jesus, if You still want me, You’ll have to show me. And if not, then just—just let me forget her. Please. It hurts too bad.”

I open my eyes, run a hand across them, and then stuff it back in my pocket, turning to leave the way I came. That’s when a dog’s furious barking and a child’s frantic cries shatter the quiet moment.

I whirl around without even stopping to think and run toward the noise, but when I round the wall that shields the pair from view, I pull up short. The little girl is safe inside a low fence, and the dog is prancing on the other side, ignoring her and yapping at something in the top of a bent-over tree. No danger puts this straight in the none-of-my-business camp, and I really don’t need more trouble right now. I back up a step, and that’s when the girl sees me and flings herself against the fence with her little arms outstretched.

“Oh, my kitty, my kitty! You gotta help my kitty!”

She’s a tiny thing, bundled up in mismatched snow gear that makes her look like a rainbow marshmallow. A rainbow marshmallow with chocolate brown eyes.

If they were blue or green or gray or even purple, I might walk away. As it is, I’ve got plenty of arguments. My jacket’s too thin, and I need to get out of the cold. If there’s one thing I’m not, it’s a knight in shining armor. When her parents show up, they’ll probably slam the door in my face. But I must have a weird genetic defect or something, because I can’t resist those brown eyes. I never could.

With a groan at my own weakness, I kneel down by the fence.

“What happened to your kitty?”

“Nasty Max scared her.” She glares fiercely at the dog, but her little lip trembles. “She runned up the tree. Now she’s gonna fall!”

I sigh and throw a look at the dog, who’s stopped barking and is pacing under the tree, whining and wagging his tail.

“Okay, tell you what. I’ll scare Max away, and then when the kitty sees he’s gone, she’ll come down.”

“No!” The wail of distress is so sharp that I glance around to make sure no one’s coming to see what I’ve done to her. “She’s a baby! She’s stucked! She can’t get down. You gotta help her!”

The brown eyes are swimming in tears, and I turn away and look more closely at the tree. Sure enough, there’s the kitten, barely old enough to have left its mother, dangling by its front paws from one of the highest branches and meowing frantically, although I can’t hear it from here.

What on earth am I supposed to do? The tree is small, not the kind that’s good for climbing, and it reaches straight out over the creek. I’m not the tree-climbing type and definitely not the rescuing type, and the only thing being nice to a little kid ever got me was trouble. I drop my head and find big brown eyes staring into mine. Waiting for a promise. Just like the memory that won’t let me go. With a sigh, I hop over the fence and grab hold of the tree.

The branches bend and shake as I make my way along them, more out than up. Over the fence. Past the prancing Max. Nearer and nearer to the terrified kitten, whose plaintive little mews are reaching me now. The branch I’m mostly on sways dangerously with my weight and the icy wind that’s still cutting through my jacket. I lift a hand, nearly lose my grip, and have to close my eyes against the sight of the ground and the little creek spinning below me. What was I thinking? What am I doing here?

“It’s okay, kitty! He’s gonna save you.”

Brown eyes. That’s what I’m doing here. Brown eyes watching me. Trusting me. Willing me to hold on with a death grip like the kitten clinging to that branch. I take a deep breath and reach out again. Close my hand around a trembling ball of warm fur that doesn’t fight back as I lift it from its swaying perch and tuck it inside my jacket. Now to get down. That’s the easy part, right?

A squirrel chitters from somewhere nearby as I scoot one foot backward toward the branch below me. I barely notice it. What’s the harm in a squirrel?

But I’ve forgotten Max.

A furious volley of barking erupts from a nearby tree, and the kitten in my jacket buries its claws in my chest in a frantic attempt to get away. I jerk, lose my balance, and fall flailing into the creek.

Cold. The feeling overrides everything else at first. I thought I was cold before, but this is a brutal, life-sucking force that freezes my bones and steals my breath. The water’s not deep. That’s supposed to be a good thing, but the number of rocks poking into my back makes me wonder if I’ll be able to move tomorrow. Of course, that’s assuming I even wake up tomorrow after a night on the street in wet clothes. But maybe that’s my answer. Maybe I don’t have to hold on any longer because my life ends here.

I roll out of the water and try to catch my breath. Not an easy thing with frozen bones and a frantic kitten still trying to shred my shirt. At least this ends with a live kitten. A live kitten and smiling brown eyes. Not a bad note to go out on.

But when I push myself to my knees and look up, the marshmallow is gone. I’d think I dreamed her if not for the prints of little boots in the snow and the tiny needles ripping my chest apart. I stumble to the fence and manage to fall over it just as a rainbow whirlwind bursts out of the back of one of the townhomes, dragging a tall young man in its wake.

“Daddy, he falled! And Max barked and scared my kitty, and he gotted her, and Max runned away and barked, and he falled in the creek, and my kitty falled, too, and they gotted all wet!”

I don’t see how any of that can make sense to her dad, except maybe the part about me falling in the creek, which is pretty obvious. The guy’s face goes from confusion to concern, and I fumble with the zipper of my jacket, knowing I need to get the kitten back to the little marshmallow before I’m thrown out of the yard. But the next instant, there’s a strong arm around my back pulling me toward the house and a deep voice exclaiming, “My word, you’re soaked through! Get inside, quick!”

And before I can get a word or the kitten out, I’m standing in a small kitchen with a beach towel draped over my shoulders and the marshmallow tugging on my jacket with her mittens while her dad disappears up the stairs. Somehow, I’m able to control the shaking in my hands long enough to get my jacket unzipped, and the kitten claws its way down my leg and skitters across the floor and into the recesses of a dollhouse with the little marshmallow stuffing herself in after it. Her dad hurries back into the room and shoves something into my arms.

“Quick, change into these. There’s a bathroom in the hall. I’ll get you something warm to drink.”

My stunned brain can’t process what’s going on, and all I manage is a bewildered, “Huh?”

“I said get out of those wet things!” Marshmallow’s dad can’t be ten years older than me, but his grip is surprisingly strong as he pulls me into the hall and shoves me into a bathroom. “Come
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