
	To those who only see how they’ve fallen short, messed up, missed the mark, failed miserably, or rejected God outright—be glad! Jesus died on the cross and rose for YOU. And me. He didn’t have to, He chose to. It’s His Amazing Grace that truly sets us free.
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	A summer anthology from The Mosaic Collection

	Our mission is to change hearts with the gospel through fiction.



	
Welcome to The Mosaic Collection

	We are sisters, a beautiful mosaic united by the love of God through the blood of Christ. 

	 

	Each month The Mosaic Collection releases one faith-based novel or anthology exploring our theme, Family by His Design, and sharing stories that feature diverse, God-designed families. All are contemporary stories ranging from mystery and women’s fiction to comedic and literary fiction. We hope you’ll join our Mosaic family as we explore together what truly defines a family. 

	 

	If you’re like us, loneliness and suffering have touched your life in ways you never imagined; but Dear One, while you may feel alone in your suffering—whatever it is—you are never alone! 

	 

	Learn more about The Mosaic Collection at

	www.mosaiccollectionbooks.com

	 

	Join our Reader Community, too!

	www.facebook.com/groups/TheMosaicCollection
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Praise for Authors in The Mosaic Collection

	Praise for Johnnie Alexander

	 

	Alexander’s characters are endearing and genuine, and her books include sweet relationships with strong threads of underlying faith.

	— Tracy Crump

	 

	Praise for Eleanor Bertin

	 

	Eleanor Bertin is sublime at creating characters who are real. They are rich, layered humans who pull you in. She weaves a story through them and ties her readers' heart strings to them and their lives.

	— Berta Hartzell

	 

	Praise for Sara Davison

	 

	Rarely is a story so poignant, so gripping, so horrific, and yet so eloquent in its telling. With a sprinkling of humor, even. And yet, Ms. Davison has gifted her readers with such a treasure.

	— Robin E. Mason

	 

	Praise for Deb Elkink

	 

	An intellectually appetizing feast from cover to cover. My husband and I just finished reading Deb Elkink's The Red Journal. We thought her first novel, The Third Grace, was exceptional . . . this novel is even better. I found the gripping storyline and style created both excitement and tension and made the book hard to put down!

	— Elayne G., Reader

	 

	Praise for Chautona Havig

	 

	If Ms. Havig was a favorite author before (she was!) she’s a top favorite now! Her writing, nay, storytelling is beyond descriptive—it is living and breathing, whispering the story into the mind and heart of the reader. Her characters are dimensional, her dialogue crisp and true. She wove the gospel into this story like a finely stitched tapestry, the golden threads sparkling in the lives of her characters. And, as He is wont to do, Ms. Havig credits Him with the nudge of wisdom and discernment, even when we—Ross and Tessa—don’t realize it’s Him.

	— A Reviewer for Bookers on the Rocks

	 

	Praise for Angela D. Meyer

	 

	Meyer does an amazing job of producing characters who are real people with real problems that can only be overcome by the grace and in the strength of God. I love the realness of her characters—their struggles, their hurts, and the realistic ways in which they overcome, as well as showing how God works all things together for our good and His glory. Thank you, Angela D Meyer, for the heart you put into your story!

	— Linnette R. Mullin

	 

	Praise for Stacy Monson

	 

	I've read books that I could relate to the character(s), but reading about Mikayla in When Mountains Sing was like meeting a kindred spirit…I loved that she wasn't the average girl. I loved Dawson's heart and patience in dealing with the people around him. His heart for all he loved and believed in was inspiring. The characters came to the knowledge of God in their different and unique ways. Each of them had their own "God prod" which was beautifully presented and very relatable. I love how God worked behind the scenes. All things work together for good to those that love God found complete expression in this book for me. 

	— Ebos

	 

	Praise for Candace West

	 

	Not ashamed to admit, I was so tied into the characters that I found myself laughing, crying, and being angry right along with them. I knew the hurt that was felt. I've asked the questions they did myself. How and why would God ever love someone like myself, after all the mistakes I've made. How was He not disappointed? Maybe some of you have those same thoughts and I truly recommend that you check this out. Maybe you can find a little healing like I did.

	— Roberts


Introduction

	On Sunday mornings all over the world, Christians recite creeds that are almost as old as the church. Almost daily we say or sing words without much thought to them—a familiar prayer offered before meals… our national anthem.

	“Amazing Grace,” written almost two hundred fifty years ago, is one of the most recognized hymns in the world. From choirs in churches to campfires, the familiar words fill hearts and souls anytime and anywhere. Even schools still sing it as a folk song. Yet, how often do we stop and really listen to the words penned by an eighteenth-century, rebellious, angry slave trader?

	That hardened man wrote of the “sweet sound” of God’s amazing grace, and because of him, we sing these timeless words even still. John Newton showed the progression of a life lived without the tender hand of God, and line by line declared the power, majesty, and constancy of a Lord who loves us and redeems us to His glory.

	 

	Amazing grace! How sweet the sound

	That saved a wretch like me!

	I once was lost, but now am found;

	Was blind, but now I see.

	 

	’Twas grace that taught my heart to fear,

	And grace my fears relieved;

	How precious did that grace appear

	The hour I first believed.

	 

	Through many dangers, toils, and snares,

	I have already come;

	’Tis grace hath brought me safe thus far,

	And grace will lead me home.

	 

	The Lord has promised good to me,

	His Word my hope secures;

	He will my Shield and Portion be,

	As long as life endures.

	 

	Yea, when this flesh and heart shall fail,

	And mortal life shall cease,

	I shall possess, within the veil,

	A life of joy and peace.

	 

	The earth shall soon dissolve like snow,

	The sun forbear to shine;

	But God, who called me here below,

	Will be forever mine.

	 

	When we’ve been there ten thousand years,

	Bright shining as the sun,

	We’ve no less days to sing God’s praise

	Than when we’d first begun.

	 

	As you read our stories, remember the words Newton chose to describe the beautiful mosaic of grace in our lives. He uses contrasting words like lost and found—blind and see. From the lessons that grace teaches and its soothing comfort to the steady, grace-filled hand of a God who guides us through difficult times, this rich hymn points us always to God’s goodness and holiness.

	The authors use inspiration from “their verses” in both subtle and overt ways. One reminds us that “grace leads us home,” while another softly reminds us to praise the Lord at all times. Still, another opens a character’s eyes in an unexpected way, but all the stories within Song of Grace celebrate the beauty of words penned to God’s glory and to our edification. May the Lord richly bless and encourage you through them.
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The Sweetest Sound

	Stacy Monson

	* * *

	In this prequel to When Valleys Mourn, book 2 of the My Father’s House series, teenagers Wendy and Jimmy want only to raise their unexpected blessing in a home filled with love, but they are faced with an impossible dilemma. What’s best for their daughter—living a hand-to-mouth existence for now with parents who adore her or being placed with strangers in hopes she has a better life than they can offer?



	
Part One

	She was twelve years old in the photo, her brother fourteen. Running a finger across her mother’s smiling face, a tear slipped down Wendy Anderson’s cheek. The two people who had loved her, accepted her with all her quirks, and protected her—gone. Her finger stopped. The man standing behind her had his massive hand on her shoulder. Pinning her in place as always.

	The ripping sound was satisfying as she removed her father from the family photo. Whatever was ahead, it had to be better than these three years since her mother and brother died. The ragged photo, without her father, was a reminder of happier times. 

	She glanced at the baby sleeping peacefully beside her, wrapped in the childhood blanket she’d kept hidden. After the car accident, her father had tossed out nearly every reminder of her mother and brother, every sweet trinket, anything that had meaning. In his nightly drunken tirades, he’d raged at her for being the only one who’d survived. The least worthy. At least she could have been a boy. Why hadn’t her brother survived instead of her, he’d demanded many times. She still wondered that. The youngest, the least important, the biggest burden. Why her?

	The baby stirred and she leaned close to whisper into her tiny, perfect ear. Promises to love and protect her always. To be there for her through whatever life held. She stroked the flawless pink cheek, her heart swelling at this most unexpected gift. A daughter born three months after her 17th birthday. Her and Jimmy’s baby. 

	Baby Melinda sighed and quieted. Wendy sat up straight and caught her reflection in the cracked dresser mirror. A trembling finger touched her bruised cheekbone and she flinched at a vision of the back of her father’s hand coming at her. She’d been quicker to get out of reach before the pregnancy; she’d had lots of practice.

	“Wendy! Get in here!”

	She slid the altered photo into the wicker basket holding her precious Melinda, then tucked the basket in the corner behind her bed. As she stood, another cramp made her catch her breath. It had only been a week since giving birth, but her insides still ached. Shouldn’t the bleeding have slowed by now?

	“Wendy!” her father bellowed from the living room. “Gimme another beer. Now, girl.”

	She glanced toward the corner, hoping the baby would continue to sleep. She’d yet to share the news with her father. She was still amazed she’d managed to hide the pregnancy, but then she hadn’t even realized she was pregnant until eight months in. Good thing she was naturally a bit chunky, which her father never failed to mention.

	Jimmy had promised to get her and Melinda out of here as soon as he had a little more money. He had a cousin in Kentucky they could stay with. If she could keep the baby quiet just a month or two, they’d be gone. Her father would never know, and she’d be free from him forever.

	 

	* * *

	 

	With Melinda fed and changed that afternoon, Wendy settled cross-legged on her bed and looked through photos Jimmy had brought last night. One image was the two of them with Rachel and Mitch Gordon, Jimmy’s youth mentors at his church. Rachel was small, about Wendy’s height, but super blonde with amazing blue eyes. Mitch was tall, dark, and really cute. They had been so nice to her when Jimmy introduced them. The photo had been taken a month or so ago, when she and Rachel were both getting close to delivering their babies.

	Hopefully she and Jimmy would be as happy as they were. She hadn’t planned to get pregnant, of course, but Melinda was so perfect and filled her with so much love, it seemed meant to be. She made the cutest faces in her sleep. Even the sweet sound of her newborn cry filled Wendy’s heart with aching joy.

	“Wendy!”

	She released a heavy sigh. Her father never got out of his sagging recliner to speak to her, he simply yelled from the living room. The good thing was he never, ever came to her room, so she hadn’t worried he’d find the baby. She was a girl, after all, so maybe he was afraid he’d walk in on her getting dressed. Whatever. At least it gave her privacy and a tiny corner of the world that was all hers. And now Melinda’s.

	“Wendy, want a san’wich.” He’d started drinking early today so hopefully he’d sleep through the afternoon.

	She tucked the basket in the corner and trudged to the kitchen. How could one man make such a mess? Dishes piled in the sink, glasses strewn across the counter, beer cans everywhere. She wrinkled her nose. Milk really smelled when left in bowls.

	After clearing a spot on the counter, she made the same lunch she’d made him for months—ham and swiss on rye slathered with mayo. She’d be happy to never see rye bread again. Adding his favorite salt and vinegar chips, another nose wrinkle, she pulled a beer from the fridge.

	He grunted when she set the food on the ever-present TV tray. Never a thank you. Never an acknowledgement that he had a personal maid— A muted cry from the bedroom froze her mid-step. Her father didn’t react, busy chomping potato chips, and she headed toward her room as nonchalantly as possible. She’d serve him an unending supply of salt and vinegar chips if it kept him from hearing the baby.

	With the door locked behind her, she gathered the fussy baby close, shushing and whispering, grateful when Melinda relaxed in her arms. A smile curved Wendy’s mouth. She’d never get tired of studying the sweet pink cheeks and lips, the dark hair so much like hers, the long dark eyelashes. Her daughter was perfect. 

	Wendy tightened her arms around the precious bundle. Melinda would never know pain or sadness, never have a hand raised against her. She nuzzled the tiny cheek. Nothing bad was ever going to happen to her. Not while Wendy lived and breathed.

	 

	* * *

	 

	The quiet knock at the window startled Wendy from her dozing. She set Melinda carefully on the bed, then raised the window for Jimmy. As he’d done every night since the baby’s birth, he clambered in, kissed Wendy quickly, then reached for his daughter. Wendy’s heart swelled as it always did when she watched him cuddle the baby, whisper to her, and tell her his idea of bad jokes.

	He lifted his head to grin at her, raising an arm in invitation. She snuggled against him where he sat propped against the headboard and relished the warmth and safety that enveloped her.

	“She’s gotten bigger,” he whispered.

	“Since last night?”

	“Yep. And looking more and more like her pretty mama.” He pressed a kiss to her temple, then glanced around the room. “I’m gonna get you outta here soon. I’ve got almost a thousand in the bank.”

	She stared at him. “That much already?”

	He puffed out his chest a bit. “Workin’ every hour I can, picking up every job. Nothin’s too much for my girls. You deserve more than this.”

	“You’re amazing, James Steven Smith.”

	“Not like you, Wendy Marie Anderson. Soon to be Wendy Smith.”

	Warmth raced up from her toes into her cheeks. “Can’t wait.”

	“Well, ya gotta, at least a little longer. When we get to Kentucky…” He wiggled his eyebrows. “We’re gonna have one big party.”

	She rested her head against his shoulder, content to wait. She had no doubt he’d make good on his promises. She and Melinda were so lucky.

	 

	* * *

	 

	A few evenings later, as they cuddled together in their usual spot against the headboard, Jimmy studied his daughter. “She’s got your eyebrows,” he said.

	“No way,” Wendy whispered back. “I have eyebrows like my dad. I wouldn’t wish them on anyone, especially someone as pretty as Melinda.”

	He chuckled and took her hand. “Well, your eyebrows in, like, a girl way.”

	“I hope she looks like both of us.”

	The door flew open and slammed against the wall, startling them upright where they sat. Wendy’s father stood in the doorway, his blotchy face darkening. “I knew it. I knew you’re a whore!”

	“Dad!”

	He approached and Jimmy stuck his arm in front of her, pressing her against the headboard.

	“This is what whores do, have guys in their bed at night. How much you paying her, boy? Is she worth it?”

	Before Jimmy could reply, her father’s gaze landed on the baby and his bloodshot eyes bulged. “A baby? You have a baby in here?!”

	“It’s my new baby sister,” Jimmy said, handing Melinda to Wendy before climbing off the bed to face her much taller, heavier, and drunk father. “I thought she’d like to see her.”

	“Don’t you be givin’ her any ideas, boy.” He poked a finger in Jimmy’s chest. “We don’t want no babies ’round here. It’s bad enough I’m stuck with her.”

	Wendy cringed, blinking back tears. It wasn’t the first nor would it be the last time he had said it, but it still hurt.

	“Your daughter isn’t a whore, sir,” Jimmy said firmly. “If you knew anything about her, you’d know she’s funny, smart and the best artist in school.”

	“Don’t you tell me about my daughter.” He thrust his arm toward the door, glaring at Jimmy. “Now get out and don’t come back. And take that damn baby with you.”

	Jimmy looked over his shoulder at Wendy. “There’s no way—”

	She stood and touched his arm. “It’s okay. Thanks for…showing me the baby.” Choked by the lump in her throat, she added, “She’s…beautiful.”

	“I’m not leaving you here with him,” he whispered fiercely.

	“Now, boy, or I’ll kick your skinny rear to the curb!”

	She handed him the wicker basket with all of Melinda’s things. “Go before he hurts you or her.” She pushed him toward the door. “I’ll be okay.”

	Her father grabbed Jimmy’s arm and propelled him out of the room, slamming the bedroom door as he staggered after him. Wendy darted across the room to lock the door, sliding her dresser in front of it as her father shouted and cussed at Jimmy from the front step. Then she closed and locked her window and shut off the light.

	Curling into a ball on her bed, she listened as her father stumbled back into the house and crashed around the kitchen. Something shattered on the floor, and he swore loudly.

	Her doorknob rattled, then he pounded on the door. “Don’t you come outta there for any reason. You’re grounded, you lazy, no-good whore.”

	As he stomped down the hall toward the living room, she let the tears come, sobbing into her pillow. How had she forgotten to lock her door before Jimmy arrived? Why had her father even come to her room? They weren’t making any noise. Maybe she was a whore. She had a baby and she was only 17. But it had only been that one time.

	Thoughts and questions battered her from all sides. What was Jimmy going to do with Melinda by himself? She couldn’t risk having the baby here anymore, but she couldn’t move into Jimmy’s tiny, overcrowded house. With a single mom and four younger brothers and sisters, there was no space for her and the baby.

	“What do I do now?” she whispered into the dark. “My baby…”

	 

	* * *

	 

	Creeping out of the house at first light, Wendy blinked and rubbed her gritty eyes. Why was Jimmy’s car parked at the curb? She’d figured it would take about an hour to walk to his house. Managing a smile, she hurried down the driveway, dragging her suitcase in the grass to stifle any noise. The backpack over one shoulder and the pillow under her arm were all she could take into her new life, all she needed. She was done with the old.

	She stood at the driver’s side studying Jimmy. He was slouched sideways against the driver’s door, arms folded, chin tucked as he slept. A good guy now saddled with her and a baby. She tapped lightly on the window, then a little harder until he stirred. His eyes popped open and he straightened, on alert. 

	When he met her gaze, he grinned and rolled down the window. “Well, ain’t you up early.”

	“I’d say the same for you,” she said in a hushed voice, “but you were practically snoring.”

	“Just waitin’ on you. Girls take forever.”

	She rolled her eyes. “What are you doing here?”

	He climbed out and went to the back of the car. “Watching over my girl,” he said softly.

	Warmth flooded her weary soul as she followed, glancing at the house. She could hear her father snoring in his easy chair beside the open living room window. Jimmy popped the trunk, and the rusty squeak made her jump. He lifted his shoulder in apology and silently set her belongings inside, then closed it carefully.

	“Let’s get you out of here,” he said, his breath warm on her ear. He opened the passenger door for her, then shut it quietly before hurrying around to his side. “Glad you live on a hill,” he said. “I can let it roll before starting it.”

	“Muffler’s not fixed?”

	“Nope.” After he’d shifted the car into neutral, they coasted silently down the hill. “Alternator and tires took all the money. I’ll get the muffler next time.”

	Wendy nodded and busied herself getting buckled to hide the tears forming again. If he’d spent all the money keeping the car going, that meant they had next to nothing to live on. Melinda needed diapers and more formula. They’d need gas money to get from Minnesota to Kentucky. Her measly two hundred dollars had taken months to save and wouldn’t get them very far. How were they going to care for their baby?

	When they reached the bottom of the hill, Jimmy started the car and she jumped. Definitely needed a muffler. She glanced back at the house as it slid out of view and released a breath. She’d done it, left what had become a lousy life behind. “Did Melinda sleep last night?”

	He shot her a wink. “Like a baby.”

	“Because she is a baby, dork.”

	He laughed. “True. But I’ve got the daddy touch. And Mom helped.”

	“Good. Then you’ll be on night duty.”

	At the front door of Jimmy’s house, she paused to look up at him. “We’ve sorta made a mess of everything.”

	He shrugged. “It’s not what we planned but I’m good with it.” He pulled open the outside door. “C’mon. Let’s go see Melinda.”

	Wendy sighed and followed him into the tiny rambler. Her father’s reaction, though not unexpected, continued pounding at her. Her mother would have been disappointed, for sure, but she’d have welcomed Melinda and figured out a way for them to have a decent future.

	Now the future was a big floating question mark.

	 

	* * *

	 

	“Have you considered adoption?”

	The question from Jimmy’s mom was a sucker punch, stealing Wendy’s breath. She glanced at Jimmy. During the pregnancy, they’d talked about every option they could think of. Adoption? Briefly. But not really. She’d rather die.

	“Sort of,” he said. “But it’d be a last resort. Giving her to strangers?” His shoulders lifted as he frowned at Melinda sleeping in Wendy’s arms. “Don’t think we could.”

	“I know it’s hard,” his mom said, “but it’s something to consider. For Melinda’s sake.”

	“What would be better for her than being with the people who love her most?” Wendy asked. The thought made her queasy, especially since she’d wondered more than once over the past month if that truly would be best for the baby.

	His mom glanced over her shoulder from where she flipped pancakes at the old stove. “That’s the best place,” she agreed, “but she also needs a roof over her head, food, clothes, and medical care.”

	Wendy dropped her gaze. None of which they had right now. Or would have anytime soon. She rested her cheek against Melinda’s downy dark hair.

	“Mom, we’ll be with Jed and Rosanna in Kentucky,” Jimmy said. “They’re gonna help us find jobs, get an apartment. Everything we need. And we can stay with them as long as we need to.”

	“Your cousin is a good guy,” she conceded, “but he’s only three years older than you. He’s not exactly well established down there. I don’t want you to get your hopes up that Kentucky has all the answers, and that this won’t be a hard road. You’re both so young.”

	Jimmy grinned at Wendy. “We can do hard.”

	His mom carried a plate of steaming cakes to the table. “This will be a hard you haven’t experienced yet at your ages. If I had extra money, you know I’d give it to you, but with my hours cut at work…” She lifted a shoulder the way Jimmy often did and shook her head. “I don’t want you to end up like me.”

	She kissed Jimmy’s unruly mop of hair and pressed a hand on Wendy’s shoulder. “Eat up while I get the kids moving for school. Otherwise, you won’t get more than two bites.”

	Her worn bathrobe fluttered behind her as she left them eating in silence. Wendy hadn’t realized how hungry she was until the first bite. As she finished the second pancake, she glanced at Jimmy reaching for his third. Obviously, he’d been hungry too. 

	What if they couldn’t afford food for Melinda? The bite of pancake caught in her throat. What if it took longer than they thought to find jobs or a place to live? She could go without food for a while—her father had often remarked she should—but this sweet baby couldn’t.

	Jimmy’s touch on her arm startled her. 

	“Hey, we can do this,” he said with that funny, lopsided grin. Why didn’t he look worried? “Jed already has some leads on jobs, and Rosanna can’t wait for you to help in her shop. We might not have much right away, but we’re gonna be fine. Okay?”

	She studied him for a long moment, drawing on his courage and calm. As his brothers and sisters came crashing down the hall, she nodded in response to his lifted eyebrow. “Okay.”

	The kids oohed and aahed over the baby, thrilled to know they were now aunts and uncles. After a chatter-filled breakfast, their mom herded them into the car for the ride to school, and Jimmy went to his room to pack. The sooner they got to Kentucky, the sooner they could provide properly for Melinda.

	Wendy settled on the tattered couch to feed the baby, her thoughts jumping ahead to their uncertain future. What kind of job would she get without a high school diploma? Jed’s wife Rosanna had asked her to help in the fabric store she owned. Wouldn’t pay much, maybe enough for groceries? That would help. And she did love to sew. She could teach—

	Emphatic banging on the front door made her drop the bottle. As Melinda wailed, Jimmy hurried out of his room, dragging a stuffed duffel bag. He exchanged a frown with her as he crossed the living room. The banging continued until he unlocked the door. 

	It flew open, knocking him backwards against the wall as her father stormed in. His gaze found her, and his face reddened. “His little sister? You must think I’m pretty stupid. I knew it was yours because whores lie.”

	“Mr. Anderson, this is my house,” Jimmy said calmly, an edge of steel in his young voice, “and you can’t talk to anyone like that. Especially your daughter.”

	Her father turned and thrust a finger against Jimmy’s chest. “You shut up, boy. You got her into this. Now I’m takin’ her home and you can figure out what to do with that little—”

	“Dad!” Wendy sprang to her feet, Melinda clutched tightly to her chest. “How dare you barge into someone else’s home.”

	He swung around and she took a step back, stunned by the ugly rage flaming in his eyes. “You think you can talk to me like that, girl? You get yourself out to the car. Now!”

	There was no way she’d let him near Melinda. She lifted her chin. “I’m not going anywhere, and I’m sure not bringing the baby back to your house.”

	His sharp laugh was followed by an expletive. “That baby ain’t coming with us. She can stay here and be his sister, like he said. Or you can give her away or leave her at a park somewhere.”

	Her arms tightened around Melinda as he moved toward her, then Jimmy stepped between them, motioning over his shoulder for her to leave the room. “Go out to the car, Wendy.”

	For a moment she stared at the back of his head. He wanted her to leave?

	“Get Melinda’s things from the kitchen and go.” His voice was low and stern.

	Understanding dawned and she slipped past him, grateful he stayed between her and the raging bull shouting expletives after her. She grabbed the baby food, bottles, and other items while holding the crying baby, but her hands shook so violently she dropped several things.

	Shouting and scuffling from the living room set her heart pounding, and she scrambled out the back door and into Jimmy’s car in the driveway. Struggling to slow her breathing, she patted Melinda and rocked, whispering reassurances though she wasn’t at all sure Jimmy was okay.

	The patting stopped, her hand in midair. What if he wasn’t? Her father was so much bigger and meaner. How would she care for Melinda without Jimmy? She’d never, ever go back to her father’s house. But what would she do without Jimmy?

	The front door burst open, and her father stormed out, stomping toward Jimmy’s car. Instinctively she locked the doors, searching behind him for Jimmy.

	“You’re dead to me, you hear? You ever think about coming crawling back, there’ll be hell to pay,” he shouted at her through the back windshield, pounding on the trunk. “And don’t even think you can bring that baby into my house. Your mother would be ashamed. You should be ashamed. Never thought a daughter of mine would get knocked up. Biggest mistake of your life.” Disheveled and still raging, he clomped down the driveway. “You’ll see I’m right. Disrespectful piece of dirt. Knocked up. Stupid girl.”

	Tears burned as the truth of his hostile words stung her heart. She’d gotten “knocked up” as a high school junior. And she was ashamed. She gazed down at the now sleeping baby and a tear dropped onto Melinda’s flawless cheek. Gently she wiped it away. 

	But he was wrong about one thing. She would never ever think this child was a mistake. She was a gift, a light in her very dark world. She lifted her head when the back porch door opened, then sagged against the seat as Jimmy emerged, duffel bag in hand.

	He tossed the bag into the trunk, then slid into the front seat and grinned at her, a yellowish bruise forming on his cheekbone. “Glad that’s taken care of.”

	She touched his cheek gently. “I’m sorry.”

	“I’m not,” he declared. “Your dad’s got one too. Never thought I’d end up in a fist fight with your old man, but he swung first. He might be big but I’m fast. And nobody says things like that about my girl without paying for it. Now let’s go get some ice cream.”

	As the car rumbled out of the driveway, Wendy held back tears. While the man who should have been her protector threw her out of his life, this boy—no, a man at eighteen—had stepped up to fight for her. He was willing to change his plans to share his future with her.

	She studied his profile and smiled when he looked her way. He was the other gift in her life. Whatever the future held, whatever awaited them in Kentucky, she would face it with him. Anything would be better than this.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Sitting at the table waiting for Jimmy to return with the ice cream, Wendy rocked the baby, trying to ignore the persistent ache in her lower back. She was still bleeding an awful lot and was almost out of the hygiene products she’d gotten from the food shelf. They were on the last handful of diapers, as well, with only one can of formula left. When he arrived with their small cones, she explained their predicament. 

	He rubbed his lightly stubbled face as he often did when he was thinking. “We need a plan. Okay, here’s an idea. Let’s go see Rachel and Mitch. They’ll help us figure out the best plan.”

	Wendy clapped her hands. “And we can see the baby!”

	Jimmy changed Melinda and settled her in the car seat. Fussing at being confined again, she screamed all the way across town. Wendy’s heart ached at the cries, while her head reverberated with her father’s harsh, painful words. If Melinda had been her brother’s baby, their father would have been so proud. But since it was hers, and she was the unwanted leftover of the family, the baby didn’t count. 

	She blinked against the sting behind her eyes. Why did it matter? He didn’t want her there. And definitely not the baby. She’d stopped caring about him after these last few years. She set her jaw. Fine. Jimmy and Melinda were her family now. That was all she needed.

	Jimmy turned into the driveway and parked next to a yellow moving truck. Wendy frowned. “I forgot they’re moving.”

	“I guess he got a great job in the Twin Cities.”

	They were barely out of the car when Rachel flew out the front door, waving and smiling. Mitch ambled behind, his smile as big as his wife’s. She gave Jimmy a quick hug, then hurried around to Wendy’s side.

	“It’s so good to see you!” She leaned back from the hug, her smile fading as she studied the fading bruise on Wendy’s cheek, then glanced at the fresh one on Jimmy’s. “What on earth happened?”

	Wendy ducked away from her perusal and shrugged. “Just…my dad being my dad. I’m not going back there ever again,” she assured her friend, “although even if I did, he made it clear I’m not wanted.”

	“Oh, honey. We wouldn’t let you go back,” Rachel said, then turned toward the car. “Now let me see your beautiful girl.”

	Wendy unhooked the infant carrier Jimmy’s church had given them and lifted it out of the backseat. Rachel exclaimed over the baby’s long fingers, her dark hair, and her sweeping eyelashes.

	“She’s so perfect, Wendy,” she said. “Come on. Let’s bring her inside and she can sleep next to Mikayla.”

	Leaving Jimmy and Mitch deep in conversation in the driveway, the women went into the house. Mikayla was the very opposite in coloring and size to Melinda—petite, with wispy, white-blonde hair like Rachel. Wendy sighed over her sweet lips and cheeks.

	Two-year-old Maggie sat in her highchair, happily munching cereal and slurping water. She seemed so big and grown up compared to the newborns sleeping side-by-side on the couch. As Rachel filled mugs with coffee, Wendy looked around at the tiny living room. Sealed moving boxes lined the walls, each marked with a black number. The shelves were cleared, the walls bare.

	Rachel handed Wendy a steaming mug of coffee, then settled near her on the couch. “Now tell me everything that’s been happening.”

	Wendy relayed the prolonged delivery, seeing Melinda for the first time, keeping her hidden in the bedroom, and Jimmy’s nightly visits. Then she shared her father’s reaction to seeing his grandchild and his threats after barging into Jimmy’s house.

	“So your plan is still to go to Kentucky?”

	Wendy nodded, watching Maggie play with the toys Rachel had set on her tray. They didn’t have a single toy for Melinda. How would they afford to raise her? She had heard people say childcare was super expensive. They’d have to work jobs on different shifts so one of them would be home with her. She and Jimmy would only see each other on the week—

	“Wendy?”

	She blinked and turned her attention back to Rachel. “Hmm?”

	“I asked if you have enough diapers and formula.”

	Shame raced up from her toes. Maybe enough for two days. They didn’t have enough money right now for what this tiny baby needed. When she got bigger, she’d need toys and clothes and food, and they’d need a place to stay, of course. Not with Jimmy’s cousin but their own place. Eventually.

	Mitch and Jimmy came through the front door, saving her from answering. Maggie squealed at seeing her daddy, the babies stirred, and the next hour was filled with laughter, chatting, and fussing over newborns.

	Rachel moved easily from dealing with her active toddler to rocking the baby, answering Mitch’s questions, and fixing lunch. All at the same time. Wendy had no clue how to care for a toddler. Or a baby. Or how to be married or even have a job.

	Her stomach churned. How would they manage everything? What if they couldn’t find jobs? Why had she gotten them into this mess? She watched Jimmy sway as he talked to Mitch, Melinda at his shoulder. He’d been so great through all of this. He never complained, didn’t get mad at her, and he was totally comfortable with their baby.

	But he didn’t have much of a future because of her. He’d said he didn’t mind putting college off for a while, but he’d been so excited to get his architecture career going. How would he do that now?

	Over hamburgers, chips, and soda, Mitch talked about his new job opportunity in the Twin Cities, what it meant for his career, and how it was the fresh start they needed. He and Rachel exchanged a smiling glance. Jimmy had mentioned they’d had marital problems last year, but right now they looked happy and in love, the perfect family.

	Wendy forced down a bite of burger. No matter how much she wanted things to be different, she and Jimmy couldn’t offer the same for their baby. Not now, anyway. Maybe not ever.

	Tears rushed in and she excused herself, closing herself in the bathroom where she sobbed into a towel. Who were they kidding? They’d talked of someday having a bunch of kids, but they couldn’t take proper care of one. 

	“Wendy? You okay, hon?” Rachel’s voice was as gentle as her knock. “What can I do for you?”

	Wendy wiped her face, drew a deep breath, and invited her in.

	Rachel settled next to her on the edge of the tub. “What’s going on?”

	Staring at the patterned tiles under her feet, Wendy released a shuddering sigh. “I’ve made such a huge mess out of everything. We have a baby we can’t take care of, we don’t have any money, and Jimmy can’t go to college since we have to find jobs.” Lifting her gaze, she encountered Rachel’s compassion. “I’m tired and scared, and I never, ever want anything bad to happen to Melinda.”

	Warm fingers wrapped around her knotted fists.

	“Jimmy’s mom suggested...adoption, but how…” Her throat closed so tight she couldn’t breathe. She pressed a fist to her chest. “I’ll die without her. How could I give her to strangers? They’ll never love her like me and Jimmy.” She pulled in a hiccupping breath as tears flowed. “She’s my world but…I can’t…”

	Rachel slid close and pulled her into a firm hug, her arms offering love and support as Wendy cried.

	When the tears were finally spent, Wendy straightened and wiped her face on the damp towel. “Jimmy keeps talking about God, but He doesn’t care about either of us,” she said dully. “If He did, I wouldn’t have gotten pregnant, and my dad wouldn’t be an abusive drunk, and my mom and brother wouldn’t be dead.”

	Rachel was quiet a moment. “Wendy, you’ve endured so much pain but you’re still standing, caring for others. Putting your baby first. You’re an incredible young woman.”

	“I’m a failure,” came the whispered reply. “I can’t even care for my own baby.”

	“You’ve done an amazing job already, hon. Motherhood is hard at any age. Really hard. But she’s healthy, and beautiful, and thriving.”

	Wendy sat silently. Rachel had said she put the baby first. No, she hadn’t. She wanted Melinda not only because she’d given her life, but also because she wanted someone to love her unconditionally. That wasn’t putting the baby’s needs first.

	“Wen? You okay in there?” Worry tinged Jimmy’s muffled voice.

	“Be out in a minute.”

	Rachel wrapped an arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “Would you and Jimmy stay here with us tonight? I think you need a quiet, safe place to rest. Our bodies need lots of rest after giving birth, and I doubt you’ve had any. It’ll give you time to think, and Mitch could use Jimmy’s help loading furniture into the truck.”

	Wendy nodded. Even now, God was taking away the one person she’d found comfort in. No, God wasn’t watching over her or Melinda. She’d have to figure things out on her own. “I’m sure Jimmy would be okay with that. Thanks.”

	“Good. Now let’s get our babies out into some fresh air.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	Settled on an air mattress in the empty spare bedroom that evening, with Melinda fed and sleeping in the basket beside her, Wendy released a long sigh. It was strange sharing a bed with Jimmy. They’d never done this, and it felt very…grown-up. Unlike her.

	He turned on his side, propping his head on his arm. “You okay? You were super quiet tonight.”

	She stared up at the ceiling, blinking against the burn in her eyes. “I don’t know,” she managed. Turning her head, she met his gaze and whispered, “What are we doing?”

	“Actually sleeping together for the first time?” The mischief faded from his grin, and he reached for a strand of her hair, wrapping it around his finger. “You mean with Melinda? And going to Kentucky?”

	The knot in her throat grew larger. She nodded.

	“I’d say we’re doin’ the best we can.”

	“But is it best for her?”

	His chin quivered and he pressed his lips together. “I don’t know. We sure love our peanut, though. That’s gotta count for something.”

	Wendy returned her gaze to the ceiling. Nobody would ever love their daughter as much as they did.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Morning came far too soon. Melinda had been up several times during the night, and Wendy could barely pry her eyes open when Jimmy whispered, “Good morning.”

	“Nooo,” she groaned and pulled the pillow over her head.

	“Yup,” he said. “I’ve already had coffee and taken Melinda for a walk.”

	“What time is it?”

	“Nine.” He tugged at the corner of the pillow. “Come on.”

	She released a noisy sigh and sat up, pushing her hair back. “Fine.”

	He leaned in and kissed her nose. “I could get used to seeing such a beautiful face every morning.”

	Warmth filled her cheeks and she pushed him away. “Go away so I can get dressed.”

	He reached over the end of the air mattress and pulled the plug, laughing when she squealed in protest. Leaving the room, he said, “Breakfast in five.”

	Wendy sat in the middle of the deflating bed, eyes closed, heart aching. They were leaving for Kentucky today. She’d never been farther than St. Cloud, about an hour away. Forcing herself to get up, she dressed slowly, then pulled her thick hair into a ponytail.

	What was Kentucky like? How far was it? Did they have enough gas money to get there?

	The bathroom mirror reflected dark circles under puffy brown eyes, and a slight yellow bruise. That was no carefree teen like in the magazines. Or even at school. She was a fat, sad mess.

	Rachel greeted Wendy as she entered the kitchen and put a mug of coffee in front of her as she sat at the table. Maggie grinned and waved a spoon from her highchair. Normally Wendy would inhale a hot breakfast like this—eggs, bacon, toast. Such a treat. Today the aromas turned her stomach.

	Jimmy entered the kitchen and handed her a sleeping Melinda, pressed a kiss on top of her head, and went out to help Mitch load the truck. Rachel tossed more dry cereal on the highchair tray, then settled across from Wendy and sat quietly.

	Wendy traced Melinda’s warm cheek, listening to her even breathing. She managed a pained smile at the sweet baby sigh. Finally, she lifted her head and met Rachel’s gaze. “We can’t do this.”

	“Go to Kentucky?”

	She opened her mouth, but no words came out. Once she spoke, the world would stop spinning. Her heart would stop beating. “Keep…the baby.” Maybe if she didn’t use Melinda’s name, it would be easier to let her go.

	Rachel’s face clouded. “Oh, hon. It’s such a huge decision. Don’t you think you need more time?”

	“We don’t have enough money for diapers or formula. I’ve never had a job, and now I don’t know when I’ll finish high school. I don’t even know how to drive.” Tears threatened again. “Melinda deserves better than parents who don’t have their lives together.”

	Rachel reached across the table and set a warm hand on her arm. The touch opened the gates and Wendy lowered her face close to Melinda’s and cried.


Part Two

	"Wen?"

	Jimmy's voice came from far away, and she turned her head slowly. His dark eyebrows were pinched, the corners of his mouth drawn down. His worry should touch something in her heart, but it had stopped beating two days ago when they drove away from Rachel and Mitch standing in their driveway. Holding Melinda.

	“You need to eat something. At least have a shake or coffee or something.”

	She shook her head slowly, carefully. If she moved too quickly, her body would shatter into a million broken, jagged pieces. Maybe that would be okay. “Not hungry.”

	“But you haven’t eaten since…since we headed out.”

	“Doesn’t matter.” It was hard to form words. She was so tired.

	“It does matter,” he insisted, then swerved sharply into the right lane and left the highway. “It matters to me.”

	Within five minutes she held a chocolate shake in her hands, a breeze touching her cheek gently from the window Jimmy had opened. Under his watchful gaze, she sipped and forced herself to swallow.

	“We’ll be in Kentucky in about three hours. Should be at Jed’s before supper.”

	“Okay.” It didn’t matter where they stopped. Or if they stopped. What was Melinda doing? Who was caring for her? Was she crying?

	“Wendy, I miss her too. But we did the best thing we could for her. She’ll have a good life now with people who can give her things we can’t.”

	“But they won’t love her like we do,” she whispered. No matter who they were. “What if she doesn’t go to a good home?” Tears burned, the first since leaving Minnesota. “What if they’re like my dad? What if they don’t—”

	“Stop!”

	She flinched and glanced sideways at him.

	“We can’t think like that. We have to pray God has a good plan for her. He loves her even more than we do.”

	“God doesn’t care about her,” she said through gritted teeth. “He doesn’t even exist.”

	“Wendy—”

	The chocolate shake went sour in her stomach as she turned on him. “There is no God! You go ahead and believe that fairy tale, but my heart is forever broken so I know you’re wrong. God wouldn’t do this to me, to us. So don’t talk to me about God. Ever again!”

	Jimmy’s eyes were wide, his mouth opening and closing. Then he nodded and started the car. “Let’s keep driving. Once we get there, things will settle down.”

	Wendy held in the scream that was building. Why wasn’t he as heartbroken as she was? Maybe he’d never really wanted Melinda. Or her. Maybe his plan was to leave her somewhere in Kentucky.

	She squeezed her eyes shut and pulled in a steadying breath. That was crazy. He wouldn’t do that to her. She’d seen how gentle and loving he was with Melinda. Dropping her head against the headrest, she ignored the tears that slipped out of the corners of her eyes. None of it mattered now. Without her baby, nothing mattered.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Jed and Rosanna warmly welcomed them to their double-wide trailer home, apologizing that it wasn’t bigger while assuring them they could stay as long as they needed. Wendy forced herself to converse over a dinner of unfamiliar foods, then excused herself, pleading a headache. Which was true, along with a heart ache, a stomachache, and an ache in her empty arms.

	She slid into bed and pulled the sheet up to her neck. This was her new life, without Melinda. Everyone talked funny, the food was strange, it was hot and muggy, and she had no idea how to get through tomorrow. The closer they’d gotten to Kentucky, the happier Jimmy had seemed. The farther they got from Melinda, the harder it was for her to breathe. She turned on her side and let the tears out.

	As one day blurred into the next, Wendy did her best to smile, chat, try new foods, and be pleasant. Jimmy settled in, found a job right away, and seemed perfectly content not to have Melinda in their lives.

	After work at the end of their first full week, Jimmy breezed into the trailer waving a piece of paper. “Got a bonus for my first week,” he announced. 

	Jed poked his head out from under the kitchen sink and hoisted the wrench. “Cool!”

	From her now familiar corner of the couch, Wendy looked up from the crossword puzzle. “That’s great.”

	He grinned, his chest puffed. “He said he doesn’t usually do that, but I caught on fast and even had some decent suggestions to make things work better. So Wendy and I will buy groceries for next week.”

	She blinked. No conversation with her about it? Of course, they needed to pitch in, but maybe she could at least see the check before he spent it. She set the puzzle book aside and trudged to their bedroom, blinking back ever-present tears. Perched on the edge of the bed, she gazed out the window. The view consisted of the next trailer with Bob sitting outside in his tattered and stained muscle shirt, snoring. Someday that lawn chair would break under his weight.

	“Wen? You okay?”

	She shrugged. 

	Jimmy settled next to her, check in hand. “I thought you’d be more excited about this.”

	“I am. I knew you’d do great at whatever job you found.” The words were flat.

	“Rosanna said you’re doing great at the shop, too.”

	“That’s good.”

	He brushed her hair from her shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

	“I miss Melinda.” No, not missed. Ached to hold her, kiss her cheek, watch her sleep.

	“Me too,” he said. After a moment, he stood. “I know what you need. Let’s go bowling. Or see a movie. We need to get out and start living.”

	She lifted her eyes to his hopeful expression. “Bowling won’t make me miss her any less.”

	“I know but it has to be better than sitting here in the bedroom. I’ll see what Jed and Rosanna want to do. It’ll be good for you to get out.”

	He hurried out of the room as though he couldn’t get away fast enough, and she dropped her head back, letting the tears come. Bowling. Sure, that would take her mind off her sweet daughter someone else was caring for. Whether Wendy was awake or asleep, at work helping customers or on solitary walks around town, Melinda’s face was always in front of her. Apparently not for Jimmy.

	She lowered to her side on the bed. She didn’t have the strength to lift a bowling ball.

	 

	* * *

	 

	The next morning, Wendy set out before anyone was awake. Walking had become the one place she could breathe freely and think. Tree lined streets, flowering bushes, friendly people. She didn’t stop to chat, but their smiles and waves kept her spirits from bumping along the cracked sidewalk.

	She paused on the bridge over Boulder Creek. The water gurgled and danced in the morning sunshine, a sweet sound that soothed her heart. Purple flowers gathered in bunches along the rocky shoreline, interspersed with scraggly yellow weeds. She propped her chin on her hand and studied the contrast. That would make an interesting design on—

	“Looks calm now, don’t it?”

	The man’s voice startled her, and she turned. An older gentleman in a neat but worn blue suit nodded toward the water. “The creek,” he said. “This time of year, kids will wade in it catching tadpoles and whatever, but come fall nobody goes near it.”

	“Why not?”

	He pointed up at the nearest peak of tree-covered hills. “It starts way up there in the hills, and when the rains come, Boulder Creek becomes a dangerous place.” He leaned closer, his bushy brows drawing together. “People been known to fall in and never be seen again.”

	She frowned. Maybe it was a southern thing, making up stories to scare the new people. “You’re making that up. This little creek could never become a raging river.”

	He didn’t smile, didn’t blink. “Guess you’ll have to wait until fall to find out. Jus’ remember what ol’ Gus told you.” He ambled away.

	Wendy watched him go, then glanced at her watch and shook ol’ Gus’s warning away. She was going to be late to work. If only the water could sweep away the pain in her soul. Any thoughts of the odd encounter disappeared as she entered the back door of the shop. From the level of chatter and laughter, and the hum of sewing machines in the classroom, it was going to be a busy day. The busier the better.

	She pulled on the bright yellow apron, fixed her nametag to it, and headed into the fray. Helping a woman find the right buttons came first, then talking fabric and patterns with a girl about her age filled the next half hour. The girl held two bolts of wild patterns that she hoped would work together. Maybe the customer was always right, but Wendy had an eye for color, patterns, and designs, and she couldn’t help offering more options.

	Martha, the weekend supervisor, finished ringing up the sale and watched the young woman nearly dance out of the store before turning to Wendy. “I can’t believe you did that.”

	Wendy’s attention swung from the scissors and shears display she was tidying. “What’d I do?” Now she’d get fired right after Jimmy got a bonus.

	“That young lady comes in every Saturday and spends hours looking at fabric. Hasn’t been able to make up her mind about anything so she leaves with thread or hem tape or something else she doesn’t need. You sold her nearly a hundred-and-fifty-dollars’ worth of fabric and notions.”

	Was that a bad thing? “I gave her some ideas, but she made the actual choices.”

	“Honeybun, this is a compliment,” Martha assured her. “It’s amazing to sell that much.”

	“Oh. Well, we had fun talking about what she wanted the outfit to look like. She just needed someone to give her a little confidence.”

	“I see. Sort of like someone else I know,” Martha said with a wink, then turned to the next customer.

	Warmth radiating from her cheeks down her neck, Wendy hid a smile. Having a job wasn’t so hard after all. Especially here surrounded by her favorite things. She’d love doodling designs instead of doing homework, dreaming of creating clothes that others would wear, becoming the designer stars and celebrities went to. But life was different now, she was different after having Melinda. 

	The smile faded and she turned toward the cutting table to restock the bolts that had been cut for her new friend. Now she’d be content to simply breathe normally every day. Maybe this job would help her do that. 

	 

	* * *

	 

	Three months into her new life, the Tuesday mail brought a letter from Rachel. Heart in her throat, Wendy grabbed a soda from the fridge and went out to sit on the front step. Before opening the envelope, she whispered, “Please no bad news. Please, please.”

	The paper shook in her hands as she read. They were settled in Minneapolis and had been approved as foster parents for Melinda. Wendy released the breath she’d held. Thank you. Rachel described Maggie’s antics to entertain the babies who were now bright-eyed, smiling, and talking—especially to each other. All three girls were thriving. 

	Wendy deflated a little more with each amusing story. While Rachel probably meant the letter to be an encouragement, it shredded Wendy’s heart. Melinda had a life that would move forward without her parents. Rachel was now the proud, doting mother of three, at least until Melinda went to her adoptive parents. 

	Wendy lived in a trailer that had zero room for a baby. Half of Jimmy’s last paycheck had gone to buying a new junker so he could get to work and back. Wendy walked to her job. Rachel had encouraged her to get settled and then send for Melinda. Right. Melinda would be in school before they could make that happen, and she’d have no idea who they were.

	The sharp stab of understanding took her breath away. Melinda didn’t know who she was now. She couldn’t very well “send for her” in a year or so and think that was good for her. The poor thing would be terrorized if she were sent to strangers. And Wendy would be a stranger to her own child.

	Stumbling into the trailer, she slammed the flimsy bedroom door and threw herself across the bed as tears burst through the dam she’d built. She’d worked so hard to hold herself together these long dark months, believing they could get ahead and then become a family again. Now she saw the truth spelled out in Rachel’s letter. Melinda had stopped being hers when they left Minnesota. Even if she ran all the way back right now, their sweet girl wouldn’t know her.

	Pushing herself upright, she wiped her face and looked around the tiny bedroom. This was all they had to offer anyway. A cramped mobile home in a small town in the middle of Kentucky, barely getting by. It would take years to make a decent enough living.

	“No.” That baby girl deserved to be doted upon and to have everything she could ever want. So that’s what she would get.

	She stuck Rachel’s tear-stained letter under her pillow, washed her face, and grabbed her purse before leaving the trailer. The library was a block from the shop; Cary, the librarian, stopped in often for fabric scraps to use for crafts during her Saturday Kids Korner.

	Wendy’s focused stride faltered as she approached the old brick building. She’d have to ask for help, which meant explaining… If her mother were alive, she wouldn’t be doing this. She’d be living in Minnesota raising her daughter. Anger flared at the injustice of life, at her mother for leaving her. And especially at the God Jimmy believed in who paid no attention to her or her broken heart.

	Glaring up at the clouded sky, she lifted her chin in defiance. Jimmy could have his useless God. She marched into the library and the defiance faded in the silence. She didn’t need God or Jimmy, but she did need someone to help her find the right forms.

	Cary waved from her post at the checkout desk. Wendy gave a halfhearted wave, then headed for the information desk. Wiping her palms on her jeans, she approached the older woman sitting behind the desk.

	“Can I help you?” She peered
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