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A Christmas anthology from The Mosaic Collection

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

 


Welcome to The Mosaic Collection
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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 Brenda S. Anderson

 

Thank you for this wonderful book [Pieces of Granite] and for reminding this independent, self-sufficient woman that God is always there to help carry my burdens, because I know that I am not strong enough to carry them all myself.

— Robin

 

Praise for Eleanor Bertin

 

Tethered by Eleanor Berlin is a story that could very well take place today, and to someone the reader may know. It is uncanny how well the author told this story of love and loss; pain and healing, and love anew; it is a story as old as the world. 

— LJShuck

 

Praise for Sara Davison

 

Davison’s mastery at writing shines as the several sub-plots intertwine in totally unexpected ways each other, and no strand is left loose. 

— Susan

 

Praise for Regina Rudd Merrick

 

It’s not too often that one can consider a “trip to a dingy basement” a God moment. Then again, God uses the most inopportune moments to tap us on our stubborn shoulder. That’ll get your attention! I doubly enjoyed this story because my degree is Interior Design, and it’s always fun to meet characters who share my passion! Secret underground tunnels a bonus! 

— Robin E. Mason

 

Praise for Angela D. Meyer

 

This Side of Yesterday is another read that embarks on keeping faith in our Father and leaning into His arms for constant support. Ginger’s story holds passion for the overwhelming struggles of keeping a small business up and running while caring for her grandpa with dementia. It’s a story of God’s reminder that we are loved.

— Sharon Dean

 

Praise for Marion Ueckermann

 

In an English Vintage Garden by Marion Ueckermann is two stories in one. An intriguing story about a daughter and her mother. Delightful summer read with an English cottage, a beautiful garden, delicate china, tasty tea and my favorite scrumptious scones. This delightful story was included in the anthology Before Summer's End.

— Deutsche OMA

 

Praise for Candace West

 

[Valley of Shadows] is the first book I have read by this author and I just loved it so much! It's rich and intense and such a wonderful story about redemption. The characters are so well developed and I fell in love with many of them. I could read this book again and again and feel like I'm right there with them each time.

— Shannan Lee

 

 


 

 

I see him, but not here and now. I perceive him, but far in the distant future. A star will rise from Jacob; a scepter will emerge from Israel. 

 

~ Numbers 24:17a (NLT)
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A Christmas Homecoming
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“Our love story is definitely not typical. It began on a day not unlike this one, when your grandfather was on his way to propose to his girlfriend. Only two weeks later, he proposed to me.”

 

A Coming Home Series short story

 


Dedication
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To families celebrating Christmas together and apart. Cherish every moment you’re given with your loved ones.

 

 


Come, Thou Long Expected Jesus
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This was going to be a Christmas to remember—Marlene Brooks felt it in her chilled bones. She rubbed her gloved hands together while watching snow blow past the window of the pickup truck. Whooshing by too quickly. Over the fifty-plus years they’d known each other, her husband always had a leadfoot.

“Bernie, slow down.” The words slid from her mouth. She could never resist passenger-seat driving. The last thing they needed today was to land in the ditch when the entire family was going to be home, the first time in years! She didn’t have a second to waste.

He just laughed and gave her leg a pat, his way of reassuring her. “The last time I ended up in a ditch was fifty-one years ago, and it changed my life.” He shot her a quick glance and that crooked smile that still set loose hummingbirds in her stomach. Oh, the man could charm her.

“Well, I would prefer no life-changing events happen today, please.” Just a happy, family celebration of their golden anniversary, two weeks late to combine with Christmas and Thanksgiving. Their home would be filled with boisterous laughter and off-key carol singing, lingering hugs and comfort food shared between their children, the spouses, grandchildren, and several unofficially-adopted grandchildren. Twenty-two people would be gathering, worshiping the Savior, in their home on Christmas Day—tomorrow!—and she couldn’t wait see them all.

Their life overflowed with blessings.

Bernie yawned. “I might need a nap before family arrives. I think the pastor this morning nearly put me to sleep.”

Her eyes snapped open. “A nap? When I’ve got a to-do list long enough for three people to handle?”

“I know, darling, but.” He rotated his jaw. “Must not have slept well last night. I’m feeling a bit lightheaded.” He cleared his throat. “You don’t happen to have some heartburn pills in that purse of yours, do you?”

She sighed and dug out an antacid tablet. The man had farmed for forty years, up before the roosters each one of those days, getting in a daily workout that would be the envy of Arnold Schwatzenegger, and yet when it came to helping in the house…

Goodness, who was she to complain? She closed her eyes and lifted thanks to their Creator for His abundance. Their fifty years together hadn’t been problem-free, but every obstacle had strengthened their spiritual muscles.

So, yes, this anniversary was one worth celebrating.

“Marlene…” Bernie’s normally-strong voice came out weak, breathy.

Her eyes whipped open, and she jerked toward her husband.

Only one hand gripped the steering wheel, the other massaged his left shoulder. “I’m not feeling—”

The pickup veered onto the side of the road. Snow gripped the tires, pulling the truck into the ditch. It careened toward an unfrozen pond.

“Bernie! Stop!” The horn began blaring.

She looked toward her husband, slumped over the steering wheel. “Bernie!” She pushed him back and gasped. His eyes were closed, his body a dead weight, and his foot pressing on the accelerator.

They weren’t slowing.

“Dear Jesus, help,” she breathed out as she reached across the center console, attempting to knock his leg enough to disengage his foot from the accelerator. Failing, she gripped the gear shift and yanked it into neutral.

Deep snow tugged at the tires, finally bringing the truck to a stop at the pond’s edge.

“Dear Jesus, Bernie has to be okay.” She removed a glove and touched his cheeks. Cold. She felt for a pulse in his neck. Nothing. Pressed harder. “Bernie, don’t you go dying on me now. We’ve got a houseful of people coming to see you.”

There. A faint tick in his neck. Praise God!

“Good. You’re listening to me for once. I know you don’t like ambulances, but you’ll have to swallow your pride.” Her heart hammering, she dug through her purse, searching for her phone, and a rare curse word entered her thoughts as she recalled leaving her cell on the kitchen counter.

“Bernie, you have your phone?” He had to have it. He never went anyplace without it. “I’m not getting fresh, dear, just need to call 911.” She dug her hand between his back and the truck seat, praying he’d put it in his right pocket, yet knowing it wouldn’t be there. A creature of habit, he always carried his phone in his left pocket.

Getting into it from here would be impossible. That meant she had to get out of the truck and walk around.

She squeezed the door handle and pushed. No movement. The truck leaned right, and snow crowded halfway up the door. She’d never get it open. But there was always the left back door.

Which meant crawling over the console to the backseat.

Once upon a time, that wouldn’t have been an issue, but at seventy-three years of age, her body didn’t bend that way.

She could do it. She would do it. Quickly.

“You behave yourself. No wise comments.” Talking to him helped, didn’t it?

She turned, pulled her right leg up on the seat, followed by the left, then squeezed between the front seats, crawling onto the back bench. Victory. She reached for the door, squeezed the handle. No movement.

Oh, it was locked.

From the front with child safety locks. God, can’t one thing be easy?

“Okay, honey, just reaching over your shoulder for the door lock.” She got a whiff of his aftershave and that nearly summoned tears, but she couldn’t cry now. He needed her strong. She hit the unlock button and heard a click. “Thank You, Jesus.”

She tried the door again. This time, it opened.

“I’ll be right there, sweetheart. Just hold on.” She got out of the truck, shuffled through the snow, around the open door, and tugged open the driver’s side door, Bernie slumped against it. “Oh, no you don’t.” She pushed him back up, thankful for all the years of bale throwing that had made her strong.

“You better have your phone in your back pocket, mister.” She squeezed her hand and felt the phone. Yes! Now to pull it out.

Her fingers were numb from freezing air, and refused to grip the phone. She blew on them, warming them, and tried again. Reaching below his backside, she yanked on the phone. It didn’t budge. Goodness, the man weighed a ton.

“Bernie, dear, when we get home, you are going on a diet.” Holding her breath and sending up silent prayers, she tried again. It loosened.

She gripped it tighter. Pulled. It moved. Tug. Movement. Grunt. Pull. It yanked free, thank the Lord. She awoke the phone, typed in his security code. Wrong. Typed it in again. It unlocked. She dialed 9-1-2. Grrr. Delete. Typed 1. Listened.

“9-1-1. What’s your emergency?”

Marlene’s chin quivered. “It’s my husband. I think he had a heart attack.”

 


Still, Still, Still
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“Grandma?”

Marlene forced her eyes open and looked to the left. Nathan and his girlfriend of the past year.

He sat beside her in the hospital’s family waiting room and put an arm around her back. “How are you? How’s Grandpa?”

“I…I don’t know.” She checked her watch. It had been one hour since they’d arrived at the hospital. She looked down the hallway the doctor had used after informing Marlene that Bernie had suffered a myocardial infarction, a fancy term for heart attack, that he required immediate coronary bypass surgery to unclog calcified arteries, and that the procedure could take hours.

“Well, we’re here for you now.” He pressed a kiss to her cheek. “Mom and Dad and the sibs are on their way. Uncle Ricky and family arrived at the airport. With the weather, it’ll be a while before they get here. Lauren and Jet left Minneapolis an hour ago with Doran and Meghan.”

Marlene closed her eyes and shook her head. The whole family would be here, but this was not how she planned to celebrate. It was not the Christmas homecoming she’d hoped for. Bernie better pull through this, or she’d give him a good talking to.

“And Grandma?”

She pried open her eyes and looked up at her tall grandson who was too handsome for his own good. Thankfully, he had Tessa to keep him grounded. Words failed her, so she simply nodded for him to keep going.

“We have some good news for you.”

She sat up straight, but a smile wouldn’t come. “Good news is exactly what I need.”

“I thought so.” Nate gripped his girlfriend’s hand. “Tessa and I wanted you and Grandpa to be the first to hear.” He raised her hand and displayed a ring. A teal stone with white gold. Unique and beautiful, just like Tessa. “We’re engaged.” He grinned. “Asked Tessa on Christmas Eve. Just like Grandpa asked you.”

The happy news summoned tears she’d reined in. “Congratulations.” Remaining seated, she opened her arms for the happy couple. As she hugged the two, she prayed their happiness wouldn’t be scarred by today’s events.

“Your parents don’t know yet?”

Nathan grinned. “Nope. Wanted to tell you first. And we’ll tell Grandpa as soon as he’s out of surgery.”

If he survives surgery…

No, she couldn’t go there. He had to survive. Just because his father died from a heart attack, as did his brother, did not mean Bernie would too. He had way too much to live for.

“Your grandfather will be very happy for you. Tessa, dear, we’re very blessed to have you as part of the Brooks family.”

Tessa showed that pink-faced smile of a young girl in love while gripping Nathan’s hand. “I couldn’t have found a better family to join. You’ve all made me feel welcome.”

That had been the goal, to always have the open chair, to make outsiders feel like part of the family.

“Nate told me you and Grandpa Bernie have a unique story. Would you mind telling me?”

What a wise child, helping to separate Marlene from her grief, even if only for a moment.

Marlene sat up and patted the chair beside her. Nathan sat on one side and Tessa on the other, surrounding her with love.

“Our love story is definitely not typical. It began on a day not unlike this one, when Nathan’s grandfather was on his way to propose to his girlfriend. Only two weeks later, he proposed to me.”
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Fifty-One Years Earlier

 

This was supposed to be the best Christmas season ever, but when you’re only twenty-two, there aren’t many Christmas days to compare to. Still, as I drove toward home two weeks before Christmas, anticipation filled me.

My big brother was coming home from Vietnam! The war. I still shiver thinking of not only the horrors my brother had seen and suffered, but also how horribly the troops were greeted upon returning home. They were going from one war to another, just a different type of battlefield. But my brother would be heralded by our family for his thirteen months of service with the Marines. The bag beside me in the pickup, filled with American flags, was proof.

He was already back on U.S. soil—he’d called Momma and Pops earlier that day saying everything was on schedule and he’d be home at about seven PM, a mere hour away. I couldn’t wait to see him.

And then I could finally leave the United States.

Paris, France, and its thousand-plus art museums called to me. With Byron home, he’d take over farm duties and I could leave home guilt free.

The tires skidded, drawing my attention back to the road. It wouldn’t do any of us any good if I landed in the ditch. Some welcome home that would be for Byron: his first job was to rescue his helpless little sister from the ditch. He’d never let me live that down.

Slowing, I flicked the wipers on the pickup, pushing snowflakes off to the side. A vortex of flakes streamed toward me, harder now than even half a second before. The roads would be slick before long.

Lights reflecting off my rearview mirror blinded me as a vehicle too quickly narrowed the gap between us. Whoever drove was nuts.

He veered into the other lane as my truck climbed the hill. Another vehicle crested that hill from the opposite direction, but that didn’t slow the passing car. Instead, he zoomed faster, and I slowed. Just in time, the sports car swung in front of me, barely missing my front bumper. Made me want to hurl some bad words his way, but the taste of soap lingered from my testing-teenager years.

The approaching car whizzed past, blowing up a cloud of snow, and the crazy driver in front fishtailed. I slowed more, creating distance between my pickup and the fool.

The car swerved again, spun a full donut, right into the ditch, facing the wrong way.

I couldn’t help but laugh as I puttered past. Served him right. The nearest home was mine, and that was two miles away. That would be an awful chilly walk if they couldn’t get back on the road.

Which means you should stop and help.

Words from Momma and Pops invaded my brain. But Bryon was coming home. I didn’t have time.

You always have time to help.

Dratted conscience.

I slowed to a stop, shifted to reverse, backed up past the car, and pulled off the side of the road. They weren’t in deep, but the driver’s efforts at jiggling the car back and forth were just digging them deeper. A board—which I had plenty of in the truck bed—and some elbow grease should free them.

I put on my gloves and cap, zipped my jacket, and stepped out of the pickup.

And glanced at the driver and his passenger.

Two familiar faces.

Yippee…

Didn’t matter. I was going to offer a hand, because it was the right thing to do.

The driver, Bernie Brooks, shook his head as I approached. If he wanted to stay in the ditch, I could accommodate.

Still, I rapped on his window, and he rolled it down.

“I’ll give you a push,” I offered.

Beside him, Elaine snickered. “You?”

Bernie pinned his girlfriend—or was it wife now?—with a look I wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of. Then he actually gave me a sheepish glance. “I’d be glad for help, Darlene.”

Really? “It’s Marlene.” I emphasized the M. After going to the same school all our lives, and the same church, you’d think he’d get my name right. Guess those football star stereotypes weren’t too far off. He had been dating the head cheerleader since their mid-teens. Why would he notice the artist nerd?

“Sorry about that.” He began opening his door.

“No, stay put. I’ve got a piece of plywood in the truck. That and a little push should get you out.”

He continued to open the door, and motioned to Elaine to move over. “Two is better than one. We’ll get out faster.”

True.

Only then did I notice they were dressed to the nines. Bernie in a three-piece, powder-blue polyester suit, Elaine in a sparkly maxi-dress. He’d totally mess himself up by helping.

“It’s obvious you two have a special evening planned. Get back in. I’ll push.”

“Our special evening will happen much faster if I help.”

Stubborn jerk. “If I were a guy, you’d say go ahead.”

He snorted at that, of all things. “My two sisters would crucify me if I was a male chauvinist.” He got out and slammed the door. “I’m helping because it’s the right thing to do.”

“Oh.” Our parents must have been on same wavelength when raising kids. “Fine. And I’m sorry.” I’m really not a women’s lib snob, but the current culture pinned it in the forefront of my mind.

“No problem.” Bernie walked with me to the back of my pickup, his dress shoes and pant legs becoming frosted with snow. Together we lifted the snow-coated piece of plywood from the truck bed then laid it on the ground in front of his car and pressed it beneath the front tires as much as we could. Then he walked to the driver’s side door and motioned to Elaine. “We’ll push. You drive.”

“Fine,” she snapped at him, and he winced.

“Trouble in paradise?” I asked as we trudged through snow to the back of the car, a red El Torino. It sure was a fine ride.

He laughed. “You could say that.” We reached the back of the car and braced our gloved hands on the trunk. “Reservations at Billy’s Supper Club were for twenty minutes ago.”

“Uh-oh.”

“Exactly.” He showed Elaine two thumbs-up. Hopefully, she’d take the hint. “I was going to propose.”

Going to?

The car started up and Elaine put it into gear. The tires spun snow and dirt back at us as we pushed.

The front tires finally gained traction on the plywood, and the vehicle shot forward, missing the back of my truck by a hand’s width.

Tonight was a full evening of near misses it seemed. We walked to my truck as Elaine pulled the car around.

“You’re still going to propose, right?”

He laughed. Seemed to be his go-to reaction for discomfort. “After tonight, I don’t know if she’ll want me.” He stuck his hands deep into the pockets of his polyester pants.

“If she loves you, it’ll all work out.”

“Yeah, I suppose.” The car pulled up beside us, and Bernie held up a finger to Elaine, asking her to wait. “I’ll walk you to your door.”

“It’s not necessary.”

“Maybe, but it is the right thing to do.”

Huh. What was with this guy?

“So, what brings you out on a night like this?”

And now small talk from a guy who’d never noticed me before, a guy who called me Darlene.

“My brother’s coming back from ’Nam tonight.” Actually, he was probably home already. Well, I’d have a story to tell the family.

“Vietnam, huh?” He opened my pickup door and motioned for me to climb up. “Thank him for his service. It’s been a rough road for the troops.”

“I’ll give him the message. Thank you.” I gripped the door handle. “You’ve got a bit of a tough road ahead, too.”

He scratched his nearly black hair. “Tell me about it. Thanks again for your help.”

“Glad to do it.” I closed my door and watched him jog back to his car. From the second he opened the door, Elaine’s mouth was flapping, and I doubted she was telling Bernie what an awesome guy he was.

All I knew was that she didn’t deserve him.

But that was none of my business. Besides, I was due at home about fifteen minutes ago. The family would all wonder what had distracted me this time. This time, I had a reason they’d all appreciate.

The drive home took me another five minutes. Not wanting to end up in the ditch myself, I slowed my pace, though my excitement at seeing my big brother for the first time in over a year pushed me to hurry.

A pickup I hadn’t seen before sat in our driveway. Byron? Excitement bubbled inside me as I ran to the house, right past our German shepherd, who gave a sad yelp, up the concrete steps, and into the house. From the mud room, I scanned the kitchen. Dirty plates and cups sat in the sink, but no sign of life, which meant they were likely congregating in the front room.

Disregarding Momma’s voice speaking to my conscience, I kicked off my boots and left them dripping where they landed. For this, Momma would forgive me.

I hurried through the kitchen and the dining room into the front room. He sat on the davenport, speaking in deep tones I couldn’t decipher, with Pops and Momma. Tears nearly welled up at the sight of him. Jeepers, I knew I’d missed my big brother, but tears?

He glanced my way and stood as I entered the room. Had he grown taller? Or was it just the maturity I read in his face, his broad shoulders, perfectly-upright stance?

“You going to stand there gaping at me, or are you gonna give me a hug?” That familiar smirk added the boyishness back to his features.

“I don’t know.” I couldn’t resist giving back. “I’m thinking you deserve a knuckle sandwich for staying away so long. About time you get home and help with the chores.”

“About that…” He scratched his head and looked at Momma and Pops as if seeking their permission to speak. He was a soldier, had fought in the war. Didn’t that alone give him permission? He nodded to the recliner near him. “Have a seat.”

Translation: I have something bad to tell you that you’re not going to like.

So, I balked at first, but not listening wouldn’t delay whatever he needed to tell me, it would just put off adjusting to whatever bad news he had.

“Are you all right?” I studied his face and hands. Had he contracted some disease over there? Swallowed some cancer-causing poison?

“Yeah. I’m good.” He folded his hands in his lap and looked at me directly with haunted eyes that had likely seen too much death.

“But…?”

He inhaled and blew it out slowly. A procrastinating tactic I was too familiar with.

“But I’m not coming home. I re-enlisted. I’m going back after Christmas.”

“You what?” My legs gained a will of their own and propelled me from the recliner. “That’s bogus.” How dare he re-enlist? He was supposed to come home and stay. Help Pops with the farm so I could go to Paris and study. Pops and Momma couldn’t handle the farm alone. They’d said so more than once.

Tears threatened again, but this time they were feel-sorry-for-myself tears. Crossing my arms over my chest, I turned toward the window featuring a snowstorm that raged harder now as if it too was angry at Byron’s announcement.

“I don’t understand.” I forced out the words, trying to maintain an even keel.

“It’s where I belong.” His deep voice sounded behind me close enough to feel his warm breath on my neck. “Serving my country. It’s the right thing to do.”

Oh, I was beginning to hate that phrase. I refused to sniffle and give away the fact that I was miffed at him. “And what about my plans? What about the farm?”

“Your mother and I...” Now Pops stood too close, crowding me. “It’s time we considered selling.”

And give up their dream because their kids were selfish. I hugged myself tighter. Weren’t there other options? “What about hiring someone? Other farmers do it all the time.”

“And they have problems all the time with their hired hands.” Pops shook his head. “Not worth the hassle.”

A deep sigh escaped my throat. Sure, I was being dramatic, but I didn’t want to be the reason Pops stopped farming. He loved it all. Working with the cows. Growing crops. He was meant to be a farmer, and doing some other job would slowly kill him.

“Then maybe you sell a few cows, some land. Still farm, but on a smaller scale.”

“Marly, dear.”

Ah, Momma. Always the pacifier.

“Your father and I have given this a lot of thought.”

So, they hadn’t just learned about Byron’s plans tonight? I whipped toward my big brother, who I really wanted to wallop right then. “They knew before tonight?”

He just shrugged, the jerk.

“And surprise me with this groovy Christmas present. Gee thanks.” As if it were all about me. But at that moment, that was what my selfish feelings were communicating. My best option was to remove myself from that room before I said anything else stupid.

“I’m sorry.” I took a breath and turned to face my family. “I know I’m being selfish. I just need time to absorb this, okay?” Which meant going to the basement to slap paint on a canvas.

All I knew was that for me to live my dream, Pops would have to give up his.

 


Breath of Heaven (Mary’s Song)
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“How’s Dad doing?”

The worried interruption by her second son tore Marlene from the unsure past into the painful present. She looked up at Marcus. Janet, his wife, clung to his hand, and their two youngest children hurried to give Marlene hugs. Nothing was more healing than hugs from grandchildren.

She kissed a tear from Jaclyn’s cheek. “Say a prayer for your grandpa.”

“We have been.” From a young age, Joshua had been a spiritual leader and Grandpa’s woodworking buddy. Though he was trying to be brave, the fear shown in his eyes.

“Sit by me.” She gestured to Marcus, Nathan, and Joshua to bring chairs into a circle.

They all sat. “How’s Dad?” Marcus’s normally sure voice wobbled, only enough for a mother to detect. He had the looks and temperament of his father. And the heart. Oh, Marcus had a big heart that easily bled.

“We have not heard.” Not since they’d wheeled him away from her, down a hallway, and through doors that led to who knew where? Would she see him again this side of heaven?

If not, she would rejoice for him even as her heart broke.

“I’ll go talk to someone.” Her son headed toward the nurses’ desk, but she called him back.

“Let them be. It’s a busy night. Lots of accidents.”

“But—”

“But sit yourself down. I’m telling Tessa Bernie’s proposal story.”

Catching her hint, his intensity cooled, and he joined the circle. “One of my favorite stories.”

“Mine too. Now, where was I?”
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The day after hearing Byron’s news, I couldn’t stay home. My anger still simmered against him. Or maybe it wasn’t anger as much as self-pity. How could I be angry with someone wanting to serve our country? During wartime?

What if he didn’t come back?

Pops needed his farm, especially now.

But until Byron reported for duty, he could do chores, so I could escape.

Our small town didn’t have a lot of places to go for entertainment, not like nowadays. If you didn’t feel like doing outdoor sports, then the biggest hangout was the indoor mall, so that was where I headed even though I’d already finished Christmas shopping. There I would be surrounded by harried shoppers. Most would ignore me, just the way I liked it.

I purchased a couple new paints before grabbing a bite from a fast-food joint. I then spotted a bench that wasn’t already occupied by bored husbands, and hurried to it. Beside me, I felt someone else rushing in the same direction, so I sped up and beat them. Ha!

“Marlene?”

Bernie?

I looked up at the person I’d raced and gestured for him to sit. “Sorry about that.”

“You realize, if I really tried, I’d have beat you.” With a food bag clutched in his hand, he smiled as he sat, but his eyes told a different story.

Should I ask about it? Nah. Wasn’t any of my business.

“Thanks again for last night.” He removed a wrapped burger from the bag. “It didn’t end the way I’d planned, but I know now it was for the best.”

Oh, no. “I’m sorry.”

He shrugged. “Turns out while we were away at college, she found someone else. The thing is, when she told me, I almost felt relief.” He bit into his burger.

“It still hurts, I’m sure.”

“Well, other news I got last night hurts more.” He clutched his sandwich but didn’t bite.

I just stared at my sandwich. Why was he being so chatty? Before last night, he’d spoken maybe two sentences to me other than what had been necessary for class assignments. Still, I felt compelled to listen. Maybe then he’d listen to my story. It would feel good to get my troubles off my chest.

“What happened?”

He stared down the mall corridor toward a line of children and mothers waiting to see Santa. “My brother’s buying the farm.”

Okay? I didn’t have any backstory to gauge my response on. “And that’s a bad thing?”

“Depends upon who you talk to. Dad’s thrilled. He had a tractor accident a few years back and has been wanting to do something else. My brother and I picked up the slack so he wouldn’t have to work so hard. With Harry taking over, I’d be his employee, and, to be honest, we don’t get along that well. Already, he’s bossing me around. I’d look for other work, but farming is all I’ve ever wanted to do. What I went to college for. It’s in my blood.”

Just like my father…

This could be my opportunity! Pops knew the Brooks family. He’d know Bernie wasn’t a slacker, right?

“How about working for my father?” Maybe I shouldn’t have asked without permission, but this was an answer to my family’s dilemma. Everyone could live their dreams.

“Your dad?”

“Byron’s re-upping. My folks”— and I—“were counting on him for help.”

A glimmer appeared in Bernie’s too-attractive eyes. “You think he’d hire me?”

“There’s one way to find out. Pops is home. Let’s go ask.”

“That’d be cool! I’m ready.”

“You know where I live?”

He just cocked his head to the side.

Okay. Stupid question. Every farmer in the area knew each other and supported each other. That was how things were done back then.

“I’ll meet you at my place.”

“Be right behind you.”

I think I prayed all the way home. If Pops hired Bernie, he could keep farming, Byron wouldn’t have to feel guilty about leaving, I could study abroad, and Bernie wouldn’t have to work for his brother. Each of us would be winners. How could Pops say, “No”?

About fifteen minutes later, I was seated beside Bernie at our kitchen table. No surprise, Momma served pie she’d just removed from the oven. She always seemed to know when someone was going to drop in. In farm country, that happened daily. Sometimes several times a day. Momma was always prepared, and Pops loved chatting with his farm colleagues.

I remained a quiet observer as Pops, Byron, and Bernie talked cows and crops and the price of milk. Though Bernie was my age, Pops treated him as an equal. Bernie also raved over Momma’s pie, adding more brownie points. No way would Pops turn down our offer.

“What brings you here, Bernard?” So, Pops knew this wasn’t a casual visit.

“Well, sir, I’m looking for a job as a hired hand.”

Pops said nothing, just raised his brows.

“My brother’s buying our farm, and we both know I wouldn’t be long for the place with him in charge.”

“Hmmm.” Pops sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. “If I hire you, what happens when you and I disagree? What’s to stop you from finding something new?”

“I…well…” Bernie slouched, scratching the side of his cheek.

Uh-oh, there went our plans.

But then Bernie sat up, tall and straight. “When I make a commitment, sir, I keep it.”

“Son.” Pops crossed his hands on the table and shook his head. “I believe you, but I’m also very aware of human nature. I’ve found that those who work the farm the best are those who have a stake in the business.”

“If you’re talking investing in the farm, I don’t have cash now—just spent it on college. Got an agricultural studies degree—”

“Son, I appreciate that. I do. I know you’re a hard worker. Your father’s said as much. If I had more time to consider, I might give you a try, but there’s an offer on the table for the farm—”

“What?” More secrets kept from me? I threw down my fork and it clattered onto the floor. I left it there. “When did this happen?”

“It’s been in the works for months, and the man wants an answer by Christmas.” Pops looked me in the eye, and I saw sorrow in his. “I can’t turn down this opportunity on the chance that Bernard will keep his commitment.”

“But I will be here. Farming is your life.”

“And art is yours.” He shook his head. “It’s time you pursued your dream.”

“But—”

“Marlene, dear.” Momma, talking in that placating tone again. Made Marlene angrier yet. “Your father and I are at peace with this decision.”

“Well I’m not.” Though I was twenty-two, I threw a tantrum worthy of someone twenty years younger, and stomped out of the house. No jacket. No mittens. Just boots and a whole lot of attitude. I hurried to the barn and climbed up in the loft, where cats would soon fill my lap.

I wasn’t disappointed. There was something about a cat’s purr that removed tension from stress. But they didn’t warm me enough. I could have at least grabbed my coat on the way out of the house. Idiot.

“You okay?”

Apparently, the cats and I weren’t alone.

Bernie walked toward me, carrying my winter jacket. “Your mom said to bring this to you.”

I gratefully accepted the coat. “Sorry you had to witness that. I’m usually more grown up, but I’m not dealing well with all these changes.”

He gestured toward the bale beside mine. “Do you mind?”

“Fine with me.”

He sat, and a cat found a home on his lap. “Can I ask you a question?”

“You just did.”

“Ha ha.” He stroked the tortoiseshell’s fur. “You know my dream. What’s yours?”

“Huh?”

“Back in the house, your dad alluded to you being able to pursue your dream. I’m just curious.”

No one had ever asked that before. A couple of friends knew, but not acquaintances, not people who would mock me for being foolish.

“You’ll think it’s stupid.”

He grinned, and it was a very nice grin, which made me angry that I’d noticed. “No dream is stupid.”

I stared across the hayloft at the piles of bales strewn together. Remove one and you could have an avalanche. Just like Pops selling the farm could result in an avalanche of lost dreams.

My hands wrung together as I forced the words out. “I’ve always wanted to study art in Paris.” I stopped, waited for the ridicule.

“Far out!” The slang sounded weird coming from his mouth.

“Yeah, that’s what everyone says, but most think it’s because the idea is far out in the field. They think it’s a crazy idea.”

“And you care what others think?”

I shrugged. “Sometimes, but that wouldn’t stop me.”

“So, now’s your chance to go. I don’t see what the problem is with your dad selling the farm.”

“The problem is, farming is his passion, and it breaks my heart to think of him throwing it away when he has an amazing offer from you. We have to convince him that you’re the answer.”

“We? I don’t think he’ll listen to me.”

“Okay. Me. I have to convince him. If I do, you get to farm, and I go to Paris. We all get what we want.”

But as Momma often reminded me, what we want isn’t always what God wants for us. Or maybe God desired that I pay more attention to Him.

It was then I decided I needed to up my prayer game and ask God for a solution.

 


O, Come All Ye Faithful
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“Mom.” A hand rested on Marlene’s shoulder, one that always put her at ease. Deborah had that gift, which was why she’d gone into counseling.

Marlene looked up, and back into the wise eyes of her daughter. Her middle child circled her arms around her neck in a hug that spoke real love.

Debbie’s youngest daughter pressed a chubby hand to Marlene’s cheek. “I pway for Gwampa.”

“Darling, girl.” I drew the precious child onto my lap. Lilly might be small for her age, and slow, as the world would define it, but no one had a bigger heart. “Your prayers are heard and felt.”

“I know.” Lilly beamed and leaned into me, nestling her head beneath my chin.

“Any word?” Debbie and Jerry joined the circle of adults. Their other two children sat with their cousins.

Marlene shook her head. “It’s a tough surgery.” And Bernie wasn’t young anymore. Had she been selfish giving permission to operate? What if Bernie survived, but not enough so that he could truly live?

“As Lilly said, we’re all praying.” Debbie looked to her brother and his wife for confirmation, and they nodded. As did Nathan and his fiancée. Oh, how wonderful it was to say—or think—the word, fiancée. Nathan better tell the family soon or she was going to accidentally blurt it out.

“There’s nothing better than prayer.” Marlene looked to Tessa. Needing to get her mind on something else, she’d gladly finish her story. “That’s all I did in those two weeks leading up to Christmas Eve. Bernie and I. God answered our prayers, just not in the way we’d anticipated.”

And that was what frightened Marlene now. She wanted God to answer prayers with the answer she wanted, not the one He was likely to give.
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I had never prayed so much in my life. The funny thing was, the more I prayed, the more time I spent with God, the more at peace I was with the situation. Now, don’t get me wrong, I still wanted Pops to keep the farm and Bernie to work there. I still desperately wanted to go to Paris, but both Bernie and I had come to the point of saying, “Thy will be done,” at the end of our prayers.

I don’t think there’s a more enlightening yet frightening prayer.

Something else was happening with me, too. Something completely unexpected and equally terrifying: I was beginning to like Bernie. He wasn’t the arrogant athlete I’d pegged him as in high school. He was kind, thoughtful, selfless. And, oh yeah, he was a complete fox. Dark hair. Indigo eyes. Strong build. Oh my, I’d developed a crush.

The trick was, not letting him see that attraction when we got together for prayer before Christmas Eve service. After Christmas, unless God intervened, Pops would sell the farm, Byron would go wherever the military told him to go, and me? Well, I guessed I’d go to Paris. I should have been thrilled, but knowing Pops planned to work at the local implement dealer stole my joy, even on Christmas Eve.

Hopefully, prayer would restore that joy.

I arrived before Bernie at our usual prayer spot, the church library, and joy did start to seep in. Someone had dressed the room in bows and greenery. A wood-carved manger scene I’d never seen before occupied a shelf. It was exquisite. I picked up an angel and ran my finger over the feathered wings. The artist really had an eye for detail.

“Like it?”

Startled, I turned to Bernie, who’d somehow snuck up behind me.

“I love it.” I returned the angel to the shelf. “Whoever carved it is talented.”

“Thank you.”

“Huh?”

He grinned, and my stomach did a traitorous somersault.

“You mean, you carved this?”

“Guess I did.” He shrugged. “It’s a hobby. I’ve always loved working with wood.”

“You should sell your work.”

“Nah. Then it becomes a job.” He gestured toward the library door. “Changing the subject, would you mind praying outside tonight? The weather’s perfect—for December that is—and I…I just feel closer to God when I’m outside. I can hear Him better.”

One more thing to like about Bernie Brooks. Gah!

After putting on my coat and gloves, I followed him out the back of the church. Peace enveloped me as I stared up at the sky, lit with thousands of stars.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

“It is.” I looked at him, only to find him staring at me. Even with my warm coat on, his piercing gaze gave me the goosebumps. I needed a quick diversion. “Let’s sit.” I pointed to a wood bench nestled in a garden area. During summer, the garden was beautiful.

He sat beside me. “Time to pray?”

I nodded, and he grasped my hand.

“I hope you don’t mind.”

Mind? My heart shot into my throat with the feel of his gentle strength. If he only knew what he was doing to me.

“Dear Lord,” Bernie began the prayer. “It’s us, back again. After ignoring You for so long, it’s a wonder You’re not sick of us now, but You’ve invited us to Your throne, given us direct access, and that…it humbles me, Lord, to think You want to hear from us, and that You want to spend time with us. Listening. Advising.”

“Amen,” I added, not to close the prayer but to share my agreement with his words.

“You’ve been teaching me to listen to You, even when what You’re saying makes no sense. Give me courage tonight to be obedient to You.”

At that, I said nothing. Bernie’s words scared me. He needed courage to do what?

Silence took over, and I had no words to fill the void. My hand remaining locked with Bernie’s, I looked up at the stars. Watched them. Listened.

One seemed to beam brighter than the others. Could it be Mars? Venus maybe? I was clueless when it came to astronomy, I just knew I liked watching the night sky. Maybe that was the star that the wise men followed to find Jesus.

Voices sounded on the other side of the church building, worshippers coming for the candlelight service. Our prayer time was coming to an end and we hadn’t asked for a solution to our problem, as we did every other night. We hadn’t asked for peace with whatever answer God returned.

Maybe this was His answer.

“I have a question for you, Marlene.”

That was a strange thing to say. Why not just ask the question? “Okay?”

He cleared his throat, and his grip on my hand grew stronger. “Do you like me?”

Never have I been so grateful for the dark of night, but my cheeks’ glow probably provided enough light to see the details of my face.

So, I just nodded.

“I mean, do you, uh, do you really like me?”

He had to have heard my heart leaping at his voice. Get a grip, woman! Finally, I whispered out, “I do.”

“Whew.”

Beside me, I felt his whole body loosen and shift toward me, our knees touching.

“These last two weeks have been…strange. A good strange.”

I agreed, but my voice had run off to Paris without me, apparently.

“I talked with your dad and mom today.”

He did what? My head jerked his way so quickly, we almost bonked noses.

“I asked them if I could court you?”

I gulped and whispered, “You did?”

“I did.” He gave my hand a squeeze but didn’t let go. “He asked if this had to do with the farm, which, when I first thought of it a week and a half ago, it did. And I told him that. I also told him that God’s been talking to me, or rather, I’m listening for the first time in my life. I’ve got to admit, God’s been telling me things I never would have imagined. He’s been working on my heart. Two weeks ago, I was a selfish kid. Well, maybe I’m still selfish, but I’m getting better at tuning in to Him.”

“And that made you ask if you could court me?” Be still my heart, if Pops gave permission, I’d say “yes” in a heartbeat. Even if he didn’t…oh, my, I was getting ahead of myself.

“It did. I confessed to God that I was falling for you, and He asked me what I was going to do about it.”

Darned if I didn’t blush even more.

But the important question was, “What did Momma and Pops say?”

“He asked what my intentions were toward you.”

At this, I looked Bernie in the eye, wanting—needing—the truth from him. “What did you tell him?”

He gulped. “I said I’d wasted six years dating without having any intentions other than having a pretty girl at my side. I told him I’m done wasting my time. If I date someone, my intention is marriage.”

I laughed hard at that, imagining my parents’ faces. “I take it, they booted you out of the house.”

He just smiled at me, giving me a look that sent warm shivers over my body.

“They asked if I’d wait one year before getting married.”

My only response to that was blinking.

“I said, how about December tenth, since that’s the day you saved me from making a mistake with Elaine.”

I was still trying to wrap my brain around the fact that they hadn’t kicked him out of the house.

“So, what do you say?” And then, he was on the snowy ground, holding up a ring box.

“You’re…you’re proposing?”

“I…” His face turned red. “I am.”

 


Joy to the World
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“Joy to the World” played lightly in the background as Marlene relived that evening. He’d surprised her, sure enough, and throughout their marriage he’d continued to surprise her. Tonight, she wanted one more surprise: for him to live, really live, through this surgery.

“And?” Tessa leaned toward her, her eyes wide.

Guess she would like to know the rest of the story.

“Mom.”

“Ricky?” And Sheila and their two small children. Suzanna always traveled with them, but Matthew often stayed home with his mother. What a delight to have the entire family together.

Marlene closed her eyes and gave thanks for the abundant blessings of family as Ricky knelt and hugged her, leaving his tears on her cheek. Oh, their oldest had given her and Bernie fits, but he’d grown into this amazing man of God. None of that could have happened without the pruning and shaping God had done over the years.

Even when bad things happened, God was still good. And He was always at work, just as He was tonight.

Ricky released his hug but remained kneeling. “How are you doing?”

“God is good, all the time.” Yes, it was cliché, but those phrases were birthed for moments like this.

“Yes, yes, He is.”

“And I’m surrounded with family.” How could she complain?

“More is coming.” Her son winked and stood. “Josh, Nate. Help me put these tables together. Food is on the way.”

Food? Her stomach growled at the mention. When was the last time she’d eaten? Probably ten or more hours ago, but then, she really hadn’t been hungry.

The scent of roast beef entered the room before the meat. Lauren and Jet, Meghan and Doran carried bags of scrumptious-smelling food into the room. Her unofficially adopted children, young adults Marcus and Ricky had mentored over the past years, were just as much a part of the family as those connected by blood.

Her family sat around the table. Minus Bernie. And that broke her heart. Had last year been their final Christmas as a complete family? She refused to accept that.

They gave thanks for the food, prayed for Bernie, the physicians, the medical staff. They prayed for each other. For her.

And then they ate. And laughed. And sang—or tried to sing. They invited hospital staff and others who waited for loved ones to help themselves. Somehow, they had enough to feed all. No, not somehow. God was there. Tonight. And He was good.

“Grandma Marlene?”

She turned to Tessa. “What did you say to Bernie, when he proposed?” Ah, the child was waiting for the end of the story.

“Yeah, Mom, what did you say?” Marcus smirked, looking so much like his father.

“Well, here’s the rest of the story…”
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I was in shock. Sure, I’d known of Bernie since I started kindergarten, but until two weeks ago, he hadn’t noticed me. To be fair, I hadn’t paid attention to him
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