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​​Prologue

Michael
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February 2012

Clad in a pair of black tuxedo pants and a pristine white shirt—top two buttons undone and cuffs rolled up on his forearms—Michael Hanson stared out the window of his palatial estate to the Pacific Ocean far below. The full moon made the white-capped waves glisten. His knuckles pressed against the pain of glass; he watched the surf crashing against the rocks of the shore below. The lines of Michael’s face were etched in sorrow. His body of sinewy muscle in a powerful six-foot-four frame slumped in defeat, and he sank to the floor with his wrists dangling on his knees. 

In one hand, Michael held the golden Oscar which had been presented to him many hours earlier for Best Actor in a Leading Role. It was a symbol of his success. “I have finally arrived,” he said in his famous voice, cynicism lacing each word. 

Michael stared at the amber liquid in the lead-crystal glass that he held in his other hand and twirled it before lifting it to his lips and taking a deep drink. He willed the fiery substance to burn all feeling from him—to hold back the floodgate of memories that had been opened when he had met Angelia’s eyes earlier that night from the place where he sat next to Adrianne Parks in the front row of the Dolby Theatre. 

He closed his eyes and pictured Angelia’s full heart-shaped lips, curving into a sad, yet loving smile. He could see her shimmering, strapless red gown which clung to the delicious full curves of her body. He remembered the way her auburn hair graced her shoulders with wispy curls and the witty, yet elegant way she accepted the Oscar for the Best Original Screenplay. She had thanked only him—for being the original inspiration of it and for bringing it to life. 

Michael brushed the back of his hand against his lips and imagined the way it would feel to simply kiss her one more time. He wanted to lose himself in her and to savor again all he had with her ... and lost.

There is no wish as painful as what might have been.

Michael leaned his head against the window and stared up at the vaulted ceiling of his living room. Despair painted the features of his finely sculpted face. The vertical grooves deepened between his brows, and his famous green eyes clouded with unshed tears. 

The words of his grandfather, Samuel, spoken sixteen years before came to his unwilling mind. Michael, you can leave this house. You can leave now and strive for the rest of your life to achieve and to gain the whole world. I guarantee, boy, one day you will come back home with nothing, for you are forfeiting your own soul. What you’ve said to me today, you will one day regret. You may believe now that you don’t need anyone—that you don’t need God. One day you will see the emptiness in your life without Him. You can hate me. You can even hate your mother. But I have always loved you. Who your father is does not change anything. Don’t give him the power to kill your faith. Don’t let one man’s hypocrisy make you reject truths that you’ve known all your life.

Michael had gained the whole world. He was a success—a millionaire many times over.

He was an Academy Award winner.

And Michael had never felt more alone.

He set aside the empty glass and cradled the Oscar in his hands. He traced the image with his fingers. The cold, smooth surface of it chilled him. It was nothing more than a piece of metal and it had no meaning. It was simply a chasing after the wind. It had no power to fill the barren wasteland of loneliness. It had no power to bring him joy.

His opulent surroundings—his cream leather furniture, the plush oriental carpets that covered his hardwood floors, the black marble tables, and the modern art hanging on his walls—none of them brought him even a measure of satisfaction. 

Everything about his life—about him—was a brittle façade.

The silence in his house spoke volumes to him.

Is Austin my son? It was a question he had asked himself for the better part of two years. Michael’s eyes fell on the tuxedo jacket he had worn that night. On top of it was a manila envelope, which Angelia had given to him earlier that evening at the “After the Oscars” party thrown by Jonathon Knite, the named director of In His Arms. Angelia had told him that the envelope contained their love story. He had scoffed at that and instantly regretted it when he saw tears cloud her beautiful eyes. A moment later she turned and walked away.

Will this story about us hold the answer? Do I even want to know? And what would it matter anyway? Why did she give it to me? 

Just before Angelia had given him the manila envelope, he discovered that she was engaged to another man.

Michael cursed savagely and with mounting anger he picked up the glass next to him and threw it against the opposite wall. He clutched his head in his hands. A tortured groan escaped him as he remembered the way Angelia had looked that night.


Angelia

Leaning her elbows against her porch railing, Angelia watched the foamy surf caress the sand of the stretch of beach at the back of her house. Though the home was on the small side, it was lovely and exactly what she had wanted. It was also on the shoreline of the Pacific. She looked down at the golden Oscar cradled in her hands and was once more amazed by its presence. Such an unexpected twist to her life, she thought with a corner of her lips tilting upwards. 

Amusement lurked in her eyes until they clouded with regret. She sighed, thinking of the sardonic expression on Michael’s face that night as she thanked him for bringing to life the Original Screenplay that she had taken from journals of an unwed teenage mother who later died of cancer at thirty-eight. What did I expect? She thought as her prior good humor dissolved. The white sustenance of Despair brushed his chilled fingers up and down her arms.

The wind toyed with her hair. Tears began to fall. Angrily, Angelia brushed them away. I don’t want to cry for you anymore, Michael. Please, let me forget you. I’m getting married. It’s over. It has been over for so long. Let me forget you. Oh, why did I give you my letters and the story? Fool. Fool.

Angelia closed her eyes and pictured the way Michael looked in his tuxedo that night just before he had kissed her.
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Part One

Michael Hanson
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Chapter One
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July 1998

Twenty-four-year-old Michael Samuel Hanson sat at his grand piano working out the song he had started writing a week ago, but his mind could not find the melody. Too many memories were crowding his mind and too many emotions as well. He wanted to block them out of his head and just let go, but the binder of his mother’s journal entries sat on his bed stand where he had placed it over two months before. Each morning he looked at it when he woke up. Each night he looked at it when he went to bed. He wanted to throw it out and just forget, but he simply couldn’t.

Two and a half years had passed since his mother died, but the pain still lingered in his heart. It was as fresh as the moment her last breath slipped past her lips. He felt helpless watching her die, but at the same time he had never felt such rage.

His mother shattered his world when she confessed the truth about his father. He had admired the man all his life and often talked to him on spiritual matters. He was the father of one of his best friends, so he was ever present in Michael’s life. Michael’s world tilted crazily, and he could not find his way through the shifting maze of his feelings.

He could not face the loss. He could not face him, so he got into the black Ford Mustang the man he called Dad, Mike Jenkins, had helped him buy. Michael took all the money he had saved up over the years to pay for the rest of college and, eventually, seminary. As he drove, he did not even know where he would go. All he knew is he had to leave and do his best to shut all of it out.

He drove as far east as he could. He worked his way up the coast to New York City. He was not sure what he would do once there. He had been going to college for music—piano, guitar, and vocal. He wanted to go into the ministry like his father.

The dream of being in ministry dissolved the night his mother died. How could he still believe in the God his biological father, Jacob, and his true dad, Mike, professed? How could he believe in the God his mother loved after all the lies she told? And why would a loving God steal the life of his mother after he prayed for so long for her to live? Michael lost his faith that night, and a piece of him died.

So, when he arrived in New York City, he did not know what he would do. The only skills he had were playing the piano, playing the guitar, singing, and acting. He had a knack for writing love songs, though he had only been in love once. He still could not forget the sunlight on Rebecca’s strawberry-blonde curls or the way her eyes lit up when she saw him. Hers were blue like the sky.

He went to her the night his mother died, and she held him while he cried. He told her all he knew, and she listened. He tried to convince her to go away with him, but she wouldn’t. With even more tears, he left her standing at the end of her driveway, seeing the loss in her eyes as he drove off. Michael had never forgotten her.

Though there were other ladies in his life, he did not find the same depth of feeling for them that he did with his high school sweetheart. He wondered now what had become of her and if she thought of him at all. She was the source of his inspiration. How many songs had he written for her?

Michael closed his eyes on the tears that were forming. Why, Mom? Why? Why didn’t you tell me the truth? Why were you so afraid? And why did you tell me then when I had to face your loss as well? Why, Mom? Why?

Michael sucked in a deep, steadying breath and stared down at his hands poised above the keys, but all music died. He could not pick out even one of his songs to play. He thought back on the year he struggled to find places to play his music. He made very little money then, and it was just luck that one day a record producer from Sony Music Entertainment heard his demo and loved his music enough to sign him. From there five of his songs hit the Billboard Hot One Hundred in 1997, and now five million copies had been sold. Michael had made it.

He had toured the country for fourteen months playing for crowds of people. He succeeded beyond his imagination, and he had written his own ticket. He was even considering going into acting, which was another one of his passions. He played leads in musicals in high school, and many times people complimented him on his performances. He had even competed for leads with the now infamous Adam Basset. They weren’t close friends because they had been perpetually competing since they were little. What a strange twist that they had both landed in the world of celebrities.

Now, Michael was in the middle of cutting another record, but since his mother’s binder full of journal entries had arrived, his ideas were drying up. Too many memories clouded his mind.

I need to face this, he thought with a sigh. How I wish I could forget the pain, but I see now I can’t. It is time I face this loss, Mom, and I wish you were here to help. Maybe it’s time I understand.

He remembered the letter Mike had sent. In it, he told Michael that he would be brought full circle and could no longer run. Mike told Michael he loved him and always would. He told him he wanted Michael to come home to his Heavenly Father and to his childhood home, saying he was waiting.

Again, Michael sighed. What does coming home mean?

Michael got up from his piano. He walked through his penthouse apartment. In his bedroom, he scanned the lights of New York City. He turned on the light in his room and crossed to his bed stand, picked up the binder, and sat on his bed.

He turned to the first page and read.

Dear Michael,

If you’re reading this, then I’m gone. You’re my precious son. Please know that. When you read my story, know I was a lost and confused girl, and I didn't know what love meant. I thought the love of men would satisfy my deepest longings, but they couldn’t. I made so many mistakes. I made so many foolish choices that wreaked havoc on all our lives.

But you’re my precious son, and no matter the circumstances of your birth, I know you were meant to be here. God had you in his plans long before I made the biggest mistake in my life. In that light, what I did was not a mistake. I believe you were meant to walk this earth, son. It does not matter who your earthly father is. It only matters you have a Heavenly Father who wants to call you son.

I don’t know when or where this letter and my story will find you. Maybe right away or maybe not, but I believe whenever you read this it will be in God’s timing.

Don’t let the hypocrisy of one man destroy your faith. I’m afraid it will, but then I hope you will heal and build a temple for God you’re worthy of building.

I love you, Michael. I loved you in the womb, and I love you now.

I’m planning on telling you the truth before I die. I don’t know when the right time will be, but I believe I need your forgiveness before I pass. I know my confession will hurt you—hurt you probably the most of all.

It is difficult for me to have my son read the most intimate details of my life. If I could avoid this I would, but I hear from my One that He wants you to read it, too.

Remember the lost and broken woman I was and then watch me heal. Then in this process you will heal, too. That is my biggest prayer. And I pray that you will know love. I know you love Rebecca. She is a worthy woman, and I pray you can both be together as the years go on.

Again, I don’t know where this letter and this story will find you, but please know I love you. Please find your way home.

I love you forever,

Mom

Michael wiped the tears from his eyes. A memory turned into vision ...

A twenty-one-year-old Michael knelt beside his mother in her rose garden. With sadness in his heart, he looked at the flamboyantly colorful scarf wrapped neatly around her head. Her pale and shrunken skin whispered ghostlike. She turned to smile at him lovingly. “I think we’ve cleared enough of the weeds, Michael. Now I want you to prune back the roses.”

Michael’s brow lifted in surprise. “Now, Mom? Shouldn’t we wait until the fall?”

A sad and small smile formed on her face as she levelly met his eyes. “I would like to see it done now.”

The vision shifted, and he was sitting beside his mother on the divan in her art studio. Her latest painting of her kneeling before Jesus still sat nestled on her easel. The gentle lines of His face touched Michael in a deep place every time he looked at it. “Why do you paint His eyes blue, Mom?”

His mother laid her head on his shoulder, and he could see her sweet smile. “That is what He told me they are, blue-green—the color of the deepest ocean.”

Michael smiled with amazement. His mother’s romantic faith was a mystery to him. His faith was far more pragmatic. It went deep—there was no denying that, but Jesus did not encompass his every waking thought as He did for his mother. Michael smiled with sincere devotion to God as he took her hands in his. “Mom, I’m praying for God’s healing.”

She laid her hand along his cheek. “Michael, God just might take me anyway, and you have to accept His sovereignty.”

“You’re not going to die, Mom. If I remain in Him and Him in me, then I shall ask and will receive it. And I don’t want you to die ...” Michael said with pure conviction.

“Michael, precious boy, it doesn’t work that way all the time. You can’t make things happen under your force of will.”

“Dad and I are both praying together each morning. You will be healed.”

At that, she smiled. “With the pair of you determined souls, how can God deny it?” she teased.

“That’s right, Mom. So, we will accept you’re sick, but you’ll pull through. I know it.”

He hugged her close while tears slipped out of her eyes.

The vision shifted away. Michael reached up to brush more tears off his cheeks. The grief of his mother was like a thick wall he could never move through. Every time he thought of her, it would rise impenetrable in front of him. All he could do was turn away from it, which is what he so desperately wanted to do now, but he found he couldn’t.

However, as soon as the sob rose to his throat, a feral growl came with it—blinding, consuming anger, and the words, “Dad and I are both praying together each morning ...” That was the crux of it. “You were not my father ... God, if you only would have been ...”

He remembered his mother’s death-bed confession while Mike was home sleeping.

Confusion, then anger filled him. “What are you saying, Mom?”

She repeated his name and in her rasping voice said, “Telling you now, so you will know.”

He did not want to believe her, but he looked her eyes and saw she was telling the truth.

“Does ... Dad ... know,” he asked in strangled tones.

She shook her head. “Forgive me?”

Rage filled him that he had never felt before. He left her side and did not return until he found a semblance of peace. He did not know what to do with the information she had given him. When he came back, Mike was sitting by her bed.

Michael watched her die. He watched his dad hold his mom and listened to his uncontrolled weeping.

Now Michael’s fists twisted around the blue, vinyl binder the man he called Dad had sent him. Mike Jenkins had found him.

Michael’s burning stare swam in futile, despairing, angry tears. He wanted to throw the binder across the room. He wanted to shred or destroy it in some way.

But ...

He simply ... couldn’t. It called out to him to read, so in despair he turned the next page and read.
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Michael shut the binder. He had been taken on a trip he should have avoided. Reading about the intimate details of his mom’s life sickened him time and again. He was forced to see his mother not as the loving and caring woman he knew, but as a broken person who made one bad choice after another. Now, he couldn’t take any more.

He didn’t even want to know more. If he had known how cruel Mike had often been to her, he never would have loved him. There was no reason to love him even now. He lied to Michael as much as his mother and Jacob did. He hated the consequences of his birth and the despair he caused his mom because of his existence. Regret always dug deep pits, but the regret of his birth dug the deepest one of all.

I didn’t want this. I don’t want this. I can’t read anymore. I’d rather forget than face anymore of my mom’s life. I know she found peace in Jesus, but if I hadn’t been born, she would have found peace in Him sooner. She wouldn’t have had an affair with a married minister. She wouldn’t have accepted the cruel treatment of Mike. She should have chosen William, who cherished her more than Mike and Jacob did. He was a nobler man.

If she had chosen William, I wouldn’t be here. For her sake, I should never have been born. I don’t believe her that I should be here. I caused her too much pain—too much heartache.

Michael set the binder on the bed stand next to him. He looked out the wall of windows to the skyline of New York City. He had a breathtaking view, but it didn’t take away his loneliness. He had all that he could ever want, but he didn’t have love. He had people’s respect and admiration. He had more fans than he could count, but he didn’t have a woman he loved to help him through—or help him see he was at all worthwhile.

Celebrities came and went. His particular light might shine for a couple more years, but then it would probably dim. He was well aware of the fickleness of popular opinion. He might be a success today, but tomorrow it could all be gone. Did he truly care either way? Did his fame give him what he needed most—someone to know him—someone to love him? He couldn’t go back home to the men who lied to him all his life. Even his grandpa lied to him.

Michael closed his eyes and sucked in a deep breath. What would ever fill his empty places? He didn’t have a home, and the only woman he had ever loved was over a thousand miles away. He didn’t know what became of her. He hadn’t called her for all these years because he thought it would be too painful. If I ever needed her before, I need her even more now.

Michael considered what he should do. He didn’t want to face the loss of his mother all over again. He needed a friend, and the truest friend he ever had was Rebecca. He didn’t know where she was tonight, but she was only a phone call or two away.

Michael reached for the cordless phone sitting next to the bed. He looked at the clock. It was late, but now that he knew what he needed and had been denying himself, he made up his mind to call anyway. He dialed her parent’s number—a number he had never forgotten.

The phone rang five times before he heard Rebecca’s dad’s sleepy voice say, “Hello.”

“Jack, this is Michael.”

“Michael? Michael who?”

Michael drew in a steadying breath. “Michael Hanson. I called to talk to Rebecca.”

“She doesn’t live here anymore.”

“Would you give me her phone number?”

There was a long pause on the other end of the phone, and Michael listened to the silence. His heartbeat had picked up tempo. His emotions were heightened as he waited for what seemed like centuries.

“I’m sorry, Michael. You broke her heart when you left, and I don’t want you to break it more. She’s married now with a child on the way. I’m not going to let you disrupt her life. Goodbye.”

Michael listened to the click of the phone. He stared at the phone in his hands trying to come to grips with what Jack had said. Rebecca’s married. She’s pregnant. If she was lost to me before, she’s even more lost to me now.

The tears he had been holding in fell. Not only did he have to face the wall of pain of his mom’s death, he now had to face the reality that the woman he needed in this moment was lost to him forever. He should have kept in contact with her. Maybe there would have been a chance that she’d change her mind, but now that chance had passed. He couldn’t go back and make a different choice. 

What’s left? All is gone, and I hate these goddamn tears. I’ve avoided them, and I’m going to have to continue to avoid them, because there is no way in hell I’ll get over this, if I don’t just shut off these feelings. There are simply too many, and I don’t want them.

With steel-like effort Michael willed himself to stop crying. He looked at the binder filled with his mom’s words and hated it. He remembered the times when he asked her what she wrote about. She always answered, “Michael, a woman’s thoughts are her own.”

He had read her thoughts that night, and now he felt everything crashing down around him. It’s too much—too much damn emotion, too much pain.

He wanted to take the binder and fling it over his balcony and watch the pages flutter to the pavement below, but he didn’t. Instead, he stood and carried the binder to his walk-in closet. He went to the box of his mother’s things he had taken the night he left as mementoes. He opened the box and placed the binder inside. He picked up a worn copy of Emily Dickinson’s poetry and turned it to a crinkled page that appeared water damaged.

With helpless tears in his eyes, he read.

I CANNOT live with you,

It would be life,

And life is over there

Behind the shelf

The sexton keeps the key to,

Putting up

Our life, his porcelain,

Like a cup

Discarded of the housewife,

Quaint or broken;

A newer Sevres pleases,

Old ones crack.

I could not die with you,

For one must wait

To shut the other’s gaze down, —

You could not.

And I, could I stand by

And see you freeze,

Without my right of frost,

Death’s privilege?

Nor could I rise with you,

Because your face

Would put out Jesus’,

That new grace

Glow plain and foreign

On my homesick eye,

Except that you, than he

Shone closer by.

They'd judge us—how?

For you served Heaven, you know,

Or sought to;

I could not,

Because you saturated sight,

And I had no more eyes

For sordid excellence

As Paradise.

And were you lost, I would be,

Though my name

Rang loudest

On the heavenly fame.

And were you saved,

And I condemned to be

Where you were not,

That self were hell to me.

So we must keep apart,

You there, I here,

With just the door ajar

That oceans are,

And prayer,

And that pale sustenance,

Despair!

Michael sank to the ground holding the book of poems. He clutched it to his heart as wave after wave of intense emotion broke through him. The water damage was created by his mom’s tears.

He hadn’t understood the poem when he read it the night his mother died, but he understood it now. Jacob was the man behind the shelf. She couldn’t live with him, though that would have been life to her. His face blotted out the face of her Savior, and because they couldn’t be together, despair became her nourishment.

All of it makes sense now, but how will I ever be able to go on?

She is His field of roses . . .​
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​Angelia
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Chapter Three


[image: ]


December 2000

Angelia stared up at the ceiling as she lay on a gurney, draped from the waist down. She felt as if she were outside of her body looking down. She felt the pressure of the inserted speculum.

The silence in the room was broken only by the voices of the doctor and nurse. Then there was a different sound, and she turned her eyes briefly to what the doctor said was a vacuum tube. She felt him probe it inside her.

She squeezed her eyes tightly shut as she listened to the vacuum as it crushed and grinded her baby being sucked out of her. Tears screamed down her cheeks at the unbearable loss.

Her mind conjured visions of the life she was now destroying. She saw him as a newborn ... then eight months old with dark-brown eyes and a scattering of dark-brown hair. She pictured him as a thirteen-month-old taking his first step and smiling as he reached for her. He was now five and going onto the bus for his first day of Kindergarten.

And he was always dancing ... dancing ... dancing.

She heard his cry over the noise of the vacuum.

Then the tears suddenly stopped falling.

Something precious was being torn out of her heart as well as her body. She felt the heavy weight of what she had done. What was good about her just ... died—was irrevocably lost.

Innocence gone.

Love gone.

All there existed was a wasteland that had once been full of vegetation.

And she knew with certainty she’d never dance again.
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January 2001

“Angelia, talk to me. Just talk to me,” Jordan pleaded.

For a moment, she met his eyes then focused them back onto the dozen roses on her dresser. Absently, she noted they were rather pretty. Juxtaposed over the roses was the face of a preschooler thrusting dandelions into her hand. I would rather have dandelions. She shut her mind down with the thought.

“You need to talk, Angelia. You’ve barely spoken a word for a month. I have to go back to school tomorrow, but I don’t want to leave with things like this between us.”

Her eyes remained fixed to the roses.

She felt Jordan place his hand over hers. She pulled her hand away.

“Sweetheart, I’m sorry.”

She answered him with silence.

“I should never have made you do it. When I saw your face when it was finished, I knew I made a big mistake. It was wrong of me. I see that now. I cry at night, Angelia, as I think about what I did. I don’t know if God will ever forgive me.”

She heard the tears in his voice, but they didn’t move her.

“If I would have known I would kill us when I had you kill our baby, I never would have pressured you. God, Angelia, I’m so sorry. It was my baby too. I’m torn up inside most minutes in a day. I picture her. She looks just like you. She has the same blue eyes. She has your hair and smile. And she’s always dancing. I see her in my arms when I dream. She’s ever on my mind. She’s gone because of me!”

For one heartbeat, she looked at his face and saw his tears trailing down his cheeks, but she felt nothing for him. There wasn’t any love left. For the last month, she could barely look at him, and when she did, she saw her baby boy’s face. Her eyes rested on those roses wishing for dandelions. She felt emotion well, but she pushed it down ... deep down.

“God, Angelia, I love you. I don’t want to lose you. Cry in my arms. Let me comfort you. Comfort me. Let me give you children ... as many as you want. Just as long as some of them have your eyes. Come back to me, sweetheart! I need and want you ... so much. Please don’t leave me. Please don’t leave me!”

She heard his choked words, but all she could think about was that handful of dandelions. She put them in a cup of water. The dandelions browned and wilted before her eyes. She touched one and it vanished. She touched another and it vanished too.

She felt Jordan’s arms wrap around her. He pulled her into his embrace and wept into her neck. She felt his tears against her skin. She pushed him away and stood. She walked to the roses and began picking off the petals. They fell out of her fingers to the floor.

Out of her peripheral vision she saw Jordan stand and walk toward her. Soon his hand was holding hers with a petal clutched inside. For a quarter of a moment, she felt something for him, but then she took her hand away. The petal of the rose fell to the floor along with the others—as if they were drops of blood.

She reached for another petal, and Jordan achingly said, “Stop. Please stop.”

Her hand paused, then fell to her side.

“I’m crying, Angelia. I’m crying for you ... for me ... for that little girl I can’t sleep without dreaming of. I can’t move on from this. I don’t know how. I need you. Let me hold you. Cry in my arms. My God, feel something!”

Angelia’s dead eyes met his. “Jordan, I don’t cry.”

His confused, tear-filled eyes grasped onto hers.

She turned away from him, walked out her bedroom door, and his sob didn’t touch any part of her.
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