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  “Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me.” Revelations 3:20


For the lost heart longing to return—your Savior stands near, arms open wide, ready to welcome you with His unending love and grace. Today is the day of salvation.









  
  Content Warnings


This is a heartwarming Christian romance. While there isn’t much grit or sorrowful moments, I still want you to feel safe diving in. Topics like the death of a parent (past), processing grief (present), and a child born out of wedlock (past) are referenced respectfully and without graphic detail. Expect clean language, and any swoony moment was delicately crafted with a younger audience in mind, promising a wholesome and God-honoring reading experience for all. 
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Prologue


“You mean...you won’t be here for my eleventh birthday?” My voice trembled, the words catching in my throat in a lump of sadness and confusion. 
Mama’s eyes welled with tears, and she released a heavy sigh that reverberated against the soft hum of machines tethered to her. 
For me, everything had unraveled that fateful Sunday afternoon when she sent Mary home with me as Lisa rushed her to the ER. A week had passed since then, and Mama had only grown sicker with each passing day. I desperately wanted to go home—the hospital seemed to be making everything worse, despite Mama’s assurances that she needed to be there.
They called it sepsis. That’s the name of the scourge that was tearing her apart.
“I promise I’ll always be in your heart, Charlie. Always.” Her voice had turned into a perpetual whisper, nearly indistinguishable and growing weaker with each passing hour.
“But it won’t be the same!” Tears streamed down my cheeks uncontrollably. “I want to be with you, see you and touch you. I don’t want to be without you, Mama. If you’re going to heaven, I want to come with you.” My cries turned into a desperate plea, shaking my entire body in a futile tantrum. Yet, even amid all the raw emotions, I couldn’t envision a life without her, but I was absolutely certain I couldn’t bear to live it.
“I don’t want you to come with me, Charlie.” Her cold hand found mine, her touch a chilling counterpoint to my warmth. Her usual deep bronze glow had given way to an unsettling purple discoloration that spread up her arms. For the first time our hands didn’t look the same. “There’s so much God still wants you to do here.”
“Like what?” The thought of Mama leaving me to be with God chilled me to the bone. Did she love Him more than me? Was she choosing Him over staying with me? Mama was my entire world. She was the only person I had, and my world revolved around her.
“You’ll grow up into a beautiful, smart woman,” she said, her voice thick with emotion. “And if you’re as lucky as I am, you’ll have kids of your own one day, and they’ll call you Mama too.”
“I don’t want to grow up!” If growing up meant losing Mama and never seeing her again, I wanted to stay ten forever. 
I wanted to remain safe and happy with Mama by my side.
“Charlie, my love.” She drew my hands towards her lips. Her breath was warm against my skin as tears rolled down her cheeks.
“Don’t cry, Mama.” Mama rarely cried, and it frightened me to see her so vulnerable. “I’m sorry if I made you cry. I don’t want to see you sad.”
“You did no such thing, baby. There’s nothing for you to apologize for,” she said gently, wiping away her tears. “Not for the pain you feel now or for the pain you’ll feel in the future.” She let out a breath. “But I just...I need you to promise me two things.” 
I stared back at her waiting for what she was about to say.
“Will you always remember that God loves you and is there for you?” she asked softly. “Even when things get hard, and you miss me so much, will you lean on Jesus and His Word to help you through the toughest days?”
“I will,” I replied, though doubts lingered in my young heart. Ever since Mama fell ill and we began spending entire days in the hospital, I hadn’t felt God’s love as strongly as I used to.
“And promise me you’ll be careful with boys.” Her eyes narrowed the way they used to when I was in trouble, but her lips hovered on the edge of a smile, betraying her amusement.
“Boys...eww!” I wrinkled my nose.
“Yes, boys,” she insisted, still wearing her serious face. “Someday, you will start liking boys, and I want you to promise me you’ll only fall in love with someone who loves you as much as I do. Okay?”
“I’ll never like boys, they’re smelly.” I made a disgusted face.
“Promise me, Charlie,” she urged, her words broken by a fit of coughing. 
I nodded—not because I fully understood, but because I couldn’t deny her anything. Not now.
I blink back tears as I stand, staring at my two suitcases outside the apartment I share with Nicki and Bianca, eviction notice in hand. Why did my mind choose today to remind me of Mama’s last day, of all memories? 
It’s barely eight in the morning, and exhaustion presses down on my eyelids after a long night of babysitting a two-year-old. He kept waking up, asking for his mom—a nurse, who usually only works day shifts—and had a hard time falling back asleep. That’s how I ended up scraping together just four hours of sleep.
My breath quivers as I read the note Bianca and Nicki left me. 
Last month, we made it clear that it was your last chance to pay on time. If you keep acting like you’re above student loans and refuse to fulfill your other responsibilities, our home is no longer a fit for someone as entitled as you. We’re tired of covering for you with the landlord and frustrated with how your irresponsibility reflects on us. Frankly, living with someone as disorganized and unreliable as you has been exhausting. It’s time to step up and act like an adult. If you don’t, you’re going to end up on your own because no one can put up with this. - Bianca & Nicki

These two were never kind, but I never expected them to follow through with kicking me out, despite their threats. 
I might have had a few hiccups with the payment schedule now and then, but I’ve never let a whole month slip by without making a full payment. I’m not that kind of person.
I work nearly every waking hour outside of class. I pour myself into Randy’s Café, babysitting gigs, and waitressing—anything to make ends meet, but it’s never enough. 
After four painstaking years at UMass Lowell, I was hoping I could stick it out for just two more and finally graduate. But now, with nowhere to live, I can’t see how that’ll even happen—I can’t afford to rent my own place and manage to cover two classes each semester.
I know it would’ve been easier to just take out a student loan like everyone else, but what if I can’t find a good job right after graduation? I’d rather toil relentlessly than be saddled with debt after college.
Mama’s words echo in my mind again, asking if I’ll lean on Jesus and His Word during my hardest days. Maybe she meant a day like today, but after years of pushing thoughts of God away, I’m not sure I even understand what leaning on Jesus looks like anymore.
Desperation leads me to open my purple suitcase, hoping against hope that Bianca and Nicki haven’t discarded my memory box—the one filled with mementos of Mama. 
On my knees, with trembling hands, I brush past clothes until I feel the familiar wooden box hidden at the bottom. With bated breath, I lift the lid and see Mama’s Bible resting atop a stack of old photographs.
I flip open her Bible, and the comforting scent of its well-worn pages envelops me. Mama carried her Bible everywhere, and its smell is inseparable from what I remember hers to be. My eyes fall upon a highlighted passage about Jesus’ baptism. 
“You are my beloved Son, with you I am well pleased” Mark 1:11
Mama loved to tell me how free and joyful she felt after her own baptism, and she couldn’t wait for my turn. She believed her life changed that day.
Could it be true for me too?
Would all my problems really be washed away in an instant? 
It’s Sunday after all, and sleep just isn’t happening for me today.
Maybe this is my sign to finally come back to God. Our apartment just so happens to be conveniently close to a small church.
I leave my suitcases right where the girls dropped them, grab Mama’s Bible and start walking. I don’t even think twice—I just head straight to the little church I pass every day on my way home.

      [image: ]“Will you be okay here for a moment? I’ll find someone to get you dry clothes,” the woman with a pixie face and short hair—who introduced herself as Robyn with a Y—says kindly. How did I manage to forget that baptism involves full-body immersion and fail to bring an extra change of clothes? 
It’s particularly ironic because all my clothes are sitting outside my apartment.
Over the past ten years, my church attendance has been sporadic—often a place I visit to feel closer to Mama. 
My heart sank halfway through my march when I remembered that for most churches, baptism isn’t a weekly occurrence. To my utter shock, it was baptism Sunday at Bedford Christian Fellowship, and by some stroke of luck, I arrived just in time. This only deepened my feeling that maybe this was the right thing to do.
When the pastor asked if I had accepted Jesus, I honestly replied that I had as a child. But I kept silent about the doubts and distance I’ve felt, especially in recent years. After a prayer, he guided me into the baptismal waters.
Standing here, dripping wet and regretting my impulsive decision to come unprepared, Robyn’s eyes lock onto me, their hazel hue glowing like two candles in the dimly lit church corner. It’s strange to be the object of a stranger’s concern, especially when I’m the only klutz who managed to forget a change of clothes for my own baptism. 
Robyn explained that she doesn’t actually work here. She and her best friend never miss Baptism Sunday, they only come to welcome new believers into their church family.
How odd.
“Will you hang on here, Charlie?” Her voice jolts me from my thoughts and I slowly nod in hesitation, unsure where she’ll find the extra clothes. 
I watch her walk away and it hits me how much I’d kill for those feminine curves. The high-waisted pants she’s wearing, paired with a fitted blouse, accentuate her hourglass figure perfectly. 
How can you look like that and have a heart to match?
I’m still rooted in the spot where Robyn left me, families snapping pictures around me when my gaze lands on Zane Ortiz, the star center for the Glaciers, arm in arm with a woman who seems intimately close to him—likely his girlfriend. I would have expected more paparazzi for his appearance here, but I guess no one tipped them off.
Robyn returns with a large T-shirt. “Sorry, I couldn’t find any bottoms in your size to go with this. Would you need a ride home to change before service starts?” 
The word “home” makes my heart plummet, and I will my tears not to fall. 
Robyn has already gone out of her way for me, I don’t want to scare her away with my problems. “I live just across the street. I can walk home and change and be back in no time at all.”
“Alright, let me give you my number. My best friend and I sit in the back row. Just give me a call when you get here, and I’ll come find you.” 
After typing her number into my phone, Robyn walks away, leaving my thoughts spinning.
Where will I sleep tonight? Will Bianca and Nicki let me crash at the apartment for one more night? 
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Charlie Taylor


Two years later 
Waking up in Pearl’s former room will never make sense to me. How does a broke, twenty-four-year-old college student like me end up in this swanky apartment, not snuggled in bed with someone or squeezed into a cramped room, all for just three hundred bucks? You heard that right, three hundred. It’s the only contribution I manage to scrape together while living with Robyn, and even that sometimes falls short.
Between trying to graduate with zero school debt and cobbling together pennies for a car, I’m constantly amazed that my juggling act of multiple jobs even lets me chip in a little. But, for the first six months of living together as a trio before Pearl got married, I had zilch to contribute, so this is definitely progress. My dignity’s gradually coming back to life.
But it’s still not fair to Robyn, especially since Pearl leaving means there’s a huge burden on her for rent and utilities—even though she’ll never mention it. Both Pearl and Robyn have been unbelievably patient with me. They’ve never given me a reason to think that one day I’ll be out on the street, struggling to find a place to live—again.
Despite their endless support over the past two years, they’ve never once treated me like a charity case. We’ve grown so close that we’re more like sisters than friends. Yet, I still can’t shake the feeling that I don’t deserve everything they’ve given me, especially their friendship. There isn’t a day I’m not reminded of this, and it’s a weight I carry, heavier than the significant financial burdens I bear.
This spacious, white room, with its plush beige carpet and the king-size bed layered with cotton-soft sheets, the sturdy oak desk with a honey-toned color—everything still screams Pearl, minus the messiness—that’s all me. My clothes litter every surface conceivable, and mugs, books, and makeup products scatter on the vanity table.
I turn to the edge of the bed, where the expansive window overlooks the parking lot, sunlight streaming in, forcing its way through the curtains. With a tired sigh, I reach for my phone, only to be greeted by mocking digits. 
It’s almost nine, and my first class starts in seven minutes.
Never mind! I already made the decision to skip Professor Stratton’s Intro to Biology. The man is pushing eighty and has a reputation for not caring about attendance. Since that’s my only class on Tuesdays and Thursdays, it means those days will go toward earning more dollars now that I’ve asked Randy to give me all the shifts he can. And on days when he absolutely doesn’t need me, I can always sign up to babysit some of the kids from church.
My eyes drift over to the Bible resting on my nightstand, where my phone was. It’s the one I received when I got baptized. There’s a thin layer of dust settling on its cover. I feel some shame for never reading it outside of church or Bible study with the girls. Even Mama’s Bible gets more use than this one. Whenever I miss her, I like to open it, trace my fingers over the highlights she made, and feel her presence in the worn pages. 
Still, this Bible on my nightstand beckons to me every morning, urging me to open its pages and find some comfort in its words. I know I should, and I genuinely want to be closer to God, like my friends are.
Maybe tomorrow morning, if I manage to wake up early enough I’ll start reading the book of Matthew. 
Who am I kidding? I’ve been telling myself the same thing every single day for months now, but waking up early just isn’t in my DNA. No matter how hard I try to go to sleep early— which, if we’re being honest, is almost never— my body simply never functions before eight in the morning. I also can’t seem to kick-start my day without coffee—I rarely get much sleep since I’m usually up past one in the morning. It really feels like I’m an eighty-year-old trapped in this twelve-year-old body frame.
But then again, if I were truly motivated to read the Bible, I could easily do it on my phone, just like I devour books every day. You know, the reason I’m constantly bumping into people around campus is that I just can’t seem to pry myself away from a new book. Yes, I’m one of those avid readers who manages to read a book a day even with my crazy schedule. Go ahead, applaud my dedication or feel free to judge me.
A knock on the door interrupts my thoughts, and there’s Robyn, her gaze sweeping past the hot chaos of my room to land squarely on me. “Thought you had class today? Why are you still in bed?” Her tone is composed, much like the first time we met at church. Robyn isn’t as bubbly as Pearl, but that’s not to say she doesn’t have a big personality, though some might mistake her demeanor for aloofness.
“This professor is pretty laid-back about attendance. I picked up a shift at Randy’s at noon.” 
She furrows her brow, the lines of concern drawing her perfectly arched eyebrows together. “Are you sure about skipping? You don’t want to flunk an intro class. You’ve only got a semester left.”
Both Robyn and Pearl are older and wiser than me. Their guidance is the only thing that’s kept me from making a mess of my life these past two years. Witnessing their success and absorbing the gentle but firm truths they impart makes me hang on their every word. But, I can’t let them persuade me to ease up on my workload and work less than sixty hours a week. I refuse to be a freeloader, constantly relying on Robyn’s generosity and hard-earned money. Besides, she puts in just as many hours at her demanding job, if not more.
“Everyone who’s taken his classes says they’re usually packed. He couldn’t care less who shows up, as long as we deliver assignments on time.” 
“Okay, but at least reach out to someone else in the class. They can fill you in on everything you missed. I remember feeling so lost when I missed even a few minutes of class back in college.” Her hand remains firmly gripping the doorknob, her black pantsuit impeccably tailored to match her white button-up and black heels. I always wonder if I’ll ever achieve such effortless polish. Standing next to her and Pearl, I look like I shop in the kids’ section. But given that my growth halted when I was ten, maybe it’s not too surprising that I seem stuck in the preteen aisle.
“Finance and early childhood education aren’t the same thing,” I say with a “duh” expression. “Plus, an intro class only teaches things from the textbook, and I’ve already got it covered. I’m only getting straight A’s in this class.”
“If you say so,” she shrugs. Just as she’s about to leave the room, she asks, “Want a ride to Randy’s?”
“That’s not even on your way,” I protest. Typical me, always hesitant to inconvenience the closest thing I have to family. Pearl used to give me rides all the time since Randy’s and my school campus are just a few miles from her practice. But ever since baby Micah came along, she hasn’t gone back to her office. Now, she does all her counseling online or from the cozy little office in her home.
“Charlie, you need to stop fighting with people who want to help you. I don’t mind going into work late today. I practically slept there last night anyway. They need to miss me a little.” Her almond-shaped eyes squint in a smile meant to disarm me. She always knows how to get through to me. Her words are never sugar-coated, but I’ve never seen anyone stand up for me like she does. 
“I’ll be ready in fifteen,” I finally agree, and quickly get out of bed as she closes the door behind her.
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Enzo Bennett


“Enzo, I really need you to step in,” Hubert’s voice pleads over the phone. “You’ve been talking about filling up your schedule now that Gigi’s started school. This could be your chance.” 
“But teaching? Now?” I’m unable to mask the uncertainty in my voice. “That’s not exactly what I had in mind when I thought about making the most of my newfound free time.”
I couldn’t quite articulate the unvarnished truth. After eight years of being Gianna’s constant, I finally have a window to pursue something for myself. Yet, the more I search for that elusive something, the more I realize that without Gianna, I’m nobody. 
I’m just a single dad, void of hobbies or companions my age. Because not many twenty-seven-year-olds in Bedford have kids—let alone an eight-year-old with endless questions, a sassy streak, and a curiosity that never quits. She reminds me that she’s closer to being a pre-teen than a baby. The thought itself makes me shift uncomfortably in my home office chair. Where did the time go? It feels like just yesterday she was a premature newborn and I was marveling at her tiny features.
“Enzo, you’re not listening to me. This is your chance to step outside, to breathe in something other than the stale scent of research papers, and engage with other people in person. You missed out on that at UMass Lowell.”
He’s not wrong. My time in college was a haze of classes and deadlines, devoid of any social life. I hardly set foot on campus, opting for online courses to fit around Gianna’s nap times and bedtime. Even my master’s degree was completed entirely online. Without Hubert’s guidance as my advisor and my parents tirelessly watching over the most spirited toddler on the planet, I doubt I would have survived those years.
“Let me at least think about it and get back to you.” I’m only trying to buy myself some time before making such a big decision.
“Wanna consult Gigi first?” Hubert’s voice drips with playful mockery.
I roll my eyes, only catching myself halfway through the motion. Another habit I picked up from Gianna. Where on earth did she learn to roll her eyes like that? “As shocking as it may be to you, I don’t always run my life decisions by my eight-year-old.”
“Don’t act like Gigi doesn’t call the shots around there. Just let me know if I need to send her your permission slip. But on a serious note, the opportunity is there, and if you don’t take it, someone else will.” His tone is nonchalant but I can see the plea behind his words. That’s just his vibe— he’s always trying to steer me in a positive direction, even if it means resorting to some gentle arm-twisting.
“I know. I’ll probably give you an answer by tonight.” 
I glance at my wristwatch—it’s already two in the afternoon. With Gianna’s pickup looming, I end the call and start tidying up my cluttered desk. Every pen, every paperclip has its designated spot, and even my phone and laptop chargers are neatly coiled and stored in a specific compartment. Because of my filing system, cleaning up this office never takes more than five minutes.
Being a researcher can be all-consuming, but one of the perks of academia is the flexibility it affords. Setting my own hours is a luxury I can’t take for granted, especially as a single parent. Typically, I’m up at four in the morning, diving into my papers and publishing any approved reports or studies. From eight to one, I oversee the small research team I lead. By this time, I’ve usually wrapped up for the day, leaving the evenings free for quality time with Gianna. It’s a routine that has served us well, even before she started going to school.

      [image: ]With exactly thirty minutes before Gianna’s last class ends, I decide to treat myself to a coffee from a nearby shop. I prefer brewing my own coffee at home, but the memory of last week’s incident—when Gianna tried to surprise me by serving me coffee and ended up dropping the entire thing—still brings back the same heart-stopping fear I felt when I thought the glasses had shattered on her bare feet. I’m just not ready to buy another French press yet. Thank God she wasn’t hurt. I don’t know what I would have done. 
When I step into Randy’s Café, a whiff of various coffee blends fills my senses. Calmness greets me as the bell above the door rings. It’s one of the best spots in town for a cup of joe, which is why I’m surprised that just a few minutes after lunch hour, the place is nice and quiet.
“What can I get for you today?” asks the red-haired guy behind the counter, his eyes briefly darting up from his hands, likely checking his phone. He appears to only be a few years younger than me, and despite his attempt to assure me with a smile that he’s fully attentive, I still notice the obvious distraction. Lucky for me, my order is simple.
“I’ll take a double espresso to go, please.” 
A few moments later, the guy hands me my coffee without a lid. I’m pretty sure he forgot to put it on, but I can’t run late. I made Gianna a promise that I’d always be there ten minutes early. She may not notice if I’m a little late, but I’d rather not break that promise and risk her being upset.
I stride towards the door and another employee seems to materialize out of thin air, completely engrossed in her phone. It’s as if she’s in her own little world, oblivious to everything around her. She must be watching something since she doesn’t seem to be texting or scrolling? Or maybe reading one long text. Not once does she lift her head as she cuts in front of me.
This, right here, is why I often feel like I don’t quite fit in with my generation. 
I keep a safe distance behind her as we approach the door, not wanting to tempt fate with an accidental collision. Just as she’s about to step through the door, another customer enters, causing her to abruptly backtrack. In her haste, she careens into me, knocking my cup, which quickly splatters hot liquid in her bag. A searing pain shoots through my hand, prompting an unflattering, high-pitched squeal that Gianna would definitely tease me about, causing the culprit to spin around in shock and face me.
Her big brown eyes glisten with unshed tears and her lips quiver when she realizes what she’s done. Her mouth opens, no doubt to apologize, as agony is written on her features. I take in her tight curls crowned over her head, her thick eyebrows perfectly framing her smooth face, and if I weren’t in so much pain, I’d think her ebony skin was really glowing. 
I take a few quick breaths to understand what just happened and offer a silent prayer to get myself together. If parenting has taught me one thing, it’s that reacting in anger never ends well. 
She couldn’t have seen me. I rationalize. 
Her face was glued to her phone, probably from the time she clocked out. I give her a sheepish smile, hoping to diffuse the wordless tension that hangs between us like a cloud.
Her horrified expression unfreezes, and she opens her mouth, “I’m so sorry,” she stammers. “I didn’t see you.” 
I resist the urge to nod in agreement. I knew that she was practically asking for an accident with her inattention. I just didn’t expect to be the victim of it. 
Her eyes land on my hand, still clutching the empty cup. “Are you burnt? Can we get some water to run over that?” Her tone is empathetic as if she’s feeling my pain.
“I’m in a hurry. I really have to go. It’s fine.” I try to step past her, but she stops me with a gentle hand on my arm which sends unfamiliar sensations through my entire system. I can’t remember the last time a woman touched me and I felt this.
“It’ll only be five minutes. I’m guessing you just got this coffee from Matt. It’s too hot, you probably have a burn. Again, I am so sorry.” I hear utmost sincerity and regret in the way she speaks.
I glance down at my now bright-red hand, feeling the tingling sensation of pain. I know Gianna will be upset when she gets out of class and doesn’t find me, but it’s best to cool off this burn to alleviate the discomfort.
“Sure. Is there any first aid kit? I’d like to put some gauze on it.” 
She nods and leads me to the back of the kitchen. 
The near-empty café continues on as if nothing happened. I can’t believe our interaction didn’t earn many glances.
Her petite silhouette moves swiftly in front of me. I’m barely six feet tall, but I’m towering over her by at least a head. When we reach the sink, she picks up my hand and adjusts the temperature of the water to cool, not cold. They must treat a lot of burns back here. At the unexpected softness of her touch, I hastily retract my hand, instant regret flooding in as she takes a step back. 
Why did I make this more awkward than it needed to be? 
But there’s also no real reason for her to hold my hand as if I’d broken a bone. I’m perfectly capable of holding my own hand under the faucet.
She hands me the gauze hesitantly—great, now she thinks I’m upset—and I loosely cover my burn. 
I’m slightly frustrated but her innocent expression makes it hard for me to be mad at her. There’s something about her that keeps catching my attention. I hope she is not too young. Not that it matters, but I can’t get rid of this sudden curiosity. The thought that she might be under twenty-two makes me wince—I’ve already noticed how God didn’t hold back when He made her. It would be an objective detail to acknowledge, but with the potential age gap, it feels...creepy. Like anyone even five years younger than me belongs in Gianna’s class.
“Again, I’m so sorry for this.” Her eyes seem to be probing mine, as if she’s also asking herself random questions about me. I might have pegged her as someone always glued to her screen, but the way she’s holding eye contact with me, it’s getting harder to look away.
“I’m also to blame, I should’ve asked the barista to cover my coffee. He forgot to put a lid on,” I say, hoping to reassure her. It was just an accident, after all. We all make them.
When her forehead creases, I notice how adorably she wears a frown… Oh no, my brain can’t possibly be going there. This is really not good. I need to leave. Like, now. 
“That shouldn’t have happened since your cup was to-go.”
I nod, but what I really want to say is that she should have been watching where she was going, but this week we’ve been memorizing Philippians 4:29 with Gianna. “Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is good for building up, as fits the occasion, that it may give grace to those who hear.”
So, I smile politely, seal my lips, and make my exit. I’ll be lucky if my little girl isn’t shaken up by my being late.
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A pigtailed ray of sunshine barrels into my arms, and I instinctively bend down to scoop her up. She is definitely not the twenty-pound toddler she once was. I press kisses all over her head as her grip tightens around my neck. She buries her face in the crook of my neck and her body starts trembling. 
She’s upset and is now crying.
She pulls back slightly, her forehead touching mine, and whispers, “I thought you weren’t coming.” Her face is flushed and her eyes are red and puffy.
“That’s not gonna happen, Gianna. I’m always gonna come pick you up. But someone made me spill coffee on myself at Randy’s, and I had to cover my burn.” I extend my left arm to show her. 
“Does it hurt?” Worry flickers in her big amber eyes.
“Not really, baby.” I downplay the sting, even though I’ve already popped an ibuprofen and it still hasn’t kicked in.
“So you don’t have to stay at the hospital?” 
“I don’t. It was just a very minor burn.” Her smile beams at me, and I finally breathe easier, the relief—knowing this could have been worse—settling in. 
Gianna developed a fear of hospitals after her mom, Quinley, passed away last year from an overdose. Now, with my dad’s frequent illnesses, it’s becoming even harder to ease her worries. She fears he might leave us too, and switching from homeschooling to a regular private school this fall adds even more change for her to process. 
She’s constantly anxious about my well-being, and I’ve promised her a hundred times that I’ll live to be a hundred just to keep her fears at bay. Sometimes, I wonder where to draw the line between calming her fears and just telling her what she wants to hear.
I put Gianna back down and she skips ahead toward the car. I buckle her into her seat and surprise her with the news that we’re driving to my parents’ house. Her excitement fills the car with joyful squeals that continue for a good ten minutes into the drive before she crashes into a nap.
My parents live about thirty minutes south of Bedford. While heading home would have been a shorter drive—and after the day I’ve had, I wouldn’t mind getting there early—I couldn’t ignore Mom’s text saying Dad missed Gianna. With his health always up and down, every moment he gets to spend with his granddaughter is a true blessing.

      [image: ]Pulling up to the familiar driveway of my childhood home, I’m always struck by its grandeur. Compared to my house, this is an estate. As a child, I never fully grasped the magnitude of where we lived. This mansion, tucked away behind tall pines and lush gardens, holds countless memories of my upbringing. 
Each brick in this old house tells stories of my fortunate childhood, where loving parents stood by me through thick and thin, forgiving even my most glaring mistakes. I was really blessed growing up with two caring parents. 
Something my daughter will never know, all because of me.
Both my parents were well-established in their careers as doctors when they got married, and this house was passed down to my dad from his father. My parents shared a dream of having a large family, but it took a decade before I came along. After that, they realized that having more biological children wasn’t in God’s plan for them and had to do something with this place. My mom, who was an ophthalmologist, made a bold move. She started a free daycare in our home and created a safe place for children from families in our community who couldn’t afford childcare. 
I didn’t have siblings, but I remember growing up in a house that was always full, with a new kid every day. Once I got a bit older than the rest of the kids, I was like a big brother to the littles. A few years after I started school, Mom returned to her practice and had to close the at-home daycare.
“Papa,” Gianna squeals, rushing into Dad’s arms as I jog after her. “Can you carry me now?” 
I haven’t seen him outside since he got his chronic bronchitis diagnosis. He looks so rejuvenated, with the gentle sunlight bathing his bald head and the lines of laughter around his eyes seeming even more pronounced.
“You’ve grown too much for me, Gigi. I can’t carry you anymore.”
I walk over and give him a hug. “You look good, Dad.”
We make our way into the house, and Gianna heads straight to the kitchen, where the smell of Mom’s spices fills the air—cumin, paprika, curry, garlic—my favorites.
Dad and I settle into the spacious living room, with its high ceilings and woody scent. “How’s the new medication?” I ask.
“It’s gentler on my body than the one I was taking before. I haven’t been able to go for a walk in ages, but just now, I was strolling outside the house.” The way he always sounds so content amazes me every time. He never complained about the harsh medication he was taking—he just took it in stride and accepted how it made him feel.
“I’m really happy to hear that.” 
“And how is Gigi getting used to school?” 
Before I can even say anything, a long sigh escapes my lips. When Gianna was little and showed no interest in attending school, Mom and I decided to homeschool her temporarily, hoping she’d eventually become comfortable around other kids. Despite our efforts to encourage her to socialize with children in my parents’ neighborhood, nothing seemed to change. After Quinley passed away, Gianna’s separation anxiety only grew worse. We tried counseling, but unfortunately, that didn’t help either.
When Dad
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