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About this Novel

I suppose I have spent most of my life trying to discover the truth about God and the universe. I found my path around 1970 when I discovered the Infinite Way® of Joel Goldsmith in a book entitled The Art of Spiritual Healing. I have never wavered from that path since then and I am now 83 years old.

Beginning in 1951 Joel learned of the new device called a tape recorder and he began recording his hour-long classes. He left this earth in 1964, with more than 1200 tapes that can be purchased. 

One of these came from a 1954 class held in Joel’s birth city of New York, and you will find a few quotations from that class as you read the novel. In my opinion it is one of the best classes he gave, though that is a very tenuous assessment and I might listen to another class today and think it is best. They are all good; it is a matter of what you need at any particular time.

You can purchase recordings of Joel’s at https://joelgoldsmith.com/recordings-and-transcripts/.

The Infinite Way® is a trademark of the Joel Goldsmith Estate. 
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Chapter 1: Crisis of Faith
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The cathedral was quiet as Martin Stillman knelt in front of the altar to pray. His body was wracked with sobs as he tried to compose himself and address God as he had always done, but the news he had received just moments before overcame him and all he could do was sob, "Please Lord, spare my sister. Take me instead, but let Laura live."

He repeated his plea over and over again, unable to think of anything else that would express the despair he felt. But his praying was finally interrupted by Father Jacob O'Malley, who tapped him on the back and said gently, "I'm sure God has heard you, son. Come along now."

He stood and followed his mentor to a secluded room of the Abbey, where he sat and waited for O'Malley to speak.

"Abbott Grayson told me about your sister, Father Stillman," he said softly. "I know you must be devastated."

"They've just discovered she has cancer," Martin wailed. "My beautiful sister. I've begged God to take me instead, but..."

"I'm afraid God doesn't do substitutions," Father O'Malley said. "Cancer is a terrible thing. We can pray for her recovery, for sure."

He paused for a moment, then continued.

"Shall we do that now?"

Martin nodded through his tears.

Father O'Malley prayed softly, earnestly, giving Martin some relief that perhaps God had heard his senior in the faith.

"I have to go see her," Martin pleaded when O'Malley finished the prayer.

"Of course, son. Abbott Grayson has already cleared your calendar. Sister Katheran will help you with transportation."

Within three hours, Martin was seated on a train from Charleston, SC to Charlottesville, Virginia.

The locomotive thundered northward, belching black smoke into the clear autumn sky. Martin sat rigidly by the window, his prayer book untouched on his lap. The countryside rushed by — rolling fields dotted with farmhouses, the occasional small town with its church steeple rising above the other buildings — but Martin saw none of it. His mind was filled with thoughts of Laura.

They had been inseparable as children, more like maternal than fraternal twins. Laura, always the adventurous one, leading him on expeditions through the woods behind their parents' house in Charlottesville. Laura, standing proud in her new dress on her first day of school. Laura, weeping silently at the death of their pet dog Buster, three years prior, her hand gripping Martin's so tightly it left marks.

The porter walked through the carriage announcing, "Roanoke, next stop Roanoke. Twenty minutes for refreshments."

Martin barely stirred, but the elderly lady across from him leaned forward.

"Are you traveling far, Father?" she asked, nodding at his clerical collar.

"Charlottesville," Martin replied, attempting politeness despite his distraction.

"Ah, to the university perhaps?"

"No, ma'am. My sister is ill."

The woman's face softened. "I'm sorry to hear that. I shall pray for her recovery."

"Thank you," Martin said, turning back to the window. He couldn't bear to tell this kindly stranger about Laura's diagnosis.

The train lurched forward again after its brief stop, and Martin found himself dozing, exhausted by grief. He dreamed of Laura as she had been at Christmas last year — laughing as she distributed gifts, her cheeks flushed with health and happiness. In the dream, she turned to him and said, "Don't worry so much, Marty. God's time isn't our time." He woke with a start as the conductor called out, "Charlottesville! Charlottesville Station!"

The platform was busy with travelers coming and going. Martin clutched his small valise and looked around uncertainly. Laura's husband, Edward, had promised to meet him.

"Martin! Over here!" The voice came from a man hurrying toward him, hat askew, coat unbuttoned despite the chill in the air. Edward Winters had always been somewhat disheveled, a stark contrast to his precise occupation as a mathematics professor at the university.

The men embraced briefly, awkwardly. They had never been close, bound only by their mutual love for Laura.

"How is she?" Martin asked immediately.

Edward's face was drawn with worry. "She's holding up. The doctor came by yesterday after the test results came back. It's definitely cancer."

Martin closed his eyes briefly. "Take me to her. Please."

They rode in silence in Edward's new Chevy, the automobile humming along the paved road toward the modest house near the university campus. Martin noticed how Edward's knuckles whitened as he gripped the steering wheel.

"Has she been in pain?" Martin finally asked.

Edward shook his head. "Not much yet. She's been tired, and she's lost some weight over the past few months. We thought it was just from running after the boys." His voice cracked slightly. "We should have gone to the doctor sooner."

"That sounds like Laura," Martin said, attempting a smile that felt more like a grimace. "Always taking care of everyone else first."

"The boys are at home with her," Edward continued. "We haven't told them anything yet. Just that Uncle Martin is coming to visit."

The house came into view — a two-story brick home with white shutters and a small front yard where late-blooming chrysanthemums provided the only spots of color. Martin remembered helping Laura plant those flowers during his visit last spring, never imagining the shadow that would fall over his vibrant sister.

Edward parked the automobile and led Martin through the front door. The sounds of children playing could be heard from inside the house.

"She's in the living room," Edward said softly. "The boys have been keeping her company."

Martin nodded and followed Edward through the entryway. The house smelled of fresh-baked bread and floor polish — Laura had always kept an immaculate home.

The living room was bright with afternoon sunlight streaming through the large picture window — a modern touch that Laura had insisted on when they bought the house five years ago. She sat in her favorite armchair, a book open on her lap, while her sons — Edward Jr., age seven, and William, age five — played with a train set on the carpet.

Martin's heart clenched at the sight of her. She looked tired, perhaps a bit thinner than when he'd seen her last, but nothing like the deathly figure he had feared. Her golden hair was neatly styled, her dress pressed and proper. Only the shadows under her eyes and a certain tightness around her mouth betrayed her condition.

"Marty!" she exclaimed, her face lighting up as she saw him. The boys abandoned their trains and ran to him.

"Uncle Martin! Did you bring us anything from Charleston?" William asked, tugging at his sleeve.

Edward cleared his throat. "Boys, let your uncle catch his breath. Why don't you go help Mrs. Wilson next door feed her cat like you promised?"

The boys protested briefly but eventually scampered out the back door, leaving the adults alone.

Laura rose from her chair and embraced her brother tightly. "You didn't have to come rushing up here, you know," she said, though her arms around him told a different story.

"Of course I did," Martin replied, holding her at arm's length to study her face. "How are you, really?"

Laura's brave smile faltered. "Scared," she admitted. "But trying not to show it in front of the boys."

Edward moved to stand beside his wife, placing a supportive hand on her shoulder. "We have an appointment at the University hospital tomorrow. They have specialists there, new treatments."

"Dr. Hanson mentioned something called radiation therapy," Laura added. "And surgery is an option."

Martin nodded, clinging to this thread of hope. "That's good. The University hospital is one of the best."

"Would you like some coffee, Martin?" Edward asked. "You must be exhausted from your journey."

"That would be wonderful," Martin replied, sinking into a chair across from Laura's.

When Edward had left for the kitchen, Laura leaned forward. "He's taking it harder than he lets on," she whispered. "At night, when he thinks I'm asleep, I can hear him crying."

"He loves you," Martin said simply.

Laura nodded. "I know. And I'm not giving up, Marty. Not by a long shot. But if anything happens—"

"Don't," Martin interrupted. "Nothing's going to happen. We're going to fight this."

Laura reached out to take his hand. "Of course we are. But you know me — I like to be prepared. So listen. If anything happens, Edward will need help with the boys. And the boys will need their Uncle Martin."

Before Martin could respond, Edward returned with coffee and Laura's favorite china cups — the ones with the gold rim that had been a wedding present from their parents.

"I've made up the guest room for you," Edward said to Martin. "Unless you'd prefer to stay with your parents? I know your father's health isn't the best these days."

"I think I'd rather be close by," Martin replied. "If that's alright with you both."

"Of course it is," Laura said firmly. "And tomorrow you can come with us to the hospital. I could use a man of God in my corner when we talk to the doctors."

They spent the evening talking about everything except the cancer — Martin's new role as a priest, Edward's research, the boys' adventures at school. It was almost normal, almost as if Martin had just come for one of his regular visits.

After dinner, when the boys had been put to bed, Laura brought out a photo album and the three of them paged through it together, reminiscing about happier times.

"Remember when we went to Virginia Beach last summer?" Laura asked, pointing to a photograph of the boys building a sand castle. "Edward got so sunburned he couldn't sit comfortably for a week."

"I remember," Martin chuckled. "And you kept threatening to make him sleep on the couch if he didn't stop complaining."

Edward smiled ruefully. "I've learned my lesson. Hat and long sleeves from now on."

As the evening wore on, Laura grew visibly tired. Edward noticed first, always attuned to his wife's needs.

"You should rest, darling," he said gently. "Tomorrow will be a long day."

Laura nodded reluctantly. "I suppose you're right." She turned to Martin. "Will you say a prayer before we turn in?"

The three of them held hands in the living room as Martin prayed for healing, for strength, for wisdom for the doctors. His voice was steady now, unlike his earlier breakdown in the cathedral.

After the prayer, Laura hugged him tightly. "Thank you for coming, Marty. It means the world to me."

"There's nowhere else I would be," he replied.

As Laura climbed the stairs, leaning slightly on Edward's arm, she turned back to Martin. "Faith isn't faith until it's tested, Marty," she said softly. "Sometimes our greatest lessons come from our darkest hours."
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Chapter 2: Gathering Storm


[image: ]


The crisp October morning brought a flurry of activity to the Winters' modest brick home. Laura sat at her vanity, carefully applying rouge to her pale cheeks, determined to present a brave face to the family members who would arrive throughout the day. The University Hospital visit yesterday had confirmed her worst fears — stage four breast cancer — words that felt like a death sentence hanging in the still autumn air.

"You don't need to put on a show for them," Edward said, watching her from the doorway of their bedroom.

Laura's hand trembled slightly as she set down the makeup brush. "It's not for them. It's for me." She met his eyes in the mirror. "I need to feel normal for as long as I can."

Edward crossed the room and placed his hands on her shoulders. "The doctor said with the new treatments—"

"Don't," Laura interrupted gently. "We both heard what he said about stage four."

The doorbell's chime echoed through the house, followed immediately by the pounding of small feet as Edward Jr. and William raced down the stairs shouting, "Grandma and Grandpa are here!"

Laura took a deep breath and stood. "That'll be my parents. Help me down the stairs?"

The living room was already filled with excited voices when Laura descended, leaning slightly on Edward's arm. Josephine Stillman, a dignified woman in her sixties with brown hair, was distributing peppermint candies to her grandsons while her husband Harold, tall and rail-thin with a full head of black hair, looked on with evident pleasure.

"There she is," Harold said, his face lighting up as Laura entered. He crossed the room in three long strides and embraced his daughter. "How's my girl?"

"I'm all right, Daddy," Laura said, returning his hug and breathing in the familiar scent of his Aqua Velva aftershave.

Josephine approached more cautiously, her eyes searching Laura's face. "You look tired, dear."

"Mother," Martin admonished from his position by the fireplace where he'd been stoking the flames against the morning chill.

"Well, she does," Josephine said unapologetically. "And thin. Have you been eating properly?"

"Mother, please," Laura said with a forced smile. "I'm fine.”

The boys tugged at their grandfather's sleeve. "Grandpa, did you bring us anything?" William asked hopefully.

"William!" Edward scolded. "That's not polite."

Harold chuckled. "As a matter of fact, I did." He reached into his coat pocket and produced two small metal toy soldiers. "From Woolworth's finest collection."

While the boys exclaimed over their gifts, Edward helped Laura to the sofa. "The Winterses called," he said quietly. "They'll be here by noon." Then he disappeared into the kitchen.

Laura nodded, steeling herself. Edward's parents had never fully approved of their marriage — a mathematics professor wedding the daughter of a Charlottesville hardware store owner had seemed beneath their academic aspirations for their only son.

The kitchen door swung open, and Edward emerged carrying a coffee pot. "Who would like some coffee? Fresh-percolated."

"I'll help," Josephine announced, following Edward back to the kitchen despite his protests.

Harold settled into the armchair across from Laura. "Now, how about you tell your old father what these doctors are really saying? Martin's been vague as a politician."

Laura glanced at her sons, now playing with their new soldiers by the fireplace. "Later, Daddy. When the boys are occupied."

The doorbell rang again, and Martin went to answer it. A moment later, he returned with Dr. Samuel Winters and his wife Eleanor, both impeccably dressed as always. Samuel in a tweed suit and bow tie that signaled his position as the head of the English Department at the University, Eleanor in a fashionable gray wool dress with a fox fur stole despite the mild autumn day.

"Laura, dear," Eleanor said, air-kissing both of Laura's cheeks. "You're looking... well, considering."

"Thank you for coming, Eleanor," Laura replied evenly. "Samuel. I know it was a long drive from Williamsburg."

Samuel nodded curtly, his silver-rimmed spectacles glinting in the sunlight streaming through the picture window. "Two hours and a half. There was construction near Richmond."

"Father, Mother," Edward greeted them, returning from the kitchen with Josephine. "I see you've arrived precisely at noon, as promised."

"Punctuality is a virtue often overlooked in this modern age," Samuel said, checking his pocket watch as if to confirm his own timeliness.

"Boys," Edward called. "Come say hello to your other grandparents."

Edward Jr. and William approached dutifully, standing straight as tin soldiers themselves under Samuel's appraising gaze.

"Edward," Samuel said, addressing his namesake. "Have you been practicing your arithmetic?"

"Yes, sir," the boy replied. "I can count all the way to one hundred now."

"Excellent," Samuel nodded approvingly. "And William, are you following your brother's studious example?"

William, only five and still struggling with his numbers, looked down at his shoes. "I'm trying, Grandpa."

Eleanor patted William's head distractedly before turning to Laura. "Edward tells us you've had some... troubling news from the doctors. Nothing that can't be overcome with proper medical attention, I'm sure."

"Perhaps we should all sit down," Martin suggested, sensing the tension building in the room. "Laura needs her rest, and I'm sure everyone would like to get settled after their journeys."

As they arranged themselves in the living room, a palpable divide formed — Stillmans on one side, Winterses on the other, with Laura, Edward, and Martin forming a bridge between the two camps. The boys, sensing the adult solemnity, retreated to the corner with their toy soldiers.

"The doctor at the University Hospital has confirmed it's stage four breast cancer," Laura said finally, her voice steady despite the weight of the words. "They've recommended a radical mastectomy followed by the new radiation treatments, but..." she paused, "he was frank about the prognosis."

A heavy silence fell over the room. Harold's weathered hand gripped the arm of his chair so tightly his knuckles whitened. Josephine let out a small, strangled sound.

"Surely there must be specialists in New York or Boston," Samuel said, his academic mind immediately seeking solutions. "Edward, have you consulted with colleagues in the medical school?"

"Of course I have, Father," Edward replied, an edge to his voice. "Dr. Hanson is one of the most respected oncologists on the East Coast."

"What exactly does 'stage four' mean?" Eleanor asked, her cultured voice slightly higher than normal.

Martin answered, his clerical training giving him practice in discussing difficult subjects. "It means the cancer has spread beyond the breast, in this case to the lungs and bones."

"Oh, dear God," Josephine whispered, reaching for Harold's hand.

"We should pray," Eleanor suggested, though her tone suggested it was more social convention than genuine faith.

"I've been praying since I got the news," Martin said quietly. "God hears us, but His will is His own."

"God's will," Harold scoffed, speaking for the first time since the diagnosis had been revealed. "What kind of God allows a young mother to suffer like this?"

"Daddy, please," Laura said. "Not now."

Samuel cleared his throat. "What are the practical considerations? The treatments, the care required?"

"I'll care for my wife," Edward said firmly.

"Of course you will, dear," Eleanor said, "but with your teaching responsibilities and research—"

"I've taken a leave of absence from the University," Edward interrupted. "Chairman Davis was very understanding."

"A leave of absence?" Samuel looked alarmed. "What about your tenure review?"

"Father," Edward said through gritted teeth, "My wife is dying. Tenure seems rather insignificant at the moment."

The stark words hung in the air, the first time anyone had spoken so plainly about what they all feared. Laura reached for Edward's hand, squeezing it gently.

"No one is dying," Josephine declared, rising suddenly. "I simply won't allow it. There must be something—specialists, experimental treatments."

"Mother," Martin said gently, "medical science can only do so much."

"Then what good is your God?" she demanded, turning on her son with unexpected ferocity. "What's the point of all your prayers and sermons if they can't save your own sister?"

"Mrs. Stillman," Samuel began uncomfortably.

"No, I want to know," Josephine continued, her voice rising. "Martin gave his life to the church, and this is how he's repaid? By watching his sister waste away?"

"That's enough," Harold said firmly, standing and taking his wife's trembling hand. "Josie, you need to rest. It's been a trying day."

Laura watched her parents with a mixture of sorrow and understanding. 

“Why don’t we help Edward prepare some lunch,” Martin said to his mother, taking her by the hand and leading her into the kitchen.

“I’m so sorry about mother,” Laura said when her mother was out of hearing. “She is overly emotional under stress.”

"Perfectly understandable," Eleanor said stiffly. "Such distressing news affects people differently."

"Indeed," Samuel agreed, though his expression suggested he found such public displays of emotion distasteful.

A small voice broke the tension. "Mama," William said, approaching Laura cautiously. "Are you going to heaven like Buster did?"

The room went silent. 

"Come here, sweetheart," Laura said, opening her arms. William climbed onto her lap, Edward Jr. hovering uncertainly nearby. "I'm sick, that's true. The doctors are going to try to make me better, but if they can't, then yes, someday I will go to heaven. But not today, and not tomorrow."

"Will you be an angel?" William asked, his innocent question piercing their adult facades.

"The most beautiful angel," Edward Jr. declared with certainty, joining his brother at their mother's side.

Laura pulled both boys close, breathing in the scent of soap and innocence. Over their heads, her eyes met Eleanor’s, filled with unspoken grief.

From the doorway, having returned from comforting his mother, Martin watched the tableau — his sister embracing her children, the elder Winterses stiff and uncomfortable in the face of raw emotion.

Laura looked up and caught his gaze. "Faith isn't just for sunny days, Marty," she said softly. "Sometimes it's the lightning that shows us what's really there in the darkness."
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Chapter 3: The Weight of Faith
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A chilly autumn breeze blew across Charlottesville as Martin stood on the porch of the Winters' home, watching Edward load suitcases into his parent’s car. The Winters' hasty departure for Williamsburg had been announced at breakfast — Samuel insisting they return for an important faculty meeting, Eleanor claiming social obligations that couldn't be postponed. Their discomfort in the face of Laura's illness had been palpable.

"Are you sure you can manage?" Edward asked, closing the trunk with more force than necessary. "Dr. Hanson said she needs complete rest after tomorrow's procedure."

Martin nodded solemnly. "I'll be here every day. And Mother and Father are just across town. We'll take shifts if needed."

Edward glanced back at the house, lowering his voice. "Your mother's been... emotional. Laura doesn't need that right now."

"She'll compose herself," Martin assured him, though not entirely convinced. His mother's outburst the previous day had shocked them all. "She's always been stronger than she appears."

The sound of a car pulling into the driveway interrupted their conversation. Harold Stillman's weathered Ford came to a stop beside Edward's Chevrolet.

"There's my ride," Martin said. "I'll be back first thing tomorrow morning to help get Laura ready for the hospital."

Edward clasped Martin's shoulder, his academic reserve momentarily giving way to raw emotion. "Thank you for being here, Martin. She needs her brother now more than ever."

Martin embraced his brother-in-law awkwardly. "She's my only sister. There's nowhere else I'd be."

Inside the house, the boys' excited chatter drifted through the open window as Laura got them ready for their afternoon nap. Martin's throat tightened at the sound. How many more stories would she tell them? How many more lullabies would they hear in their mother's gentle voice?

"Ready to go, son?" Harold called from the car.

Martin nodded, collecting his valise from the porch. "Tell Laura I'll phone tonight," he called to Edward before climbing into his father's car.

The ride to the Stillman house was mostly silent. Harold navigated the familiar streets of Charlottesville with the ease of a man who had traversed them for over forty years, the hardware store he owned having been a fixture downtown since before Martin was born.

"Your mother's resting," Harold said as they pulled into the driveway of the modest two-story colonial. "Dr. Fields gave her something to calm her nerves."

Martin frowned. "She shouldn't be taking those pills again, Father."

Harold shrugged, his weathered hands gripping the steering wheel even after he'd turned off the engine. "What would you have me do? She can't bear the thought of losing Laura. Neither can I, for that matter."

A raindrop splattered against the windshield, then another. The approaching storm matched Martin's inner turmoil.

"I know, Father," Martin said softly. "But sedatives aren't the answer. Prayer—"

"Don't start with that, Martin," Harold interrupted, his voice sharp. "I've had enough sermons from you for one lifetime."

The unexpected rebuke stung. Martin opened the car door, the first heavy raindrops landing on his shoulders as he hurried to retrieve his bag from the back seat.

By the time they reached the front door, the rain was coming down in earnest. The familiar scent of his childhood home — lemon furniture polish and his mother's lavender sachets — greeted Martin as he stepped inside.

Josephine Stillman sat in her favorite armchair by the fireplace, her eyes distant, a half-empty teacup on the table beside her.

"Josie, I've brought Martin home," Harold announced, his voice gentler than it had been moments before.

Josephine looked up, her face brightening slightly. "Martin." She held out her arms, and Martin crossed the room to embrace her. "My boy. My good boy."

"Hello, Mother," Martin said, kissing her cheek. Her skin felt papery, and there was a faint medicinal smell beneath her usual rose water scent.

"Has there been any change with Laura?" she asked, clutching his hands.

"No, Mother. The procedure is scheduled for tomorrow morning."

"I should be there," Josephine said, attempting to rise. "She'll need her mother."

Harold placed a firm hand on his wife's shoulder. "Josie, we discussed this. We'll go to the hospital together tomorrow. You need to rest now."

Martin moved to the window, watching the rain lash against the glass. Thunder cracked overhead, and for a moment, the electricity flickered.

"I'll fix us some dinner," Harold announced. "Nothing fancy. Just some of that ham from Swanson's and maybe open a can of beans."

"I'm not hungry," Josephine murmured.

"You have to eat, Mother," Martin said gently. "We all do."

"Let me help, Father," Martin offered, following Harold into the kitchen.

The kitchen was unchanged from Martin's childhood — the same faded yellow curtains, the same worn Formica table where he'd done his homework. Harold moved about with efficiency, pulling dishes from the cupboard.

"She blames God, you know," Harold said abruptly, setting down a plate with enough force that Martin worried it might crack. "First for taking you away to the seminary, and now for Laura's illness."

Martin leaned against the counter, watching his father work. "God doesn't cause suffering, Father. He—"

"Spare me the theology, son," Harold interrupted again. "I've been a deacon at First Baptist for thirty years. I know what the Bible says. But when it's your child..." He trailed off, his voice breaking.

Martin swallowed hard. "I know, Father. I'm struggling too."

Harold turned, his eyes red-rimmed but dry. "Are you? Really? Or is this just another test of faith for you to pass with flying colors?"

The accusation landed like a physical blow. Before Martin could respond, the telephone rang in the hallway.

"That'll be Edward," Harold said, wiping his hands on a dish towel. "Probably calling to say the Winters have left."

Martin moved to answer it, grateful for the interruption. "Hello, Stillman residence."

"Martin, it's Edward," his brother-in-law's voice crackled through the line, tension evident despite the poor connection. "Laura's taken a turn. She's having difficulty breathing. I've called an ambulance."

Martin's grip on the receiver tightened. "We'll meet you at the hospital."

"What is it?" Harold demanded as Martin hung up.

"It's Laura. Edward's called an ambulance. We need to go now."

The ride to the University Hospital was tense, the windshield wipers struggling against the downpour. Harold drove with grim determination, Josephine in the back seat clutching her rosary — a family heirloom from her Catholic grandmother, rarely used but never discarded.

"She'll be all right," Josephine murmured repeatedly. "God wouldn't be so cruel."

Martin said nothing, his own prayers silent and desperate.

The emergency room was a flurry of activity when they arrived. Edward paced near the entrance, his hair wild from the rain, his clothes disheveled.

"They've taken her back already," he said as they approached. "She couldn't breathe. They're putting in a tube to drain fluid from her lungs."

"The boys?" Martin asked.

"With Mrs. Wilson next door," Edward replied. "I couldn't... I didn't want them to see her like that."

A doctor emerged through the swinging doors, his white coat pristine against the institutional green walls. "Mr. Winters? Your wife is stabilized for now. The pleural effusion — the fluid around her lungs — is a complication of the metastasis."

"Can we see her?" Josephine asked, her voice small.

The doctor hesitated. "She's heavily sedated, Mrs. Stillman. Perhaps tomorrow would be better."

"I'm her mother," Josephine insisted, a flash of her old steel showing through the medication-induced calm. "I need to see my daughter."

The doctor nodded reluctantly. "Very briefly then. And only two at a time."

"You and Edward go first," Harold told his wife. "Martin and I will wait."

Martin sank into one of the hard waiting room chairs, his clerical collar suddenly feeling too tight. The antiseptic smell of the hospital, mingled with wet wool from rain-soaked visitors, filled his nostrils.

"She was fine this morning," he murmured. "How could it happen so fast?"

Harold sat heavily beside him. "Cancer's a thief, son. It steals time you thought you had."

Martin nodded, remembering parishioners he'd counseled through similar ordeals. But those had been other people's loved ones. This was Laura — his Laura, who had taught him to skip stones on the James River, who had smuggled comic books to him during Sunday sermons when they were children.

A familiar voice called his name, and Martin looked up to see Father O'Malley approaching, his black cassock dusted with raindrops.

"Father O'Malley," Martin said, rising to greet his mentor. "What are you doing here?"

"Abbot Grayson received your telegram about your sister," the older priest explained. "I happened to be in Richmond for a conference. I thought you might need... support."

Martin felt an unexpected surge of gratitude. "Thank you for coming."

Harold stood as well, extending his hand to the Catholic priest. "Father O’Malley, I'm Martin's father."

"A pleasure to meet you, though I wish it were under better circumstances," Father O'Malley replied. "How is your daughter?"

"Stable, for now," Harold said, his voice rough. "Her mother's with her."

An uncomfortable silence fell between the three men — Protestant deacon, Catholic priest, and Catholic father — united only by their concern for Laura.

"I should check on Edward," Martin said finally. "Dad, will you stay with Father O'Malley?"

Harold nodded, gesturing for O'Malley to take Martin's vacated seat.

Martin found Edward standing outside Laura's room, his forehead pressed against the cool wall.

"Edward?"

Edward straightened, composing himself. "She looks so small in that hospital bed, Martin. So fragile."

"May I see her?"

Edward nodded, stepping aside. "Your mother's still in there. The doctor said only a few minutes."

Martin entered the dim room cautiously. Laura lay motionless, an oxygen mask covering her face, tubes snaking from beneath the starched hospital sheets. Josephine sat beside the bed, stroking her daughter's hand, murmuring what sounded like fragments of childhood lullabies.

"Mother," Martin said softly. "The doctor says we can't stay long."

Josephine looked up, her face streaked with tears. "They've taken so much from her already, Martin. And now this. How much more must she endure?"

Before Martin could answer, Laura's eyes fluttered open. She lifted a weak hand to remove the oxygen mask.

"No arguments," she whispered, her voice raspy. "Not at my bedside."

"Laura, darling," Josephine leaned closer. "Save your strength."

Laura's gaze found Martin's. "Remember what I told you, Marty? Sometimes..." she paused, drawing a labored breath, "sometimes the darkness hides the path until lightning shows the way forward."

Martin took her other hand, squeezing gently. "I remember."

A nurse appeared in the doorway. "I'm sorry, but Mrs. Winters needs her rest now."

Josephine reluctantly rose, bending to kiss Laura's forehead. "I'll be back first thing tomorrow, my darling."

In the corridor, Edward waited anxiously. "How is she?"

"Awake," Martin said. "Talking."

Relief washed over Edward's face. "Thank God for small mercies."

The phrase caught in Martin's throat. Small mercies indeed, when what they needed was a miracle.

Outside the hospital, the storm continued unabated, rain sheeting down from a sky as dark as Martin's doubts. Father O'Malley joined them at the entrance, offering to drive Harold and Josephine home while Martin stayed with Edward.

"I need to get back to the boys," Edward said, his academic demeanor reasserting itself now that immediate crisis had passed. "Will you come, Martin? They'll be frightened."

"Of course," Martin agreed, though part of him longed to remain at Laura's side through the night.

As they prepared to step into the downpour, Father O'Malley touched Martin's arm. "Faith in fair weather is easy, Martin. It's in the storms that we discover what we truly believe."

Martin nodded grimly. The storm outside was nothing compared to the tempest brewing in his soul.
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Chapter 4: Shadows Deepening
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The waiting room of University Hospital seemed designed to intensify anxiety rather than alleviate it. Hard-backed chairs lined the institutional green walls, and the antiseptic smell mingled with old coffee from a forgotten pot. Martin paced while Edward sat motionless, staring at his folded hands.

"How long has it been?" Martin asked, checking his wristwatch for the fourth time in ten minutes.

"Three hours and seventeen minutes," Edward replied without looking up. His academic precision persisted even in crisis.

Harold Stillman returned from the hospital cafeteria carrying three paper cups of coffee. "Nothing from the doctor yet?"

Martin shook his head, accepting the coffee though he had no desire to drink it.

The double doors at the end of the corridor swung open, and Dr. Hanson emerged, still wearing his surgical scrubs. The three men rose simultaneously.

"Mr. Winters," Dr. Hanson said, approaching Edward. "We've completed the mastectomy."

"And?" Edward's voice was barely audible.

Dr. Hanson gestured toward a small consultation room. "Let's talk privately."

"These are my wife's father and brother," Edward said firmly. "Whatever you have to say, they should hear it too."

The doctor nodded grimly and led them into the room, closing the door behind them.

"The surgery itself went as well as could be expected," Dr. Hanson began, "but I'm afraid the news isn't good. We found extensive metastasis — cancer cells have spread throughout her lymphatic system and into her bones, particularly her spine and ribcage."

"What does that mean for her chances?" Harold asked, his weathered hand gripping the edge of the table.

Dr. Hanson hesitated. "At this stage, Mr. Stillman, we're not talking about curing the disease. We're talking about managing symptoms and making her comfortable."

"How long?" Edward's face had gone ashen.

"Perhaps a few months. With radiation treatments, we might extend that somewhat, but—"

"A few months?" Martin interrupted, his voice rising. "But she's only thirty-four!"

"I'm very sorry, Father Stillman," Dr. Hanson said, glancing at Martin's clerical collar. "Cancer doesn't discriminate by age or character."

When they were finally permitted to see Laura, she was pale against the white hospital sheets, her golden hair fanned out on the pillow. A bandage covered her left chest where her breast had been.

"Edward?" she murmured, her voice hoarse from the intubation tube.

"I'm here, darling," Edward said, taking her hand gently. "And Martin's here too."

Laura's eyes fluttered open. "The surgery?"

Edward and Martin exchanged a glance, silently debating how much to tell her.

"Dr. Hanson said it went well," Edward said carefully.

Laura studied her husband's face. "But?"

"But we should talk about that tomorrow, when you're stronger," Edward replied, brushing a strand of hair from her forehead.

"I want to know now," Laura insisted, a flash of her characteristic determination breaking through the medication-induced haze. "Don't shelter me, Edward."

Edward sighed. "The cancer has spread, Laura. More than they initially thought."

"How bad?"

"Bad enough," Martin interjected, trying to spare Edward. "But there are treatments—radiation—that might help."

Laura closed her eyes briefly, absorbing the news. When she opened them again, there was a clarity that surprised both men.

"I want to go home," she said simply.

"Laura, you've just had major surgery," Edward protested. "You need to stay here where they can monitor you."

"I want to be home with my boys," Laura replied. "I won't spend what time I have left in this hospital."

The rain had stopped by the time Martin stepped outside the hospital, but the October air was cold and damp. Father O'Malley waited in the parking lot, leaning against his black Ford.

"How is she?" the older priest asked as Martin approached.

"The cancer has spread throughout her body," Martin replied, his voice flat. "Bones, lymph nodes. They're talking months, not years."

Father O'Malley closed his eyes briefly, murmuring what Martin assumed was a prayer. "I'm so sorry, my son."

"Why, Father?" Martin asked suddenly. "Why Laura? Why not me? I'm the one who took vows. I'm the one who promised to suffer for Christ."

"God doesn't work that way, Martin," Father O'Malley said gently. "Suffering isn't a punishment, nor is it distributed according to our notions of fairness."

"Then what's the point?" Martin demanded. "What's the point of faith if it offers no protection?"

"Faith isn't a shield against life's sorrows, Martin. It's the strength to endure them."

Martin shook his head, unconvinced.

At the Stillman house, Josephine was waiting on the porch when they arrived.

"Martin," she called. "How is she? Your father telephoned, but he wouldn't tell me everything."

In the living room, Harold sat with Edward Jr. and William, who were already in their pajamas. The boys jumped up when they saw their uncle.

"Uncle Martin!" William exclaimed. "Grandpa said we're having a sleepover!"

"That's right," Martin forced a smile. "Isn't that exciting?"

"When's Mama coming home?" Edward Jr. asked, more perceptive than his younger brother.

"Soon," Martin replied, hating the necessity of the lie. "She needs to rest at the hospital for a little while."

When the boys had scampered upstairs, Josephine turned to Martin. "Tell me the truth. All of it."

Martin sank into his father's armchair, suddenly too exhausted to stand. "The cancer has spread everywhere, Mother. Bones, lymph nodes. Dr. Hanson says... he says she has months, not years."

Josephine made a small, strangled sound, but no tears came. Perhaps she had already cried all she could.

"Laura wants to come home," Martin continued. "She doesn't want to stay in the hospital."

"Of course she should come home," Josephine said firmly. "We'll set up a sickroom in the downstairs study."

The telephone's shrill ring startled Martin. Heart pounding, he lunged for the receiver.

"Hello?"

"Martin, it's Edward." His brother-in-law's voice was tight with emotion. "Laura's developed complications — a hemorrhage from the surgery site. They've taken her back to the operating room."

"I'll be right there," Martin said, already reaching for his coat.

"No, stay with the boys," Edward insisted. "There's nothing you can do here tonight. I'll call again when I know more."

After hanging up, Martin stood in the darkened hallway, his sister's words from the hospital bed echoing in his mind: "I want to be home with my boys. I won't spend what time I have left in this hospital."

Upstairs, he could hear the soft, even breathing of his nephews. He climbed the stairs quietly and paused in the doorway of the guest room where they slept. William had kicked off his blankets, and Martin gently tucked them back around the small body.

"Uncle Martin?" Edward Jr. whispered, his eyes reflecting the faint light from the hallway. "Is Mama going to die like Buster did?"

The question, so innocent and direct, pierced Martin's heart.

"Your mama is very sick," he said finally. "The doctors are doing everything they can to help her."

"But will she die?" the boy persisted.

Martin took a deep breath. "I don't know, Eddie. Someday, everyone dies. But what I do know is that your mama loves you very, very much."

The boy seemed to consider this, his small face solemn in the dim light. "Mama told me once that even when people die, the love stays behind. She said love is stronger than death."

Martin blinked back tears. "Your mama is very wise."

The telephone rang again just before dawn. Martin reached it before the second ring.

"Hello?"

"Martin." Edward's voice was hollow. "She's stable for now. They stopped the bleeding, but... she's weaker. Much weaker."

"I'm coming to the hospital," Martin said. "Father can stay with the boys."

"There's something else," Edward continued. "She made me promise to bring her home today, no matter what the doctors say. She says she won't die in this hospital."

Martin closed his eyes, picturing his vibrant sister reduced to bargaining for her final wishes. "Then we'll bring her home."

"The doctors are against it."

"It doesn't matter. If that's what Laura wants, that's what we'll do."

There was a long silence on the line. "I'm afraid, Martin," Edward finally admitted, his voice barely audible. "I'm afraid of watching her die."

"You won't be alone," Martin promised. "And we'll make sure the boys never forget her."

As he hung up the phone, Martin caught sight of his reflection in the hallway mirror. The man staring back at him looked haggard, his clerical collar askew, dark circles under his eyes.

"What good is faith if it can't save her?" he whispered to his reflection.

From the top of the stairs, his father's voice answered softly, "Faith was never meant to save us from death, son. Only to give death meaning."
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