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Dedicated to two people who mean a lot to me. 

My friend Jane and my Aunt Carol 

Thank you for your constant support!

Fear not, for I am with you;

Be not dismayed, for I am your God.

I will strengthen you,

Yes, I will help you,

I will uphold you with My righteous right hand.

Isaiah 41:10

Forgiveness is not an occasional act; it is a constant attitude. – Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
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Prologue
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He took the file without pausing.

He stifled a brutal cough, trying to tear through him. As if nothing had happened, he took his thumb and wiped the blood off his lip. He looked at his thumb as if bleeding from a cough was an everyday occurrence. “Mhmm,” He said as he moistened his finger and turned the page.

Dr. Chuck Darius has stared down many men in his day as an oncologist. His least favorite word in the English language was terminal. It wrecks him whenever he has to give that diagnosis. 

Yet here he was again. Giving the diagnosis. 

But this man was different. He just took the folder and looked at the pages. He glanced up at Dr. Darius just over his glasses. Dr. Darius looked twice because he thought he saw a smirk. He rubbed his eyes. Surely I’m seeing things.

“I see,” the man said as he turned the next page. Dr. Darius twisted in his seat. He had never given a diagnosis with such calmness.

“I’m...I’m so sorry to say this,” Dr. Darius decided to take control. “It’s...terminal.” 

Again, the man sat in the chair, his cane at his side. Dr. Darius watched as he slowly and assuredly turned the page one by one. At least yell! Or scream! Show some emotion! I can handle that, but this calmness...Darius thought.

“There’s a malignant brain tumor deep in the midline. Every top neurosurgeon in the country reviewed your scans. All of them say the same thing. It’s inoperable.” Darius sat at his desk, his hands folded as he waited for a response.

Darius looked at the man’s dark blue eyes with a sudden chill running down his back. The man closed the file and set his cane in front of him, again showing no emotion. Darius squirmed in his seat at the penetrating look he just received. 

“I’m sorry you have maybe six—” Darius started, then he looked up at the man. The man sat up tall and strong. His shoulders were back, and his head held high. 

“I’ll decide when I go. Not this,” without another word, he placed the file back on Darius’s desk. He tipped his hat, took his cane, and just walked out the door.

Dr. Darius stared at the closed door. His head swam in confusion. He picked up the file just to drop it with his shaking hands. He unclasped his tie. He shook his head. “After that, I need a drink.” Darius locked up the file, and headed out with the look in the man’s eyes still chilling him.
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Chapter One
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“I get to be a girl uncle,” Lucas laughed, waving his hand in the air as if painting the future. "Her bedroom in my house is going to be decked out with blue birds and honeybees buzzing around spelling Faith. I’m even getting Mama G to help me decorate. I’m so excited. Maybe August won’t be such a terrible month after all.”

Lilly was nine weeks pregnant with her and her fiancé, Jacob’s daughter, Rebekah Faith Ashton, Fifi.

“What about you? When do I get to be Auntie Princess?” 

Lilly had her leg folded on the couch, sitting sideways facing him, a cup of warm orange pekoe tea in her hand as the Golden Girls played quietly on the TV in the background. 

“I don’t know. Tomorrow is Valentine’s Day, so we’ll see.” He winked. Lucas was dating Dr. Kaylee Adams, a veterinarian and Lilly’s college best friend.

“Oh, Lucas, I’m so excited.” Lilly squealed and bounced on her couch as she reached out to touch Lucas’s wrist.

“Did you ever think when we were kids that one day the two of us would be wanted and loved?” She asked as she took a drink of her tea.

“I honestly thought no one would love me. I’d always be a lonely little orphan boy all my life. Now it feels great to have someone to love me, for Lucas.” Lucas twisted on the couch to face her as he took a drink of his tea.

“I meant to ask you. What happened to that file on the inoperable tumor?”

“Believe it or not, I worked on George until I couldn’t do it anymore. I finally got it to where he didn’t bleed out and die. I think I can do it. I’ve asked several other colleagues, and they agree.” 

Lucas glanced at the kitchen table, where George—a surgical dummy with dead eyes and an open mouth—sat propped upright. 

“He’s so creepy,” Lucas chuckled, unable to stop looking at George.

“He’s a lifesaver. Anyway, my other colleagues said that I’m the only one they would trust to do it. I sent it to the ethics board. They streamlined it because it was such a dire case. So,” Lilly exhaled. “I’m meeting with them in the morning to go over treatment.”

“Liliana! That is awesome!” Lucas beamed and high-fived his lifelong best friend.

“Everyone teases me about George,” she turned her head this time to look at him, “but he came in handy. God answered my prayers. I wanted to save him so badly. I imagine him being a father with two kids and grandkids and a loving wife that he’s been married to for forty years.” Lilly dunked her tea bag up and down in her mug.

“I hope so. I hope it’s not someone like Matthew. What would you do if you ever had to do surgery on him?” Lucas poured some more Splenda in his tea.

“Thankfully, it’s not ethical,” Lilly said.

“Ethical, maybe, but not illegal.” Lucas reminded her as he blew on his tea.

“True. There would be so many hoops and things to jump through. I don’t know what I’d do. I struggle with it all the time. Then I think, who am I to play God with another man’s life?” She looked off into the distance, deep in thought.

“But Liliana, he was so abusive to us.” Lucas set his tea on the table.

“I know, but that was when he was drunk. Remember all the good times? Remember how nice and kind he was sober? I try to remember and focus on that.” She covered herself up with a blanket.

“Yeah, that’s true.”

“I was doing Bible study today with Mama G. She reminded me of what Jesus said about forgiveness. If you forgive others, your Heavenly Father will forgive you. But if you don’t, he won’t. I know I’ve done some things that need forgiving, so I have to forgive.” Lilly turned to the TV as Rose Nylan began one of her St. Olaf stories.

“That’s what makes you the awesome woman you are. I don’t think I could ever forgive.” Lucas said as he took a drink of his tea.

“Trust me—I struggle with it every day. I know I’ll never have to see him again, God willing.” She patted his leg. “She’s such a dork,” Lilly laughed.

“She’s you is what she is,” Lucas snickered as he watched Lilly’s mouth drop. “Anyway, Good Lord willing, you don’t have to, and neither do I. That one time was enough.” 

Lucas saw Matthew for the first time in over twenty years at a board meeting on a joint business venture.

“I honestly don’t know what I’d do if I did see him again. If it happens, I hope you or someone is with me. I’m afraid I’ll have an irreversible panic attack.” Lilly admitted.

They both turned to the TV as Sophia Petrillo delivered one of her famous one-liners, “Jealousy is a very ugly thing, Dorothy. And so are you in anything backless.” Lucas and Lilly cackled as they watched for a few moments.

“Well,” Lucas sighed as he pushed himself up from the couch, “Lils, my hour is almost over, so I’d better get back to the office.” 

“I appreciate you coming over on your break.” She stood up and muted the TV. “I’ve been too sick to go in today. I’m just going to sit here and look over my files and prepare a plan of attack for Mr. X’s tumor tomorrow.”

“Here, don’t forget to prop your feet up,” he pushed her ottoman over closer to her.

“I’m feeling nauseous. I’m going to take a nap.” She set her tea down and turned off the TV.

“Ok, I love you.” He kissed her cheek.

“Love you too,” she said, and hugged him.

“Uncle Lukie loves you, too, Fifi,” he said, putting his hand on her abdomen. Lilly followed Lucas over to the door.

“Whose car is in the driveway?” Lucas looked out the window as he put his coat on.

“I don’t know, maybe delivery. J’s been ordering stuff for the baby. He’s got a little plush peaches he ordered for her. He’s going to get her started young,” she laughed. Lilly helped him put on his scarf.

“With her parents, she’s going to be a superstar,” Lucas laughed.

“She can be whatever she wants to be.” Lilly put her hand on her belly.

“Fifi’s not going to do anything but be a good girl. She won’t break Uncle Lukie’s heart,” he chuckled as he leaned down to Lilly’s abdomen. 

“Alright, I’m going,” he said as he opened the door.

There was an audible gasp when they saw the figure in the doorway. Time had stolen his youth. Illness had hollowed his frame. But the fear he inspired remained.

Lucas and Lilly’s worst nightmare.

Lilly’s mouth went dry. “Lu...Lu...Lukie...” Her voice was barely a whisper, trembling with terror.

“I know,” he reached for her hand. “Crusader’s Pledge.”

“I promise to protect you with all of my heart at all times,” they said in unison.

“Hello Liliana,” his eyes bored holes into her heart.

Lilly’s hands shook. Her vision narrowed. She looked at Lucas, lips parted in silent plea, as their worst nightmare stepped back into their world. Once again, Mr. Matthew William Patrick had entered their lives.
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“Oh, that is too cute! I have to get it for her, a little guitar, and they have it in peach. Definitely adding to the cart!” Jacob beamed as he sat in his trailer on a break from the show he hosts with his mother, Glass Houses. 

Jacob: I love you. I haven't told you that today. He texted Lilly when he noticed the date. February 13th. 

Can you believe I’ve been sober sixteen years, four months, and five days? Did you ever think, when you were busting my chops, that I’d make it that long? He texted his old road manager, Steve. And I’m going to be a girl dad! I miss you, but I know you’re having a wonderful time being Papa Stevie lol have a good day.

Elizabeth came into his trailer and sat on the couch. “My head hurts,” she sighed.

“Here you go,” he reached into his bag and pulled out several bottles of medicine for his mom. 

“Thank you, Pumpkin.” She took a bottle of water out of the fridge.

“You really should let Lilly check you to make sure it’s nothing serious.” He sat back, his ankle resting on his knee.

“I’ll be fine. She has enough to worry about with the baby coming. I’m getting my own true Bun. My Pumpkin is having my first true honey bun. I’m so excited. Have you talked to her lately to see how she’s doing?” Elizabeth said as she popped the meds in her mouth.

“She stayed home from work today. She wasn’t feeling well.”

“When we finish here, you should check on her and make sure she’s okay.” She held the water in her hand, lay her head back, and closed her eyes for just a moment.

“I’ll text her after we finish shooting. She said Lucas was coming over during his bonus hour. They’re probably together,” Jacob said.

“Yeah, she’s fine.” Elizabeth waved her hand dismissively. “I’m just a worried mom. You’ll get it when Fifi is born.”

“Fifi.” He chuckled at the nickname they already used. “I need to think of a name for her. I thought about Baby Peach since her mom is Princess Peach. What are small peaches called?” he said as he pulled up Google. He threw his head back in laughter.

“What is so funny?” Elizabeth asked, turning her head to look at him.

He wiped his eyes as the smile lit up his face. “I have it! It’s perfect. She’s my donut.”

“Donut,” Elizabeth laughed and put her hand on Jacob’s knee. “I’ll have to get with Lilly and make a bunch of donuts for her. I’m already doing a lot of things in Peach. I plan to get some Mario fabric and make her a Princess Peach doll. Oh, Jake, I can’t wait till she’s here.” 

“Me either, Mom, me either.”

“I just knew when you were ten years old, getting into all of your trouble, that one day you and Lilly would be together and having kids of your own.” She took a drink of her water.

“How did you know?” Jacob asked with a raised eyebrow. Elizabeth winked at him. 

“A mother knows. You’ll see. When Donut gets here and gets her first boyfriend, you’ll know who’s the right one.”

“She’s never having a boyfriend!” Jacob waved his hands. “She is going to live at home and be a good girl. I refuse to let her date,” Jacob shook his head. “Imagine—” he looked at his mom, all the color drained from his face. “If she got a guy like me? Oh hell no!” Jacob stood up in a panic as Elizabeth watched him, laughing.

“Now, Jake, you’re a great guy.” She grinned.

“Yeah, now I am!” His face was still void of color. “But remember how I was? What was it that Lucas said Lilly’s Uncle John said when Lucas started dating Lilly’s cousin? Something about a baseball bat and a shotgun? I’m going to take up target practice. I have thirty years to learn how to shoot.”  

Elizabeth fell onto the couch, laughing at her son. “Oh, but when she looks at you with those big eyes, ‘but Daddy, I love him,’ that’s going to do you in.”

“How? Mom, you have to teach me. How do I say no to her?” Jacob sat down with a serious look on his face.

“It’s one of the hardest things you’ll ever have to do, but you know it's for the best, so you do it.”

“I’m going to be the pushover. She looks at me with her Mom’s smile, and I’ll give in every time.” Jacob chuckled. 

“Oh, son, it’s going to be so much fun watching you be a parent,” Elizabeth chuckled. “Come on, though, Daddy Donut—” they both chuckled at the name. “This show isn’t going to film itself.”

“You’re right, let's go.” Jacob took Elizabeth’s hand and helped her out of the trailer, where they filmed the latest segment of Glass Houses.
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Dr. Kaylee Adams was thankful that it was just a normal, every day at McCreary’s Vet Center. “Oh, today is so much better,” she told her vet tech, Olivia. “So far, no innocent babies we have to put down.”

“That’s always the hardest part of the job,” Olivia said.

“I agree. Especially that tiny kitten, Gideon, yesterday. She was barely four weeks old but had a tumor in her lung and couldn’t breathe. I had to go away after that. Her mom looked so heartbroken.” 

Kaylee wiped her eye on her scrub. “Oh, I just lost my eyelash,” she chuckled as Olivia reached over and took it off her. “Thank you. I’m almost done here. How are Ritzies vitals?”

“He’s just fine. He’s going to be his typical orange self when he wakes up,” they chuckled.

“Oh, there’s definitely something special about orange cats.” Kaylee snickered. “They’re always getting into everything. Lilly gets mad when I tell them it’s because they only have one brain cell among the whole clan.” She giggled as she began sewing up Ritzi.

“Did she ever get her Skeeter?” Olivia asked, as it was well known throughout the area, how much Lilly Patrick wants an orange kitten with white boots named Skeeter.

“No,” she sighed. “She’s just been so busy she hasn’t had time to look. She finally found a way to do this one surgery she’d been working on for months, and with finding out she’s pregnant, her mind has been all over the place. Who knows, though, tomorrow is Valentine’s Day. Maybe Jake will surprise her. Ok, all done,” Kaylee looked at Ritzi’s incision and made sure everything was fine. 

“Ok, I’ll put him back in the cage.” Olivia unhooked Ritzi’s tubes and took him back to the cage in recovery. 

Kaylee took off her gloves and mask. She went back to her office for a short break. She sat back in her chair for a few moments. 

She pulled up her phone and looked through Pinterest for ideas for the vet center she dreamed of owning. I wonder if I’ll ever get Happy Paws. I hope so. She pinned a few cute pictures.

Then she saw it. A cute wedding dress.

Will Lucas ever ask me to marry him? Maybe tomorrow I’ll get lucky.

“I love you,” she laughed. Remember our first date when you blurted out you loved me? LOL, I love you from the bottom of my chicken leg. LOL, she texted Lucas. Kaylee chuckled as she saw a picture of the state of Kentucky, which, on a map, looks like a chicken leg frying in Tennessee’s pot.

The northeast part of the chicken leg! she thought. “Oh, Cass, I will forever remember you choking on your noodles when I told you that.”

How’s the chicken leg doing today, LOL? Kaylee texted her grandmother, Mimi Rose, who still lives in Ashland.

Rose: Just as crazy as ever lol I wanted to tell you. Papa D has to have gallbladder surgery in a couple of weeks. 

Kaylee: I’ll make sure I’m there to help you.

Rose: Oh, you know I’m too feisty to let anything happen to him. I appreciate you coming down. I can use a visit from my Susie Q.

Kaylee: I love you, Mimi. Tell Papa D I’ll text him later. Does he still use that flip phone LOL?

Rose: Oh, you know, Drew, that phone is twenty years old. He’ll go before it goes LOL.

Kaylee: Well, neither one of you better go anytime soon! I need him to walk me down the aisle.

Rose: Did Wilbur finally do it? Kaylee giggled at Mimi and Papa D’s nickname for Lucas.

Kaylee: No, not yet, but tomorrow’s Valentine's Day, so we can hope

Rose: I texted him that he'd better ask you to marry him tomorrow if he wants some of my fudge LOL

Kaylee: Mimi! LOL Well, I gotta go. I love you, Mimi.

Rose: Love you too, Chipmunk.

Kaylee smiled as she pulled up the pictures on her phone. “Aww, there he is! Wilbur!” She cackled as she saw the picture of Lucas wearing a green gingham shirt, a white shirt underneath, a straw hat, work gloves, and overalls just like the day Mimi Rose and Papa D claimed him. 

“Oh, Cass, that’s when I knew you were the one for me. Leaving your Armani suit for farmer clothes.” She texted him the picture. I love you, Wilbur LOL.

She sat back in her chair for the remaining thirty seconds she had left on break. “Maybe tomorrow, Mimi, maybe tomorrow.” Kaylee threw her phone back in her bag after her timer went off. “Back to the real world,” she sighed as she opened the door to continue her workday.
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“Lu..Lu..” Lilly couldn’t even say anything; her breathing was so shallow. “H..Here..he’s..he’s here!” Her throat tightened as she tried to speak. 

There he stood, in his black suit. Lilly gasped as he lifted his hand to smooth down his fire engine red tie. Over his glasses, his eyes locked in on hers. At that moment, the room faded. 

Please don’t hurt me! Her mind remembered the words she’d said so much. Her knees wobbled. She gripped the edge of the door to steady herself while her other hand clung to Lucas’s clammy hand, their fingers entwining.

“Hello, Liliana,” he smiled at her.

“Mm...Ma...Math...Matthew,” she choked out. “M-my...my home ... my home ... wha-what...what are you doing here?” Her voice splintered.

“I’ve come to you in peace.” He held up his hands in a peaceful stance, which made Lilly jump back.

“I’ve come to talk to you. May I?” He pointed towards the couch.

Crash! There was a thump on the other side of the window. “Meow!” Norman Bates, Lilly’s black tomcat, made his presence known as he jumped through the screen, his usual way in. 

It jarred Lilly long enough to turn her head and watch him walk over to her, rubbing his head on her leg. Norman’s soft fur brought Lilly back to the present as the heater kicked on softly in the background. A warm breeze blew through the room. After a few moments, Lilly and Lucas slowly and timidly stepped to the side and let him into her house.

Click...click...click. The sound of his cane hitting her hardwood floors reminded her of the sounds of his stomps as he walked around Evergreen Estate looking for her in a drunken spell, as a phantom pain ripped through her jaw.

Matthew walked over to the white armchair she had facing the couch. Lilly and Lucas looked at each other. Anxiously, they walked to the couch.

“What can we help you with?” Lucas spoke first. Matthew set his cane aside and sat up straight. Lilly’s fingers curled into fists against her lap, nails biting into her palms. I should take that cane and beat him as he beat me! Lilly thought.

“I—” he coughed, took the handkerchief out, and wiped his mouth.

Lilly bit her lip, then closed her eyes to ground herself. That’s when her doctor instincts kicked in. She was no longer little Lilly Patrick. She was Dr. Liliana J. Patrick. She relinquished her stranglehold on Lucas’s hand. Thinning hair, gaunt stature. Oh Matthew.

“I’ve come to ask for forgiveness.” Lilly bit her lip as she almost wanted to laugh at him. “I—” he coughed again. “I’m an alcoholic.”

Lucas tried to speak, but Lilly raised her hand to stop him.

“As part of my sobriety, I’m following the twelve-step process. I’ve asked God for forgiveness. Now I’m asking you.” Lilly focused on his trembling hands.

“For all the hurt I’ve caused you. I was a horrible father, and I am sick about how I have treated both of you. I understand I don’t deserve forgiveness.” He looked down at his knee, shaking. 

“I...I don’t expect you to forgive me. I was abused as a child, and I took it out on you. I apologize with everything in me.” He said sincerely.

Lilly and Lucas’s mouths were slightly ajar at his proclamation. I have never seen someone so remorseful, and of all people, it’s Matthew? Lilly thought.

“I also wanted to tell both of you how extremely proud I am of you.” He dropped his handkerchief, then bent down to retrieve it.

“You both have grown into successful, productive citizens. Lucas,” he turned his head to look Lucas in the eyes.

“You have taken the lessons I taught you and have run with them. I am inspired by the man you have become and by your business acumen. I follow up on you all the time, and I respect how you handle yourself. You’re a fine gentleman, Lucas Ashton. One of the best.”

Lucas turned his head to Lilly with eyes wide. Is he praising me? After everything?

“I won’t disturb you any longer, but I only have a short time left, and I wanted to apologize for everything I’ve done.” Matthew reached for his cane to set it in front of him as a comfort.

“Is that all you want?” Lucas asked skeptically, his arms folded across his chest.

“Liliana,” Matthew looked at her desperately. “I don’t deserve your help, but I desperately need it. I will understand if you turn me down. I would if I were in your shoes.” Once again, he looked down in reverence.

“What is it?” Lilly asked.

“I have a growth on my brain. My doctor said it’s inoperable, but I now have faith. I believe you can save me. You’re the only one who can do it.” Lilly looked at Lucas, unsure if she heard correctly.

“I have followed your career. You have saved so many people. You are a pioneer in your field. Would you please see if you can do something to save me?” He scratched the back of his head.

“The headaches are getting worse and harder to bear. I only have six months to a year to live. I will do anything if you could please help me.” He begged.

Is it wrong to feel satisfied that he’s getting his due? I hold his life in my hands. After all this time, he needs me. I have every right to turn him away. I should say no and to die and hope it was a horrible death. Lilly thought to herself as she looked at him.

Her heart twitched as she remembered the one question Lucas and Jacob had asked her.

Could you ever truly save Matthew’s life if he needed it?

And now he did.

A branch swaying calmly in the wind out the window caught Lilly’s attention.

“I will pay whatever price you want,” Matthew said, not in his usual authoritative voice but in a humble, pleading voice.

He wants my forgiveness, but it's because he needs something. Is his forgiveness even real? Would he want it if he were healthy?

Lilly dared to glance in his direction. He’s looking at me the same way I looked at him. So many times. 

She ran her hands down her face, then she looked at her hands.

I have healer's hands. That’s what Mama G calls them. 

She folded them as the wind against the window caught her attention. The empty hummingbird feeder hung outside, swaying in the wind. God, what do I do? 

She closed her eyes and rubbed her temple. Oh my head keeps pounding! Do I forgive or walk away? She dropped her head down to think when she heard a tender voice ring in her ears, the voice of the one person who has never led her astray.

Baby, you know you have to forgive to be forgiven. She clenched her hands tight, wanting to fight the words.

Didn’t I tell Lucas that very thing? 

Lilly squeezed a pillow she held. 

How can I sit here and deny him the chance to live whatever life he has left?

Lilly’s heart raced with anxiety as an evil thought pressed into her mind. You know it’s so easy, just let him...die... 

Lilly shook her head as her nails scraped against the tweed fabric of the couch. No! You’re better than that. 

The weight of Matthew’s stare and Lucas’s gaze felt heavy on her. She looked at the Japanese cat clock on the wall. tick...tock...tick...tock...it’s sound in tune with her heart.

He’s sick, Squirrel. He has a disease. Uncle John’s voice rang through Lilly’s mind.

I know he does, Uncle John, but that doesn’t make it right to hurt me, to hurt Lucas. But...

Lilly looked at Matthew’s hands. They were no longer overbearing, they were...weak.

He only did what his dad did to him. What would I do if I hurt someone so badly that they wouldn’t forgive me? How could I live with that anguish?

Then she felt her abdomen.

What would Faith think? My darling Fifi. Can I look into her eyes and tell her I let her grandfather die?

The overcast sunlight shone on the picture on her wall of her and Lucas as kids. They were in a dance recital. They had makeup on to cover the bruises, but they stood there in their little outfits, smiling.

She turned her head to Lucas. He gritted his teeth. She felt it too. A lesser person would tell him to go to hell.

He never helped me when I was a child, but my life would be totally different. Lucas, Jacob, and Elizabeth’s would be too.

Lilly turned her head and saw the sadness, the grief, the insecurity on this once powerful man’s face. She saw the one thing she never dared think she’d ever see in her father.

Fear.

He is so scared. He had many good qualities. Does he deserve to suffer?

Does my decision set in motion a train wreck of torment?

Can I ethically treat him?

Lilly’s eyes darted around the room. Her mind was a racetrack in constant motion. The cross on the wall. Is it worth it?

Picture frames lined the wall, Lucas accepting a prestigious award, and Jacob with his Grammy. Norman and her cuddling. Is there another doctor who can do it?

Lilly bit her lip as the war inside her continued. 

Am I crazy for contemplating it?

A low, still voice that Uncle John and Mama G told her to always listen to spoke to her.

Forgive him, my darling daughter, as I have forgiven you. 

The angel she saw as a teenager, dealing with Jessica’s death, came back to her.

He knows the future better than you do. You’ll make the choice he needs you to make. Is this the choice I need to make? Why do I have to make it?

Lilly saw him cough into his handkerchief. She walked into the kitchen, grabbed a napkin, then returned to him.

“Thank you,” he said kindly.

He’s only got six months—a year at the most. But I took an oath to help people. That oath means a lot to me. I take that oath seriously. 

She sat on the couch next to Lucas. She looked at Lucas as if he had the answer. Lucas always had the answer. Then she turned back to face Matthew.

His breathing is labored. He sits anxiously—hoping, praying I’ll take his case.

Lilly wrangled with her thoughts. She dropped her head in her hands, pulling the sides of her hair.

I’m nothing if not a doctor. If I don’t help him in his time of need, then who’s to say that when I need help, no one will help me?

How can I, as a God-fearing woman, turn away someone who so desperately needs me? I can’t. I just can’t. I have to do something.

She was unsettled by the focus on her. As he always did when she needed him the most, Norman came over to her. He rubbed against her leg, then went over to the window and jumped out.

Lilly watched him, then gasped as a hummingbird hovered outside the glass. That was her sign.

Thank you, Jessica. I know what I have to do now.

Lilly’s hand drifted to her abdomen. I do this in honor of Jesi and Faith. 

She lifted her chin and met Matthew’s pleading eyes.

“How can I help?”
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Chapter Five
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“Ok, who do we have here?” Kaylee smiled as she walked into the exam room. Her heart clinched when she looked at the scared little girl standing in the doorway holding a small West Highland Terrier as if it were her lifeline. 

“It’s ok, Casey. It’s ok. I got you.” Kaylee saw a tear stream down her cheek and a baggy full of what looked like nickels and quarters as the small white dog whimpered.

Kaylee saw the red eyes, the white streaks down her cheeks. “I brought this with me.” Her voice shook as she handed over the baggy. “I’m scared of losing him. He’s all I have in the world.” Kaylee saw the little girl tremble.

This poor girl. Oh, KK, this is why you became a vet. “Yes, sweetheart,” Kaylee reached out for the dog, but the girl held on to him tight.

“Please help him, he’s all I have.” Kaylee recognized the sadness of being alone.

“I know, sweetheart,” Kaylee put a tender hand on the girl’s shoulders. “I’m going to get him help. But I’m going to need some answers.” Kaylee said as she pried the dog out of her hands.

“Ok,” the teenager wiped her face to hide the tears.

“What’s his name?” Kaylee nodded to the dog.

“Casey.” Kaylee petted the dog, feeling for any abnormalities. 

Oh sweetheart. She goes without so she can feed you, doesn’t she?  Casey needed a bath and groom, but except for his paw, he was healthy.

“Is...is...is he going to die?” The teenager barely spoke. Kaylee looked at her and smiled. 

“No, sweetheart, he’s not going to die. He just twisted his paw.” Kaylee saw the girl relax. 

“Does he eat well?” She saw the girl look down at her feet. Kaylee saw the old, ratty tennis shoes with a hole in the toe. She only had a thin t-shirt in this cold air, and if the girl had eaten recently, she didn’t show it. Kaylee tried to remain professional, but the emotion was getting to her. 

“So I just moved up here recently. How long have you lived here?” Kaylee had already determined the correct course of action for Casey. She just needed to make sure Casey’s human had the correct course of action as well.

“I was born here fifteen years ago.” The teenager wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and coughed.

“Sounds like you don’t feel too well either,” Kaylee looked at her.

“I’ll be alright. It gets cold at night, but hopefully it will warm up here soon. I can work around here, sweeping floors or something if it will help Casey.” She offered. 

“What time?” Kaylee asked, trying to be nonchalant about prying the information she wanted out. The teenager shrugged her shoulders.

“What about school?” Kaylee examined Casey’s eyes.

“I...I...” she stuttered.

“Where are your parents?” The teenager stiffened. 

“I ... I ...” The teenager looked around as if looking for a way to escape. She reached for Casey reflexively. Kaylee was still examining him. “Please...” she began to plead. “It’s just Casey and me.” Her arms closed tightly around the dog.

“Where do you live?” Kaylee asked, gently putting a tender hand on her shoulder and squeezing it gently when she heard her stomach growl. 

“I’m sorry,” the teenager dropped her head. “I do everything I can to feed him. I don’t have any more money, but I can’t let Casey be hurt. I’m afraid someone will take him away from me.” Kaylee pulled up a seat next to the teenager.

“What’s your name?”

“Kaylee.”

“That’s my name,” she said with a big smile. “Who would take Casey away from you?”

“We... we...” The girl’s voice cracked, shame stopping her from speaking.

“Here’s what we’ll do. Casey needs a bath and some grooming. He needs shots and eye drops.” Kaylee saw the girl’s face turn white with guilt. “We’re going to take care of Casey, and we’re going to take care of you.”

“I... I don’t need help. I’m fine.” She lifted her chin stubbornly. But Dr. Kaylee recognized that look. She had worn it herself at thirteen, when her parents left her at her grandparents’ and never came back.

“It’s okay, Kaylee. I’m going to help you. I’m a doctor. I help all creatures, no matter their species.” Kaylee said in her soft, tender, warm voice.

“How can you help me? I don’t have money to pay for anything. I’m just worried about Casey. I won’t give him up,” the teenager said as she cuddled Casey close.

“I have a place you can stay.” Kaylee sat up and put her hand on the teenager’s wrist.

“They won’t let me keep Casey.”

“This place will. Trust me. I know the owner. Now I have to take Casey for some further testing. I’ll be right back.” She smiled at the teenager and took Casey. Not because he needed more tests, but because she was afraid the teenager would run.

“Casey, us Kaylees have to stand together! I’m going to get you and your mama situated with a nice bed, food, and a shower. Sometimes,” Kaylee said softly. “Help shows up in unexpected ways.” Kaylee laughed as Casey let out a proud bark. 

After she made the arrangements, Kaylee went back into the office. She handed Casey back to the girl. 

“Now we have him all taken care of. My friend is going to pick you up and take you to the CJ Cast and Elizabeth Glass Shelter. They allow animals to stay. They have a warm bed, fresh clothes, a hot shower, and food for both of you. Here is my card. It has my personal phone number on there. If you need anything, day or night, you call me, and I’ll come help. I’m going to keep tabs on you because you’re a Kaylee and we Kaylees have to stick together.” Kaylee smiled at the teenager.

The teenager’s lip quivered as she handed a bag over to Kaylee. Kaylee gently put her hand up, “No, sweetheart, you keep it. Get yourself an ice cream or something with it. Doctor’s orders,” Kaylee said sternly but cheerfully. 

Kaylee watched the teenager melt into relief and hug Kaylee. Kaylee wrapped her arms around her tight, giving her the strength to carry on. “You’re going to be ok, sweet girl. I promise. You are. I’ll make sure of it.” The teenager let go, then wiped her face. “I know what you’re going through. Someone loved me enough to help, and now I’m helping you.”

“Thank you, Dr. Adams, you’re as kind as you are beautiful.” The teenager said as Kaylee’s heart melted.

“Thank you. Come on, I’ll sit with you until they get here. You can tell me all about Casey and his favorite things and tricks he can pull.” She wrapped her arm around the teenager, and together they walked out to the waiting van of Teenage Kaylee’s new home. 

When she closed the van door, Kaylee walked back to the office and turned around as they pulled out. In her head, she could hear Lucas say, “And that’s why you’re my Littlest Girl.”

She took a deep breath of fresh air, pulled out her phone, and sent herself a text with an idea for Happy Paws, a special fund just for cases like this. She stretched her shoulders and twisted her head quoting Lucas’s favorite phrase, “to the moon, Alice,” she laughed as she walked back inside.
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Chapter Six
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Water gushed as the crew struggled with the valve, soaking their arms. Jacob splashed through puddles, the air thick with the smell of wet wood and plaster dust. Drip, drip, drip echoed from the ceiling as he looked at the camera with his famous smile and his Thor-like, long blond hair.

“It was below freezing last night, so I had to curl up extra tight with Lilly.” He grinned.

“But of course, as Lilly calls him his majesty, Norman wasn’t too happy about sharing his spot, as you can see,” Jacob chuckled, showing his hand with a very distinct cat scratch on it.

“So that caused the water to freeze and crack the pipe. Fun stuff, I tell ya,” he chuckled. “Older homes often lack adequate insulation.” He walked over to a man with jeans, boots, a hard hat, and a tool belt.

“So Doug, what are we going to do so this doesn’t happen again?” Jacob asked, standing there with his hands on his hips.

“Well, we’re going to switch to a freeze-resistant tubing called PEX. That will stop this from happening again.”

“And that’s why we call you Super Mario, rescuing us from a Bowser problem. So how much do you think it’s going to cost to fix?” Jacob stood back as Doug rubbed his hands together.

“We got lucky. It’s not that big of a break, so about $500 and a couple of hours of labor.” Doug took his gloves off for a moment.

“Wow, we got lucky!” Jacob said, astounded.

“Yeah, if it had broken a little farther, it would have been much worse, so you can tell Mama G her prayers worked,” they chuckled.

“Alright, man,” he put his hand firmly on Doug’s shoulder. “I’ll let you get back to it.” Jacob watched him bend down to continue as he walked out of the scene to his next spot across the hall. He looked at the camera to give the latest update.

“We got lucky! With these types of houses, anything can go wrong. That’s why you budget extra for those just-in-case moments, which I’m glad means I don’t have to tell Mom she has to change her design. I can hear it now, Pumpkin, that's why you have to have faith the size of a mustard seed that these things don’t go wrong. We’ll check on Doug later to see how he’s doing. For right now, though, we’ll go check and see what magic Mama G is working up in the bathroom. Come on,” Jacob waved his hand to the camera, motioning for them to follow him.

“And cut,” the director called, clapping his hands. “That’s good. We’ll use that take. Now let’s get some shots of Mama G.” Jacob nodded to the crew as they prepared for the next segment. 

The director looked around the room, searching for Elizabeth. “Where’s Mama G?” the director called out.

“I haven’t seen her. I’m sure she’s around here somewhere.” Jacob said.

“She’s probably praying for someone’s kid that fell and scraped their knee,” they chuckled. 

“Alright, I’m going to go look for her,” Jacob said as he began to weave through the crew, stepping over hoses and tools, trying not to mess anything up.

“Mom?” He called out, turning his head everywhere as he went through different rooms. 

“It’s not that big of a house. Where could she be?” He went down the hall as a cold breeze blew through the air. “Damn! It’s cold!” He turned to the left. “Mom?” he called as he opened the bathroom door. She lay sprawled on the tile, pale and still.

“MOM!” Jacob ran over to her and dropped to his knees, as panic hit him. “Call an ambulance!” he shouted as her eyes fluttered open, glassy and confused. His heart raced as he held her hand and helped her sit up.

She rubbed her head, her eyes slowly scanning the room. “Wh...what...what happened?”

“You passed out.” Jacob had his hand gently under her head.

“I did? How?” She sat on her elbow, still a little woozy.

“I don’t know. When I came in here, you were on the ground.” He did a quick scan of her. “No bleeding, thank God. Let me check for a concussion.” He gently tilted her chin and looked into her pupils. They reacted, but her gaze wavered as if she was struggling to stay present.

“You might have a concussion,” he said, his voice tight. “Let me call Lilly.” He reached for his phone.

“No, I’ll be fine,” Elizabeth said, brushing him off.

“How’s your head?” Jacob gently moved his hand from behind her head.

“It’s sore and hurts.” Elizabeth put her hand to the back of her head.

“Yeah, we’re getting you checked out.” One of the crew members entered the room.

“The ambulance is on its way.”

“Thanks, man.”

Elizabeth swayed, woozy.

“Can someone get me a bucket?” The crew member hurried to grab a pail. Elizabeth began vomiting.

“I don’t feel good, Pumpkin.” She murmured.

“Yeah, we’re getting you to the hospital. I’ll see if Lilly can come over.” Sirens blared as the crew members gathered around Elizabeth, giving her support. “Sounds like the ambulance is here.”

Nausea churned in Elizabeth’s stomach. She grabbed the pail and vomited again. Jacob saw something in his mom’s eyes he had never seen before.

Fear.

He knew this was serious. Oh, please let my Mommy be ok!

A couple of EMTs rushed in with bags of gear. One EMT knelt beside her, shining a small penlight across her eyes. “Follow the light for me,” he said gently. “Can you tell me your name?”

Elizabeth sat there for a few seconds. “E..E..Elizabeth,” she said, a little confused still.

“Hello, Elizabeth. I’m Daniel. Can you tell me what day it is today?”

“M..Monday? I ... I think.”

“Can you tell me what year it is?” Elizabeth paused, then lunged for the bucket again. Daniel checked her pulse. “Breathing looks good, pulse steady. Are you diabetic?”

“No,” Elizabeth answered.

“Did you eat something to make you sick?”

“I ... I...” She looked around, not sure how to answer.

“She’s been having a lot of headaches,” Jacob said.

“Are you willing to go with us to the hospital to get checked out?” Elizabeth sat quietly for a moment.

“Mom?” Jacob asked, worry in his voice.

“I...I... I think I need to go.” She said timidly, yet still trying to keep up her strong persona.

“That’s fine, Elizabeth. We’ll get a gurney in here and get you loaded.”

“Can he ride with me?” Elizabeth placed her clammy hand on Jacob’s.

“Yes, we’ll make room for him.” 

Daniel and his partner went out to get the gurney. Elizabeth squeezed Jacob’s warm hand and bit her lip. “You’re going to be ok, Mom. I’ll call Lilly. She’ll meet us down there. You’re going to be fine.” Jacob choked back his worry.

Daniel and his partner returned with the gurney. Elizabeth stood up, unstable, but managed to lie down. She closed her eyes and squeezed Jacob’s hand.

“I’m right here, Mom.” He tried to reassure her as they walked out to the ambulance.

“You’re going to be okay. We’ll find out what happened. Everything will be alright.” He said, trying to reassure both of them.

He held her hand as she looked to him for strength. “I’ve got you, Mom. We won’t let anything happen to you.”

“Pumpkin, I’m scared.” Her voice trembled, and her lip quivered.

“I don’t know what happened to me.” The tears wet her eyes.

“What do you remember?” Jacob asked.

“I was in the bathroom going over the paint color. I started getting dizzy and wobbly. I started feeling nauseous. I was going to find a place to sit down. Next thing I know, the world is going black, and you’re standing over me. That was scary.”

“We’ll get you taken care of, Elizabeth.” Daniel squeezed her hand as they drove on.

Elizabeth reached out her hand to take Jacob’s. “Say a prayer with me,” he said, holding her hand and praying over his mom.

“You’re in good hands. We’re going to see to it that you’re taken care of.”

“Thank you, Pumpkin.” He pulled out his phone to call Lilly.

“Come on, Lils, pick up!” After a few rings, it went to voicemail. “Call me back ASAP!”

“Don’t disturb her. I’ll be fine,” Elizabeth said. “I just don’t want a fuss made over me.”

“You’re my mommy. I’m allowed to make a fuss over you.”

Daniel wheeled Elizabeth into the hospital while Jacob texted Lilly and Lucas. He wrung his hands, anxious and waiting.

“She’s my mom. Please let her be ok,” he bowed his head—his hands in the prayer position. “Please heal her head.” He held on to his necklace.

“Please, Sarah, be with Mom. Keep her safe.” Sarah, his deceased sister, always came to Elizabeth in times of need. She definitely needed her now.
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Chapter Seven


[image: ]


Matthew looked at Lilly, hopeful she’d take his case.

“Dr. Darius told me he sent my file to all the top neurosurgeons in the world. Could you look and see if you can help?” He coughed. 

“I understand if you’re unsure what to do. You might even feel thankful for my pain. I wouldn’t blame you.” His voice faltered. 

“I know how I felt about my father, Beau, after he abused me. When he had cancer, I wished him the worst, most painful death. I figure you feel the same about me.” Matthew lowered his eyes.

Lilly looked at him, then at Lucas. 

My Flower, I’m going to let you pick the winner today.

I can?

Yes, I trust you. You have good instincts. Sweet memories of him letting her pick the horse to buy for a future winner. I pick him! Skeeter Mo Deeter, they cackled. He was right. I do have good instincts.

She wiped the tears off her cheek.

“So all that you did to me, to us,” Lilly pointed at herself with her thumb, then at Lucas, “was done to you?” Lilly asked quietly.

“Yes.” He choked back sadness.

“So no one has ever shown you love or mercy?” Her voice softened.

“My darling mother loved me. She fought him hard, but when he found out she was gone, he started up again. He hit her several times as well.”

Lucas straightened, his voice sharp. “So that made it okay to hurt your daughter? To hurt me?”

“No, I know it’s not right.” Matthew’s voice cracked. “I humbly ask you to please forgive me. I understand if you can’t. I honestly mean you no harm.” He raised his hands in a gesture of peace.

“I am eaten up with cancer. I apologize. I deserve no forgiveness.” He tried to stand, leaning on his cane, then collapsed back into the chair.

“I will leave and bother you no more.” He rose again, shaky but determined.

Lilly stared at him. No matter the venom, no matter the hurt, for the first time in a long time, she really saw him.

He’s my father. It might sound crazy, but I do love him. I’m not full of hate. I’m full of love. Her hand moved to her abdomen without thinking.

There’s been so much pain. No one deserves to die. What kind of doctor or person would I be if I didn’t help? No, now is the time for mercy.

“Dad,” she said before she realized it. “Have a seat.” She offered her hand to the chair. Matthew looked at her kindly. Lucas stared, stunned.

“Lilly?” Lucas’s voice was sharp with disbelief.

“Forgiveness, Lucas. How can I expect forgiveness if I can’t forgive?”

Lilly picked up her tablet and opened the latest scans she received. She gasped as she dropped the tablet. “No. No. No! It...it...it can’t be!” She looked at Lucas in disbelief.

“What is it?” Lucas asked as he handed her the tablet back.

“Grandpa,” she whispered. “I know that X-ray,” she pointed to her tablet, “better than anything. I’ve stared at it more than I care to admit. It’s haunted me for months. It’s him, Lucas. It’s the surgery I finally figured out how to do.” Lilly sat up, her knee on the couch, facing Lucas.

“This is the grandfather with two kids, married for forty years? What are you going to do now?” Lucas looked at the tablet.

Lilly looked at Matthew. I practiced so hard. I got into a huge fight with Jacob over it. And it’s him? Now what are you going to do, Punky? 

“I...I...” Her eyes darted to Lucas, then to George, then back to Matthew. Then a stillness washed over her. I will apply all required measures for the benefit of the sick. Remember your oath, Liliana.

“I have to.” She wiped her eyes, she sat up straight, no longer the scared daughter, she was the confident woman, a doctor. Not just any doctor. She was Dr. Liliana J. Patrick, superstar neurosurgeon.

“I can’t let him die if I can save him.” She said confidently, looking over at Matthew. For the first time that day, she saw something. 

Hope.

“There are many risks and ethical questions.” She waved her hand, frustration showing. “Am I really the only one who can do this surgery? I have to try. I have no choice.”

“Liliana,” Lucas said gently. “Are you sure? There are no other doctors?”

“I’ve asked around and got everyone’s opinion. None of them would do it. They said I’m the only one brave and careful enough. But can I really do it?” She asked out loud.

“What happens if you don’t?” Lucas countered.

“I’ll have that on my conscience for the rest of my life,” Lilly responded.

“And if you do?”

“Am I violating ethics?” Lilly asked as the voice of reason.

“Is there someone you can teach it to?” Lucas turned to face her, his knee on the couch as well.

“I tried. Everyone refused; there are so many risks. I even sent it to Melinda.” Melinda was Lilly’s estranged mother, a neurosurgeon.

“She said no?”

“She didn’t respond.” Lilly rolled her eyes.

“Of course she didn’t,” Lucas muttered.

“I’ll sign whatever waivers you need me to sign. I want to live as long as I can.” Matthew sat up, a kind smile on his face.

“I’m on a new path. I want to help as many people as possible before I go. I want to atone for all the pain I’ve inflicted. I want to make things better. I want to help alcoholics and the families of abused children. I have so much I want to do...so much I need to do to make up for all the pain I caused. I just need your help to make it happen.” The words falling out as he had his hands in the prayer position, looking at her pleadingly.

He’s truly sincere. The Matthew I grew up with would never let himself be seen this vulnerable. Cancer has taken everything from him.

She opened her mouth, unsure what to say, but a tear rolled down her cheek.

Today’s Bible study topic with her neighbor, Nana Lynn, and Elizabeth was fresh in her mind. Forgive: stop feeling angry or resentful toward someone for an offense, flaw, or mistake.

A soft tap at the window caught her attention. She gasped; there it was again, her sign. Thank you, My Hummingbird. You’re just what I needed.

Lilly turned to Matthew. Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past. See, I am doing a new thing! You’re right, Isaiah. You’re right. I am a bigger person. I’ll never forget ... she glanced down at the tablet she was holding. His X-ray was still on the screen. 

I can’t do this surgery with this anger in my heart. So this is my choice, and I choose to do it. Her gaze returned to Matthew. She opened her mouth and uttered three words she hadn’t uttered since she was a very small child, 

“I forgive you.”
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Chapter Eight
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Lucas looked at his best friend, stunned and a little hurt. She seriously didn’t just forgive him. Did she?

“You forgive him? After everything he did to you?” He pointed at her. “To me?” he pointed at himself. “How can you do that?” Lilly looked at him with sad, pitiful eyes. “Just because he’s dying and came back asking you to?” Lucas scooted up on the couch, still turned facing her with his knee on the couch.

“He’s my father,” she said softly.

“So! He’s an evil bastard! That didn’t mean anything when he backhanded you across the face! or...or...or” Lucas stuttered. “Or when he drew a gun on you!” he said angrily.

“He’s changing his ways,” Lilly said softly. Oh God, she’s falling for his act. The act he always pulled when he sobered up and wanted to make up to us.

“Lilly,” Lucas sighed, rubbing his eyebrow in frustration. “Do you really want to go down this path?”

“I have to forgive. If I don’t, how can I expect to be forgiven?” She looked at him.

“Princess,” Lucas whispered.

“He’s my family.” She said softly. Is she justifying it to herself or to me?

“Princess, I worry about you. I worry about what’s ahead. You have Faith to think about now.” He held his hand out at her abdomen.

“I don’t want to see you go down a dark path and not come back.” He gently placed his hand on her arm.

“Exactly!” she perked up. “I have faith that everything will be okay. I have to forgive him, Lukie. I have to, for my conscience. I literally have a man’s life in my hands. Do you know how that feels?” 

The guilt card. She’s falling for his act because of the guilt card.

“I understand, Princess. I just worry about you.” He reached his hand over to hold hers.

“God’s going to take care of me. He won’t let me get hurt. I have faith,” Lilly said confidently.

“Oh, Princess.” Lucas sighed, resigned. I tried, Princess. I tried. There’s no changing you. “I have the utmost respect for you. I just can’t do it.”

“I understand,” Matthew spoke up. “Thank you, Liliana, for forgiving me. That’s all I really wanted was forgiveness. I can accept my fate. I just wanted you to know I have changed.”

“I believe you. Please come by my office. We’ll get the tests done and go from there.” Lilly said, standing up.

“I will. And it was nice to see you. You are a phenomenal woman. I am so proud to have you as my daughter.” He coughed up more fluid. “I’m sorry,” he coughed more. Lilly got him a glass of water. 

“Thank you kindly,” he nodded to her. “Thank you for your graciousness. I will no longer trouble you.” He stood up and then had to resume his seat. “Sorry, my balance isn’t what it should be.”

Lilly helped him up, her hand trembling slightly on his arm. For a moment, she hesitated. Then she looked into his eyes for the first time. 

He’s no longer ruthless or maniacal. He’s sad. Can I trust that? Lucas is right. Can I go down this road? She put her hand on her abdomen. I have to. 

She exhaled slowly as he took his cane and stumbled.

“Are you okay to drive?” Lilly asked as he leaned over.

“I have a driver.”

“Let me walk you out.” Lilly grabbed her coat and put it on.

Lilly placed her hand on his back and walked with him down the walkway. His driver stood by the open door. He reached the door, turned, and looked at her. She flinched as he raised his hand and gently touched her cheek.

“I’m so proud of you. You turned out to be one hell of a lady. You’re kind, especially in how much you’ve helped me. Thank you again, My Flower, for everything.” Lilly smiled at the tender pet name he always used when sober.

“You’re welcome,” she said softly.

She watched him hunch over to get into the car. His driver closed the door, tipped his hat to her, then drove off.

Lilly’s shoulders dropped as if a heavy weight had lifted. She turned her head as she heard the sweet sound of a hummingbird chirp. Oh, Jesi, thank you for visiting me so much today. You’re right. I do feel better. Lilly took a deep breath of fresh February air, feeling lighter than she ever had before.
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