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CHAPTER ONE


Montana, 1996…

“Mama, please tell me that
story you told me last Christmas Eve,” Reade asked. “Read me the
one about the Starry-Eyed Donkey.”

“Reade Werner,” his mother
said sternly. “You know it’s late and Santa will not come if you’re
still up.”

He pouted and rubbed his eyes fighting
his weariness. “Pleeease,” he begged.

She sighed and relented.
“All right,” she sat next to him on the bed. “But I’ll bet you a
gingerbread cookie that you are asleep before I finish.” She
smiled, puffed up his pillow and with a loving hug his mother
opened the book and read, “A long time ago
there was a man named Ishmael who owned six strong donkeys that
carried water in a pail. The animals
hauled fresh water from a well every day for the people who could
afford a coin to pay. Ishmaels strongest
were Gabriel, Hercules, and Samson, they were his only males until
Ruth delivered a son. She named him Simon;
he was her precious boy and he grew-up giving her so much
joy.”

She squeezed him said,
“Just like you, my precious boy. Now, Simon liked to gaze at the
moon and stars at night and wished on the stars that shone so
bright. Although Simon was not big like
the other males he did his job and carried water in his
pails. But, he was different from all the
other donkeys, he longed to travel and see different
countries.”

“Like me mama, I want to
travel too.”

“Yes dear, like you but his
mother was becoming quite worrisome and had to scold and warn her
starry-eyed son. Simon,
Ishmael is becoming quite annoyed with you and he
is threatening to make you into donkey stew.”

“Yuck!” Reade made a face
and asked, “Who would eat donkey stew?”

“I’m sure Ishmael wasn’t
serious honey and no more interruptions,” she tapped his freckled
nose and continued, “Now Simon, said his mother, all the other
donkeys are laughing at you and making fun because of your
daydreaming and that must stop my son! He promised his mother he’d
no longer gaze into the sky and sadly walked away hating the fact
that he told a lie. He could not stop his longing and his wish to
roam even if he had to leave his mother and his only home. As days
went by he tried to ignore the teasing. Simon is a poor excuse for
a donkey, Ester giggled. He thinks he’s better than us to travel
and see the country. Yeah, he’s foolish, snorted another female
named Clair. It can be dangerous; who knows what’s out there.
Humph! Simon scoffed and said, laugh all you want but you see
carrying water to people for coins every day and that is not for
me. I’m going to be somebody and never stop dreaming of better
things. Who knows what wonders are out there, what adventure
brings.”

“Good for him,” Reade
yawned, “he didn’t let them get under his hide.”

“Yes dear, he was strong
but now the days grew shorter and stars seemed brighter this time
of the year. It was a time when the air smelled fresh, crisp and
clear. He wondered what the earth looked like from way up there.
What was beyond the clouds, beyond the atmosphere? He continued to
daydream as time passed and days grew cold. Ishmael decided it was
time for the starry-eyed donkey to be sold. One day a couple came
by looking to purchase a beast. It was Ishmael’s chance to get rid
of the one he valued the least. Simon kissed his sad mother
good-bye but he was happy to go, this was no lie. This was what he
had been waiting and wishing for, this was his chance to see the
country and to explore. The woman was heavy with child, but he
didn’t mind and they traveled for days on end, a very long time.
When they reached Jerusalem, they looked for a place to stay but
all Joseph found was a stable, so they slept in the hay. Simon
noticed up in the sky on that very night that one star in the east
shone exceptionally bright.”

His mother looked at him with a
surprised expression. He grinned with satisfaction and bragged,
“You owe me a gingersnap cookie.”

 


Present Day in
Montana…

“Reade Werner, where are
you going?” asked Alena.

Reade grumbled and zipped up his
leather jacket. He came close, looking down at her intensely.
“Out,” was his short and to the point reply.

“But it’s getting dark son,
and I would like some help decorating the Christmas tree. Christmas
Eve is only three days away.”

He arched his eyebrows and protested,
“Mom, you know I hate to decorate for a tradition I do not believe
in. Besides, I haven’t since dad died on Christmas Eve.”

Alena sighed, and tried to disguise
her annoyance. “Honey that was six years ago.”

His lips puckered with annoyance.
“Yeah, well, Bah-Humbug, just the same. And I stopped believing in
Santa too. I never received the gift I wanted when I was so
gullible to believe in such foolishness.” He kissed her cheek,
grabbed the keys off the table and left.

Alena sighed. Her son had gotten so
bitter with life since his father died. He hates his job as foreman
of a big construction company. He has no interest in hobbies as
when he and his father made beautiful furniture with their hands.
At twenty-eight, he doesn’t date since his last girlfriend cheated
on him a year ago; and of all the times, it was Christmas
Eve.

She plopped down on a chair with tears
in her eyes and prayed for a miracle. Her son was very handsome,
like her husband. Tall, six feet-two, with sandy colored hair, blue
eyes and long dark lashes any girl would love to have. She sighed
in frustration and looked sadly at the bare tree. Well, she
thought, one sour-puss in the family in enough, so she turned on
Christmas music and took to decorating the tree. As she hung the
tinsel the memory of her childhood seeped into her thoughts. She
and her father would go into the woods and cut down their own pine
tree. Renewed tears filled her eyes and she sniffled wondering
where all the years had gone by so quickly. They would return home
cold and nearly frozen but her mother always had a hot cup of
chocolate waiting for them. After warming themselves by the log
fire, she and her mother decorated the tree. Alena pause for a
second and smiled recalling the one year after she so painstakingly
hung the tinsel, she crawled under it to get what she dropped and
the tree fell. Oh, what a mess and she had to tinsel the tree
again. When she took the wooden star her husband had caved out of
the box, she set it aside. Maybe she would get her miracle and
Reade would come home and place it on the top.

 


XXX

 


Reade knew better than to ride his
motorcycle in the snow and ice but he had no intentions of staying
home listening to corny Christmas jingles and his mother’s signing
as she hung the tinsel and decorations on the pine tree.

He tried to convince himself that his
mother’s sad expression did not bother him but he knew he was only
lying to himself. What did he have to be happy about; or too
celebrate? He could not feign something he couldn’t feel, there was
no happiness in his soul. There were times like now that he wished
he had never been born.

So absorbed in his self-pity he was
not concentrating on his driving. As he turned the curve in the
road, without any warning a deer appeared in his path. Reade tried
to serve but he crashed into something hard. The helmet did not
cushion the blow to his head and everything went black.

 



CHAPTER TWO


Reade heard strange voices in his
head; they sounded muffled at first as he tried to think. His head
ached like the dickens, but he vaguely remembered that he had
crashed into something.

The voices became louder and clearer
and he wondered if he might be in a hospital. Painfully, he opened
his eyes to discover that he was in a bed in a room that he was
certain belonged to a child. There were boxes of games, dolls and
teddy bears on shelves. A pair of white ice skates hung on a nail
by the ornate gold framed mirror.

Where the hell am
I?

The voices were coming from outside
the room and someone was in deep trouble because a man’s voice
scolded, “Daughter, how many times have I told you not to drive my
…”

“Dear,” interrupted a
kinder voice, “Our daughter is twenty; she is old enough to handle
the team.”

“Sorry, Papa,” a sweet
female’s voice whined. “But I did not take every animal one just
and…”

“And you see what happed!’
cried the man. “You nearly killed that stranger with your reckless
driving. And why in heavens name did you bring him
here?”

“I didn’t know what else to
do,” the sweet voice sobbed.

“Well daughter, you go in
and see how he is. If he is well enough to travel he has to go back
to Montana.”

Reade winced.
Did he say back to Montana?

He wasn’t given any more time to
ponder on what he just heard when a beautiful young woman entered
wearing a red blouse, a short red shirt with black, knee-high
boots. He knew immediately she was the owner of the sweet voice and
the one who had ran into him. He could only stare at her; she
looked like an angel with golden blonde hair, violet eyes and lips
that were meant to kiss. He did not know whether to kiss her or
strangle her. Right now he just wanted answers.

When she smiled at him the smile was
radiant and he almost forgot his question.

He gritted his teeth at the pain
behind his eyes and rasped, “Where am I and who are you?” he
watched her with a critical squint. She gave him a sad and
apologetic frown.

“I’m truly sorry for
hitting you, but…um…to be honest, technically, you hit me,” she
giggled. “Um, sorry, but your helmet did some damage to the
sled.”

Reade touched his cranium not liking
her dry wit and clenched his mouth tighter. Accentuating the
annoyance he felt he grumbled, “I think you’d be more concerned
about the damage to my skull than a measly sled!”

Apparently she wasn’t because she
folded her arms and snapped, “That sled is very important to my
father. It has to be fixed before Christmas Eve.”

She may be beautiful and he’d like
nothing better than to kiss her but darnit; what’s more important
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