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	Preface

	 

	8 If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. 9 If I rise on the wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea, 10 even there your hand will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast. 11 If I say, "Surely the darkness will hide me and the light become night around me," 12 even the darkness will not be dark to you; the night will shine like the day, for darkness is as light to you. 13 For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother's womb. 14 I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well.         

	Psalm 139:9-14 NIV 

	Amongst the death of forgotten fields I sat, not knowing whether to go left or right, too angry to move on my own, too bitter to stir the words for help, but your heart heard my innermost cry and you picked me up and made me yours again. You wiped me off and peered into eyes gone dim, shining your rays of love, reviving and rejuvenating. 

	You caused the tears to come, rejoicing in the release and taking in the moisture. You caused the hardness to soften, even as the clay was being formed yet again.

	You made me whole and branded me your own.

	Lord, I live to worship You. You are the very being that stirs me. When I look up I promise that I see your love beholding me. My fame, my fortune mean nothing compared to your presence. I can’t breathe, I can’t think, I can’t love, and I can’t hope without you.

	I Live to worship You 
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CHAPTER 1

	 

	 

	It all started with one lone tear. 

	It escaped unguarded, quickly falling from her high cheekbone, wetting the concrete below. It was closely followed by another. Soon there was a rain of tears splashing against the once warm, dry stone underneath her patent leather pumps.

	As the pictures played in her mind, she fell deeper and deeper under the morose spell that continued to choke the pain and anger from her chest, spreading it to the very tip of her toes.

	A warm, wayward wind pulled her out of her stupor, causing her to catch her breath. She sighed inwardly. Mmmm, another dry, beautiful day and I'm wasting it with dark memories. She caught sight of the wet ground, wondering, even as she brought her hands to her face, where the moisture had come from. She straightened up, away from the railing she had been leaning over, and looked out over the brush and yellow grass of the old church’s backyard. She straightened her simple, black dress, drying her hands on the soft cotton. 

	She didn’t want to turn around. She had finally found a small place of peace and quiet in the midst of all the condolences, well-wishers, and those that wanted to share their feelings of celebration for the graduation of another saint. She worked her shoulders back and forth in a vain attempt to ease some of the tension that had been building since she got off the plane three days ago. 

	Another gust lent itself in drying her cheeks and she cocked her head to the side, wishing it was cool like the ones off of the coast; however, it would have been out of place here. This was not a place of refreshing; it wasn’t a place for light breezes, and even lighter cares. The heat was as heavy as her heart, and today it was welcomed. If it couldn’t rain, then she would drink in the dry, Arizona sun. 

	She shrugged her shoulders, knowing someone would be looking for her soon, if not already. She turned, preparing herself for more awkward small talk, and walked back to the church to eulogize her cousin’s funeral.

	The small white church was too warm and the overhead fans failed to keep all the air circulating low near the pews. People were fiercely waving their fans back and forth in front of their faces, creating more heat than the small fans could contend with.

	She walked along the side aisle, aware of some of the encouraging looks and curious stares. She kept her head straight, concentrating on reaching her seat on the front row.

	As the funeral progressed and the soloist resonantly sang ‘The Lord’s Prayer,’ she kept her face blank of any emotion lest she give herself away before she reached the pulpit. Out of the corners of her eyes, she could see that no one from the immediate family was present. This didn’t surprise her; Stone Winters was a hard one to love and almost as warm as his name most of the time. Actually, she was surprised by the amount of people in attendance. 

	As the last person stepped away from the pulpit, she took a deep breath, releasing it slowly. As she was introduced as the speaker, she briefly wondered how many would believe her title of ‘Elder’ when she was done. 

	She walked up the short, shallow stairs to the pulpit, organized her notes, and requested that all present would bow their heads for her short prayer that would lead into the eulogy. Once she was finished she looked out over the sea of people dressed in black and began.

	“Stone Winters was a lifetime disappointment to his family and anyone who dared to get close enough to call him ‘friend’. He was a liar, a cheater, woman-beater, and the cause of much heartbreak to his mom until she died four years ago. He used everyone he met and left many children fatherless. When I went to visit him last Friday, he was headed to hell with a long-standing reservation to burn forever.”

	She paused as everyone’s breath did at that moment and reached down to grab her glass of water. She took a sip, placing the glass back down with a wry smile tugging at the side of her mouth.

	“But God. But God….”

	



	
CHAPTER 2

	 

	 

	Mason waited nervously, his heart beating double-time. 

	How long has it been? He quickly recalculated the date and time in his mind, trying to occupy his mind with the figures while taking slower, deeper breaths. He shifted his weight from side to side, trying to see around the scores of people in front of him. He knew the first glimpse would tell him a lot. 

	Oh come on door, open up. The plane landed ten minutes ago. As if his thoughts conjured it up, the flight door opened. He stretched and strained as he peered over and around the heads crowded in the reception area. The first person who crossed the threshold was a well-dressed, businessman; the second, the same. The arches of his feet were starting to tingle now with the held strain of his stance. He ignored it, moving from side to side around the now moving heads of people who were also straining to see and greet their loved ones. 

	Then she was there. He saw the mop of soft, jet-black curls first. Taller than her twelve years could claim, she was easy to see. He could have sworn she had grown at least two inches since she had left at the beginning of the summer. He stepped forward, just barely mindful of the feet and shoulders blocking his passage. 

	“Viv!” He called out, waving his right hand like a flag. “Viv!” He called again as he saw the girl look up and around, searching every direction to find out where her name was being called from.

	Mason mumbled excuses as he continued to make his way through the crowd. He lunged forward until he broke free of the bodies, ignoring the last glib remark from a person only a few feet from the aisle, forcing his way towards Vivian. He came up against the rope that created the aisle from the flight door, catching the attention of two perfectly wide-set, gray eyes.

	“Hi, Daddy!” The squeal sounded, melting his heart; he bent under the rope and scooped up his daughter’s thin, gangly frame in a fierce hug. He took in her dusty smell as he buried his face in her curls. When he felt her arms slacken a little, he began to release her, only to have her cling harder to him as he walked to the edge of the carpeted area. 

	He let her down when they got to the edge of the seating area of her arrival gate. Vivian talked nonstop about her flight and how she met the pilot before boarding and how she had made friends with one of the flight attendants, who kept her cup full of Sprite throughout the plane ride. After retrieving her baggage, they walked to the airport parking lot. It wasn’t until he placed the key in the ignition that she took a deep breath, allowing him to get in a question or two.

	“So…? Tell me how you liked Oklahoma? How was Grandma? Did you have fun with your cousin, Asha?” It wasn’t as if he didn’t already know most of the answers; he just liked seeing the excitement on her face when she talked about his late wife’s family.

	Vivian shook her head, allowing her curls to move slightly, and giggled. “Daddy, you know everything. You talked to me every day and I sent you pictures…it was like you were there. Gram said if it were fifteen years ago, you wouldn’t have let me go ‘cause they didn’t have cell phones with cameras, and you couldn’t go more than twenty-four hours without makin’ sure I was alright.” 

	He looked away from the road and into her smiling face, the expression akin to his wife’s. He shrugged and pulled his attention back to the road that would take them to the Stevenson Expressway.

	“I know, but you weren’t able to tell me everything. What was your favorite part?”

	“Mmmm…let me think.” 

	As he pulled up to the red light, he glanced over to watch her drum her fingertips along her chin, posing as if in deep thought. He almost laughed.

	She cocked her head to the side, looking at him out of the corner of her eye.

	“Trisha, the cat Gram let me keep in the barn, had kittens. That…”

	There was a terrible screeching sound, causing him to look in the rear-view mirror. He caught sight of a medium-size, sky-blue SUV racing towards them. He leaned over his daughter as best he could in that second, trying to shield her from the dashboard and the crushing blow that was no doubt about to happen.

	The impact was fierce, propelling their SUV into the intersection. Mason’s head hit the dashboard, sending off a ringing in his ears. He didn’t know what was louder: the sound of metal crumbling and giving way, or his heartbeat. He could feel Viv’s body rock forward and instinctively tightened his hold. Then everything began to slow. He felt her breath against his neck quick and erratic. 

	Then the car slowed and came to a stop. He opened his eyes only when he couldn't feel the car drifting anymore. He raised his head, peering into his daughter’s eyes, examining her face for any sign of pain.

	“Are you alright?” He tried to make his voice sound calm and controlled. She nodded. He pulled back, straightening his frame while trying to get a better look at her. He took a deep breath, sighing in relief at the fact that the crash wasn’t worse.

	 He gave Viv a wry smile and then turned just in time to see a brown sedan come through the light at full speed towards them. Everything went black.

	



	
CHAPTER 3

	 

	 

	Paige looked down at her notes, listening intently on what she was being prompted to say next. She felt a little uncomfortable. She wasn’t given to drama in the pulpit; however, souls were at stake and she didn’t want any of their blood on her hands.

	“I came here at the request of my cousin, Stone. He placed it in his will that I give his eulogy; not because he thought me any better a speaker than any other minister, nor because I was part of his family. He and I shared a tumultuous past, at best, and before last month, the last time I’d spoken to him was over twelve years ago.” She took another sip from her water, noticing that her hand shook slightly. She inhaled slowly, exhaling even slower, in hopes of quelling the tremble in her hands.

	“I got a call from him late one night. His voice was hoarse and frail, not at all like the booming voice I remembered. I didn’t even recognize it as being his at first. It’s funny where we leave people in our minds. I never would have thought he was capable of sounding frail or uncertain, but he did that night. He told me that he had been sick and wasn’t going to get better. The doctors had given up on saving him and he wanted to know if I would speak on his behalf. I told him that I didn’t eulogize funerals; they were too hard. I did, however, eulogize ‘home-going’ services. He asked me what the difference was. I told him a funeral was held to bury the dead; a home-going service was held to celebrate someone’s graduation to everlasting life.

	“I told him that unless it was a ‘home-going’ service I could eulogize, he would have to find someone else. Last Monday I received a call from his caregiver, who had been given a specific message for me. He was now unable to talk, but wanted to know if I would keep my word. I told her yes. He had also asked if I would forgive him. I told her to let him know that I had many years before, but I wanted to know if he had forgiven himself. She said he was still working on it.” 

	She recalled the rest of the conversation with the caregiver in her mind. 

	Paige?

	Yes.

	He said he was very sorry. Paige realized that even though she had forgiven him for the past, she had never heard him say the words.  A rush of tears left her, unbidden.

	I will be on the next plane.

	“When I arrived at his home three days later, he was already gone but had left a letter of instructions that he wanted me to follow. The first part of the letter, regarding how I was to begin, is now done. This is a testament that God cannot fail. 

	“Stone’s mother was one of the most devout, Christian women I knew. She could easily be found praying or in church, attending services, or volunteering in an auxiliary. As strong as her relationship was with God, Stone fought his. I still remember his answer to why he was so angry with God.

	“‘How could you love someone who took away the attention and love you felt should have been yours?’ Though this line of thought was not new to me, I had heard it from quite a few children of preachers. It still saddened me to think of how lonely life must be to deny the ultimate request of love. Anger and resentment are cold bed-fellows that rob you of peace. The danger of not accepting God’s love in life isn’t just what happens in the afterlife.”

	Paige took a deep breath. She was preaching and this was not her cousin’s or the path God was leading her on. She scanned the page in front of her and found her place, renewing her resolve to stick to his wishes.

	“The Stone Winters I knew as a child was not a very nice man. Years of anger and searching for love so far from its source had made him bitter and determined; determined to prove that life without the acknowledgment of God was possible.”

	She looked out, allowing her eyes to rest upon one face after another, but never staying long enough on any one face to judge its expression. She spread her palms across the pages as if straightening them would allow for a straighter path to the main point of the eulogy. 

	“By the time he’d reached his mid-twenties, he had looked for love and acceptance from so many wrong places, he had given himself over to doing a lot of things he never thought he’d do. But when asked why he didn’t stop, he said, ‘It’s hard to gain back self-control when you have surrendered it over’. The funny thing is, most people can’t pinpoint the moment they lost control over the negative thoughts they constantly indulged in and are then controlled by.” 

	There were nods coming from some of the people, and whispers filled the air for a few seconds. “As I said before, my cousin and I had a strained relationship, at best, and if I had not forgiven him, not only would I not be here today, but I would not have been able to receive a great many gifts the Lord has bestowed upon me in this life. Most of all, I wouldn’t have been able to witness God’s unfailing grace and mercy in this situation.” 

	A host of exultations to God went up in the sanctuary. Paige exchanged a couple of nods of agreement then opened her Bible to the story of the Prodigal Son and had the congregation follow along.

	“Stone may not have been able to receive God’s love earlier in life, and save himself unnecessary pain and regret, but God’s word is true. I am not here today to eulogize a funeral; I couldn’t do it, even for him. I am here today to eulogize a home-going because the prayers of the righteous availeth much, and because he was trained up as a child in the way to go. He came back. Before Stone Winters took his last breath, he had not only accepted Jesus as his Lord and Savior, he asked God for forgiveness, accepted it, and forgave himself.”

	A cheer went up in the church. Paige let it die down before she continued.

	“So today, I rejoice in celebrating with you the home-going of Stone Winters into the loving arms of God. Hallelujah!” 

	Words of praise went up in shouts and song in the church, filling the air with a warm thickness that filled eyes with tears and hearts with overwhelming emotion.

	“I have one more request to fill.” The sanctuary stayed full of words and praise but the volume lowered.

	“For each person who has not accepted Jesus as their Lord and Savior or has once been in close communication with God but has allowed life, people, or situations to distract or take over the time you used to spend with God, I want to pray for you. For everyone who has done anything in their life that they are having a hard time forgiving themselves or someone else for, I want to pray for you. Life with God doesn’t start once you leave your body here. Jesus came that you would have life and that it would be lived more abundantly; that means with peace, love and continued acknowledgment of God and the realization of His love. Now let us pray.”

	



	
CHAPTER 4

	 

	 

	Mason woke to the sound of a high-pitched noise coming to him in what seemed to be a foggy haze. As he tried to work his mind and research the sound, it seemed to get louder.

	His mouth was dry and it was a strain to open his eyes. He wasn’t in his bed and he wasn’t at home. Besides the beeping, it was too quiet. He laid there, taking inventory of his body, while trying to shake off the sensation of sleep. A sharp pain went through his leg when he tried to work his left ankle, and then it came rushing back to him like a flood. 

	The accident, his daughter…

	“Vivian!” his mind screamed. “Vivian!”

	 He tried to yell, but it only came out as a soft whisper. He worked his mouth, but it felt like he was speaking through cotton. If it weren’t for the pain, he would have thought he was dreaming. He began to panic as he struggled again to open his eyes. He could hear the beeping become erratic, which only heightened his agitation. He worked harder to lift his lids and was finally victorious in prying his left eye open enough to make out a fuzzy dim light surrounded by shadows. He dared not blink, for he was afraid he wouldn’t be able to get his eye open again. The room was dark, but it didn’t help him judge the time.

	To his left, a stream of light came through what he guessed to be a doorway, causing him to instantly squint his eyes against the onslaught of light. Squeaky shoes came towards him and he felt a hand on his wrist. 

	“Vivian?” he said as loud as he could.

	“Ssshh,” came the reply. “You need to rest.” 

	He tried again, this time succeeding in a whisper. “Daughter. Vivian!” 

	The hand on his wrist gripped it firmly. “Okaaaay, alright. Calm down. Your daughter is alive. She is resting, she…”

	 He didn’t hear anything else. 

	Vivian was alive. Vivian was alive. 

	Exhausted by the emotion and physical strain, he fell back to sleep, plagued by sedans and SUVs steering themselves towards him in a bizarre form of “Frogger.”

	The next time he woke, daylight was streaming through the window. He was surprised to find that his eyes opened with very little resistance. Waiting for them to adjust, he squinted, turning his head slightly away from the light. He looked down, surveying his arms and legs, following the tubes leading from the inner-side of his elbow to a bag with clear liquid. 

	He looked up as the door opened, catching the eye of the nurse on duty. He wanted to be the first to speak, but the question of his daughter’s whereabouts never got through his lips. 

	“So… you are awake. I am going to ask you a couple of questions. Do you know your name?” 

	Mason nodded, barely whispering, “Mason Jenson.” 

	“Good, Mr. Jenson.” The nurse spoke in a reassuring tone. “You are at Redford Memorial Hospital. How do you feel this afternoon?”

	Afternoon? This sent off alarms in his head. It couldn’t be afternoon already. “Vivian, daughter. Vivian.” It hurt to talk; his lips felt cracked and so did his throat, for that matter. At least this time the words were more than a whisper. 

	The nurse, seeing his worried look, placed a hand on his arm. “Your daughter is alive and resting. The doctor will be in shortly to talk to you about her. Meanwhile, I need to know how you are feeling. Any pain, other than the head and ankle? Do you feel nauseous, dizzy, or light-headed in any way?”

	Mason drug his thoughts from his daughter and answered the woman’s questions to the negative as quickly as possible. He needed to find out more about his daughter. “I feel fine. Where is my daughter?” 

	“I will get the doctor for you,” the nurse said checking off something on a nearby chart. “He will be able to answer those and any other questions you have.”

	Feeling his patience begin to wither, he whispered sternly, “Yes, please do that.”

	He laid there for what seemed like hours before he decided that getting up and going to find Viv by himself would be the best thing to do. He had his hand on his IV tube when the doctor walked in. 

	“I don’t think you want to do that. It is just painful trying to get them back in…for everyone involved.” The tall, sandy-haired man looked over the chart in his hand before he continued. 

	Mason was fed up. He wanted out of the bed, out of the room, and in the presence of his daughter. “My daughter.”

	 The doctor looked up “Huh? Oh. Your little girl. She is resting. I will discuss her in a moment. First, do you know how you came to be here?” 

	Was he kidding? Who really cared? And why was it that the only report he could get on his daughter was ‘she is resting?’ 

	“Car accident.”

	“Okay. Well, you have a broken ankle. It was a clean break, so it should heal fine. You are suffering from a concussion. You have a pretty hefty bruise on the left, front side of your head. We have been closely monitoring you. There was a little bit of swelling on the brain, but that started going down after the first couple of days.” 

	“Days?! Days!?” Mason said incredulously, “How long have I been here?” 

	The doctor, now aware of what he said, gave him his full attention. 

	“When the EMT arrived at the scene of your car accident, you were unconscious. Your daughter was awake and quite frightened at the fact that she couldn’t wake you. There was some swelling on your brain so we had to induce a coma to allow for faster healing. You have come out of it better than we expected.” Mason sighed in frustration and through gritted teeth, tried to get his point across. 

	“I don’t care about me. What has happened to my daughter? No more looking out for my health and not wanting to upset me. If you don’t tell me, I will get more upset. I will get angrier. So you better tell me or I will walk around this hospital until I can find someone who will.”

	The doctor looked at him for a full minute, obviously judging whether this man was bluffing or not. He finally decided on not calling it and began to explain Vivian’s situation.

	Vivian also suffered a blow to the head, but nothing as severe as Mason’s. What was concerning the doctors were her kidneys. With the trauma to the rest of her system: a ruptured sternum, one collapsed lung, and a liver threatening to shut down, her kidneys were the only organs that refused to react to treatment. She was young and the doctors believed she would pull through by now, but she would have to go through dialysis for the rest of her life if she wasn’t able to get a kidney transplant.

	It took a full thirty minutes after the doctor had left for it to sink in. 

	His daughter might have problems for the rest of her life if she didn’t receive a kidney. Oh, how he wished his wife was still alive. She would wrap her arms around him and the world would right itself. She would probably network until she found someone that could donate a kidney and Vivian could have a normal life. 

	Why him? Why his beautiful daughter? She was so full of life; why did the being his wife called ‘God’ allow so many bad things to happen?

	



	
CHAPTER 5

	 

	 

	The clouds looked grounded from this height. White, puffy pillows, lying against the spectrum of colors, squares, and circles outlining the towns, cities, and states, as the plane flew overhead. Paige looked away from the window and glanced over at the empty seat next to her. Twelve and a half years of empty seats, empty chairs, empty beds, emptiness…

	Taking in a deep breath to keep away the tears, Paige signaled a passing stewardess and requested another apple juice. Today seemed harder than most to chase the memories away. Usually a peaceful song, a prompted scripture, or a prayer could help wipe away the cobweb of memories. But today, already spent from a weekend of saying ‘good-bye’ and helping to usher souls to Christ, she didn’t have the strength to hide. She laid her head back, closed her eyes, and let the images play across her mind. 

	 

	*                              *                  *

	 

	A small, green room reeking of dirty socks, underwear, and the faint smell of something not supposed to be present in a teenage boy’s room; especially not one with a devout mother who claimed to know Jesus better than Matthew, John, or Paul. There it was, the demonic spirit, traipsing back and forth across the rug, waiting to use its host once again for this foul deed. Ugh, the stench was sickening. How could they not smell it? How could no one else know what was going on in that room? How could no one hear her quiet cries for help? How could they not see through the walls? Mothers were supposed to know when danger was coming for their children, weren’t they? Weren’t they? 

	She had stood there, trying to find the words that would give her freedom without losing his friendship; she didn’t want to do that again. Even when she was requested to raise her hand towards him, she’d denied him that time, hoping that he might tire of her and send her back to her parents. He asked her again, threatening not to keep his end of the bargain if she denied him again. She averted her eyes and lifted her hand, and as is almost everything to an eight-year-old, he was huge. 

	A swirl of blacks and grays took her into a delivery room, where the pain was excruciating. She breathed in and out quickly, mimicking what she had seen on television–it wasn’t working. She couldn’t seem to get a cleansing breath that could bring enough relief for her to get any of her strength back; this was killing her and she was ready. She was looking forward to some quietness in the midst of the storm in her mind. She wanted the one thing that seemed to elude her since she was…she couldn’t remember. Peace–she wanted peace. But before she could, she knew she had one last, awful task to finish. She pushed again with a nurse at her side, acting like a cheerleader for the Chicago Bears; Paige just wanted her to shut up. It was hard enough trying to hear the woman in front of her. 

	“Sweetie, come on and try to push a little harder next time okay? Push harder!” 

	Push harder? She didn’t think she had it in her. She was much younger than most women having children these days.

	 A contraction cut off her breath and thoughts, her attention fully devoted to pushing and trying not to black out. It felt like her insides were coming out along with the child. The nurse beside her took her hand and Paige looked up into concerned eyes. 

	“Honey, you need to push harder. Your baby is almost here.”

	Her baby? No, not her baby. This was none of her. The baby was just a reminder of a sickness passed from one family member to the other. She had no breath to retort, so she stuck out her tongue in denial and used the anger burning inside to push harder. A searing pain ripped through her and then came a small release of tension. She laid there waiting for the next contraction to grip her, but the nurse next to her left her side for a second, then came back saying, “You did well, you did well. You can rest now, you did well.” She heard whispering and wanted to lift her head to see what was going on, but lacked the strength to even open her eyes. 

	 

	*                              *                  *

	 

	The “fasten seatbelt” signal alerting her to secure herself in her seat once again tore her from her haunting thoughts. Paige was grateful. She looked out of the window and was astonished to see that they were now amidst the clouds. The p.a. system announced the too-soon landing of the plane at LAX.

	“Excuse me; I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind? I normally don’t do this, but I would really regret it if I didn’t ask you.” 

	Paige, slightly startled, looked up at the young woman with a very familiar book in her hand. 

	“Are you Paige Morganson?” 

	Paige nodded, looking around the woman in hopes that no one else was witnessing this embarrassing display. She tried to keep her voice to a whisper to hint to the woman to do the same. 

	“Yes.”

	Even though she refused to have her photograph on the back of the book, the best-sellers listing, a half-dozen book signings, and small, speaking circuits had cost her, her anonymity. 

	“Will you please autograph this book for me? I just finished it and I would be honored…”

	Paige reached for the book, still in its perfectly-unscarred blue, mauve, and tan book cover. This woman must have taken it straight from the airport bookstore. Having learned to shorten her signature to keep long lines moving, after writing a friendly greeting; Paige scribbled the initials, almost illegibly, symbolizing her name.

	She smiled at the young woman as she handed the book back.

	“May I ask you one question?” The young woman, oblivious to the glances she was getting, continued standing in the middle of the aisle while the seatbelt sign was still lit. Paige nodded quickly, hoping the woman would get the clue and ask just as quickly. “I know it was fiction, but was any of it real?” 

	Paige’s lip lifted at the corner. She would have been wealthy if she had a dime for each time she heard that question. 

	“What do you think?” 

	The woman mistakenly took this as an invitation and sat down next to Paige. Feeling her space threatened, she leaned back as far as she could, trying not to be rude, but let the woman know that she was invading something sacred. This went unnoticed. 

	“I think it was half fiction and half non-fiction. I think it was too close not to be real.” Paige was amused by her enthusiasm. 

	“Isn’t that what a good book is supposed to do? Isn’t it supposed to take you on a trip and make you question whether it could have happened even though it has been dubbed ‘fiction’? 

	The woman blinked; she looked sheepish and a little embarrassed. Paige was a little ashamed of her behavior. She worked to clean up her faux pas. 

	“What did you find so believable?” 

	The woman hesitated just a moment. “I just thought that the main character was a little too real. I related a great deal to her. I have been through some things, and I could see myself through her. I guess I was just hoping…” 

	Paige almost felt sorry for the woman. She seemed to be reaching out for anything, but as much as she wanted to give this person hope in her, she knew she couldn’t save her. She could barely save herself.

	“No honey, I am sorry. It was pure fiction,” she lied, “but it doesn’t mean that others aren’t going through it. Besides, I think there is a better ending for you. However, you need to allow the one Being that the main character in this book wouldn’t allow to help her with her wounds help you. You need to find the courage to call on Him yourself.” 

	She leaned forward, intent upon her purpose to lead this woman in the right direction. “Do you believe in God? I mean, the One and only living God. The One who sent His only begotten Son, Jesus, down to this earth to save us?” The woman began to look uncomfortable, so Paige waited patiently for the answer. 

	“I was raised Catholic but I haven’t been to a church since I left my parents' house. I felt like it was my mom and dad’s religion. I just never seemed to be able to relate to the statues, reciting the prayers, and the incense. I couldn’t seem to get any answers…” she trailed off, looking away.

	“When you read my book, what were you looking for? Better yet, what are you looking for?” 

	“More… I don’t know really…I just know there is more. I know it may sound crazy, but there has got to be more than just a successful career, a family, a husband…” She trailed off again but then looked back at Paige with a pained look in her eyes. “Was I wrong? Is there more? Isn’t there more to this life? Your book hinted to it. Was I wrong? Was I seeing something that wasn’t there?”

	Paige smiled inwardly. God was wonderful. He could pull you out of yourself if you listened. 

	“I’m sorry, I didn’t ask you your name.” Paige reached out her hand to shake the woman’s hand.

	“Margaret Soyer,” replied the young woman. 

	Paige nodded. “Ms. Soyer,” she began but was interrupted. 

	“Mrs. Soyer, but please call me Margaret.” 

	Slightly surprised, Paige began again. The woman couldn’t be more than twenty-two years old. “Margaret, what do you do for a living?” 

	The woman hesitated for only a second. “I am finishing my last year at UCLA, studying Psychology. I want to get into social work, but even though I feel I have studied and read almost everything I can get my hands on, I still can’t seem to find out what causes people who don’t have anything, to still have hope. You know? That hope beyond strength, or what I would call a strong will to live, but I haven’t found it. I mean, there has got to be more, right?” 

	Paige inhaled, wanting to catch her breath for both of them. “You don’t seem to have a lot of faith in humans. Do you think we are so fragile?” Paige began baiting the hook. 

	“It’s not that. I may have been a little clumsy in my expressions and thoughts…” 

	Paige interrupted her. “I believe you said just what you thought. Don’t backtrack now! If this is the way you feel, be truthful. It is easier to get the answers you want if you are brave enough to ask the real questions.”

	 Margaret sat back in the seat and nodded her head emphatically. “Okay, that is the way I feel, but what is the answer?”

	“I can’t tell you what they believe; I can only speculate. I do believe there is someone greater than anything I can go through. Someone greater than anyone I could meet on this earth that could open or close doors for me. What I believe is that the God I serve is not so high that He doesn’t want to have an intimate relationship with me or so low that He doesn’t see around my situation. He gives cause where I can't see any; He gives value to things we would be blind to or throw away. He loves me more than I love myself but isn’t content to be the only one to see me as He does. He wants me to come into the full understanding of who I am in Him. He is the answer to the ‘more’ I was seeking and the underlying character in my book that you called 'true'. I believe the reason people live when you don’t think they have anything to live for is because of God, and if you want to know more about Him, then you must first acknowledge that He goes beyond the edifice of a church building, a recited prayer, a statue, or a priest. He is not just your parents’ God, no matter how many religious boundaries were placed between them. He could be yours, too.”

	Margaret sat still, soaking it in. Paige gave her time. She remembered when she came to the realization of what she had just said. A little mind-blowing, but strangely acceptable. After what seemed like minutes, Paige opened her mouth but it was Margaret that spoke.

	“So if He is real, then why do people hurt as they do? Why is there so much death? Why are so many people left behind?” 

	Paige looked Margaret right in the eyes. “You sound like you have had this conversation before. Have you?” 

	Margaret never flinched. “I asked my mom’s priest the same question, but he wouldn’t answer me or couldn’t answer me.”

	“Margaret, I believe you can have the answers you seek, but why don’t you ask the very One you seem to be accusing?”

	“Because I don’t believe He would answer,” Margaret replied heatedly.

	“Why not? Have you asked Him, or are you just interested in being the judge of this ‘mythical creature’?” Silence met her retort and she wondered if she was being too harsh. After all, wasn’t she supposed to be loving and nurturing? She tried it from a different angle. “What if God was real–more real than anyone you knew? What if getting to know Him would answer your questions? Would you consider getting to know Him?”

	“Why would He want to have a relationship with me? Why would He want to give me answers?” Margaret asked quietly, almost as if she was afraid to know.

	“For the same reason you study, to help people. He doesn’t want to see you struggle if there is a better way. He wants you to be happy and see you fulfill your purpose. Most of all - He loves you.”

	Paige expected a long pause while Margaret soaked in what most people fought to receive. 

	“How does this relationship begin?” 

	“You receive a wonderful gift by acknowledging His son, Jesus Christ, who came down to earth, was born of a virgin, walked among us, but always united with the Father, and died for us so that we would not have to pay for our sins with eternal damnation. The gift is having eternal life with God in Heaven. That is the beginning.”

	Margaret nodded. “So how do I do that?” 

	“We pray and I lead you through a scripture; Romans 10:9 to be exact. I explain to you what you have accepted and received, and we rejoice that you are not only well on your way to receiving the answers you have been looking for, but also the start of a wonderful and beautiful relationship.”

	The tears that were glistening in both women’s eyes when they began to pray were streaming unabashed by the time the prayer was over and Margaret accepted Jesus Christ in her heart.

	Just before touching down, Margaret walked back to her seat and Paige tried hard to contain her joy, or at least the rest of her tears. Thank you, God. You are amazing and continue to keep me in awe of your love for your children–those that acknowledge you and those who will. I so love you.

	Suffice it to say, Paige felt much lighter getting off the plane than she did getting on. She was now looking forward to her quiet apartment. 

	Paige heard the last lock turn with a satisfying click. She pushed opened the door while clumsily trying to hold on to her luggage. She barely made it in the door before stumbling over a strap, dropping her luggage to the floor and following not too far behind it. Her laughter could be heard all the way down the hall. 

	 

	*                              *                  *

	 

	Paige rolled over, groaning at the sound of her cell phone pealing in the early morning. Glimpsing at the name on the caller id, she answered, “Good morning, sunshine!”

	“Wow! Sir, will you please put my sister on the phone? I need to tell her how her sinning is causing me to backslide.” 

	Paige giggled at her sister’s antics. “What’s up? Why are you calling me so early?”

	“Early? It is 8:30 am your time. You are usually up way before now. You call and wake me up. That’s kind of why I called. You said you would call this morning and give me your answer about whether or not you would be able to come this way soon. Gladys would love to spend time with you, and I could use some alone time with Marc.”

	Paige sat up slightly, propping herself up against her oversized pillows. “Is everything alright with you and Marc?”

	“Never better, just looking for some alone time.” 

	“Mmmm, you don’t play fair. I will come. Do you have any special day in mind?” Paige asked with a sneaking feeling she had just stepped into something.

	“Yes, as a matter of fact, I do. Next Friday.” 

	Paige laughed out loud. “Okay, I will check with my manager. If everything is clear, I will book a flight and call you back to tell you when you can pick me up.”

	“Fantastic. I will let Gladys know you are coming. Meanwhile, I will be making a few arrangements of my own.” 

	“Now don’t get too happy with those arrangements,” Paige snapped. “You two have to be back by the third of September because I have a signing in New York on the sixth, and I have to get ready for it. Okay?”

	“Eight days is more than I could ask. I will see you on Friday and I will hear from you sooner. Thank you, sis, I mean it. Thank you.”

	“You are welcome. Besides, I get to see my beauty. I still can’t believe she is taller than me.”

	“I know, you watch them grow and you still can’t believe it when they are old enough to do almost anything, independently of you. She recently told me she would like to get her ears pierced.” 

	“And you said?”

	“I would think about it. What do you think?” 

	“I’m not sure. Do you think she asked because she wants to, or because most of the young girls in her class already have their ears pierced?”

	“I am pretty sure it is because she is ready. She was never really one to follow the crowd. I think her aunt’s influence on her at an early age did that. I have to give it to you sis, the poems and letters you write her are wonderful. Even better is that she likes to read them.”

	“Mel, she is a one in a million. I love her.”

	“Too true. Paige?”

	“Yep?”

	“Marc and I have been talking.” Mel paused briefly. Paige could imagine her biting her bottom lip. “Since Gladys is such a mature twelve-year-old, we think this would be a good year to tell her…about everything.”

	“Mel, it is awfully early. I am not sure I am ready to have this conversation.” Paige cleared her throat noisily while she squirmed uncomfortably. She tried to think of anything that would waylay her sister. “I’m still a little jet-lagged, and the emotional strain of the weekend…”

	“Paige. You and I agreed, and whether we talk about it now or tomorrow, I think it would be best if we told her sooner rather than later. Why are you so afraid?” Mel’s voice began to climb.

	“Mel. Why ruin a good thing? She is so happy.” Paige began to feel desperation in the form of sweat trickle down her back. “No need to mess with the child’s mind. She has the best of both worlds. A mother who can love on her better than anyone I know, and an aunt who can guide her from afar.”

	“Paige. She lives a lie and you are trying to go back on your word. I am prepared for many scenarios where Gladys is concerned, and I believe she will be just fine. You are the one who is running and honestly, I am to blame because I have given you too much space.”

	“Ugh. Mel. Please. I am just not ready. I just finished putting the nail in the coffin. I just need a little more time.” Silence filled the line.

	“Paige, I am sorry. I have given you years. It is time to face what you have so conveniently placed in my hands. You have had more than enough time to heal. You talked to God. You talk to others about the love of your life.” Paige felt her resolve begin to wane. 

	Mel continued, her voice growing firm. “Gladys is precious. She is a beautiful gift from God. She is the love, redemption, and life-giving gift God gave you out of the snare the enemy used to destroy you. I have been to some of your conferences. It is hard to believe that you, who speak so intimately about God and your relationship with Him to others, would purposely miss out on one of His most precious gifts to you.”

	“Please, Mel. I am begging you. I need you to understand how hard this is for me.” Paige began sobbing. “I…I don’t know if I have it in me to answer her questions. I don’t know if I can answer them truthfully without doing her irreparable damage. I don’t know if I am ready to look Gladys in the eye and tell her that she’s the product of incest. That she lives because my plans for an abortion failed and she lives with you because when she was born, her grandmother wanted to pretend that she didn’t exist. Why not the lie? Why not let her believe that she was the product of love and adoration?”

	“Paige, you should know better than I. The reason is simple: she lives because God said so, and no matter the means by which she was conceived or the plans you had for her, God said she was going to live. That is the answer to her questions. She was meant to be; she is the miracle you speak to others about. She is the witness that we look for from day to day. She is God’s love standing triumphantly through all of your storms, and it is time you came to realize that. No more running, Paige. I have to put my foot down. It’s time for you and me to tell Gladys that you are her mother.”

	With a sigh of resignation, Paige asked how much time she had. 

	“Paige, I am not sending you to death row, so don’t be so dramatic,” Mel fumed on the other end of the line. “I am not giving you a deadline. I am just letting you know that I can’t let this go on too much longer. Not for your sake or Gladys’.”

	“Understood. I will check with Carmen to make sure I’m clear and then email you the flight itinerary. Okay?” 

	“Okay.”

	Paige leaned over, placing the receiver down quietly. So the door wasn’t closed yet…

	God. How do I get closure from the past with it staring me in the face?

	Not waiting to listen to the answer, Paige rolled out of bed, put on her robe, and walked to her office to call her manager. 

	Carmen was a great manager. She was not interested in micromanaging and when Paige told her no, she listened. She didn’t always agree and, to her credit, had been able to convince Paige to change her mind twice in the five years they had been working together: she had changed her last name for a pen name and got her to finally stand in front of people and speak. Both changes were extremely beneficial. Carmen was matter-of-fact. Paige always knew where she stood with her. From the beginning, Carmen, an up and coming booking agent, pushed Paige behind the podium, especially after her second book reached the best-seller’s list. 

	It was odd at first, taking vacation time from her job as a project coordinator for a nonprofit to drive or fly hundreds of miles to speak to women’s groups, mostly Christian, about how to build or restructure ministries geared towards helping pregnant teens and single parents. She had never considered herself a speaker. She liked the thought of sitting at home, writing books, and getting paid. If it weren’t for Carmen, and God using her, Paige would still be doing just that. 

	She was so convinced that she needed help she even participated in a few local Toastmasters meetings. She was passionate about her subject and that was what Carmen had used to get her in front of her first audience.

	She pulled up her latest itinerary on her computer. The dates between Friday the 29th and the following Friday were clear. She took a deep breath and dialed Carmen’s number, all the while knowing she would be leaving a message on her voicemail. Carmen, for such a successful author’s manager, did not answer her phone before 10 am.

	“Carmen, this is Paige. I am going out of town next Friday. I will be back here for my flight to New York by the sixth.” She hung up the phone, walked back to her bedroom, crawled into bed, curled up in a ball, and began praying until her words became sobs.

	



	
CHAPTER 6

	 

	 

	Mason’s heart was once again in his throat. 

	Only two weeks ago, he was looking forward to seeing his daughter and spending the remaining summer with her, and now he was on his way to her hospital room. Life had a way of turning your agenda upside down. Vivian was awake for a few hours at a time, the nurse had told him, and so this was going to be a quick visit. He just couldn’t wait any longer.

	He took a deep breath as he pushed the door to her room open, steeling himself for the image of his daughter in a hospital bed. Nothing could have prepared him for the sight of his daughter lying in the bed with tubes running from her. He felt helpless. He rolled his wheelchair forward, drawing himself closer to her. 

	“Vivian, honey?” He took her small hand in his. “Vivian, are you awake?” He watched as her head turned and her eyes opened. The smile that lit her slightly pale, yellow skin, allowed him to hope. Only then did he notice that he had been holding his breath.

	“You look tired, Daddy. You have blue smudges under your eyes. Have you been crying?” His ever-perceptive daughter looked right through him.

	He avoided the last question. “I have been worried. The doctors wouldn’t let me see you until today, but all is well now that I can see for myself. How do you feel?”

	She yawned, answering him with the single gesture before saying a word. “I am a little sleepy, which seems odd because it seems that all I do is sleep. I can’t even get through a whole episode of any of my favorite shows. I start to read a book, and I am almost out before the end of one page. Is it always going to be like this?” She looked at him with those beautiful gray eyes and he wanted to move heaven and earth. He almost wanted to pray but he had not done that since his wife became ill. Look how successful that was.

	“No, honey, it will get better. You are young and will get better day by day. When we find another kidney for you, you will be as fit as you were before the accident.”

	He watched as her features clouded. “I have been thinking about that day. I was so scared. You wouldn’t wake up and I thought I would be all alone.” 

	Mason squeezed her hand, trying to take her attention away from that day. “Vivian, there is no need to replay that day. I am fine. See?” He released her hand and set his wheelchair back so that he could turn around. Before he fully faced her, he heard her giggle and it was sunshine to his heart. He came back to her. “I have no intention of leaving you here alone. Your mother had to go and we both miss her deeply. I will not do that to you. Not if I have a say.” 

	Vivian took her hand out of his and laid hers on his, with a supportive pat. “I know you miss Mommy very much, and I wouldn’t be mad at you if you felt the need to go and be with her. I would miss you a lot and I don’t know what I would do, but I know that God would take care of me, just like He is taking care of Mommy. He could take care of you if you would let Him.” Her eyes were beseeching. He saw his wife’s work in her. Even laying here in this bed, she believed and waited on Him.

	The fire in his chest that he had become accustomed to didn’t disappoint; it was right there, ready to roar up. It had become his companion in place of the hope he had in his wife’s healing. He didn’t respond. He didn’t believe as she did anymore, but he knew better than to talk against Him. She would find out soon enough on her own that God wasn’t always listening and when she did, he would be there to help dry the tears. 

	“Daddy?”

	“Yes, honey?”

	“He saved us in the car. I know some angels kept the car from rolling.”

	Mason tried not to frown, but couldn’t understand where she was getting this information. “Who told you this?”

	“God did. I talk to Him a lot more now.” 

	Mason was curious. “A lot more? A lot more than when?”

	“Don’t be angry, Daddy. I know you don’t like Him much for taking Mommy away, but He loves you. He told me so.”

	He watched her face while she talked. The expressions reminded him of his sweet Rachael. He braced himself against what she was saying. “Honey, you say you know angels helped us in the car accident. Why didn’t they keep me from hitting my head and keep your kidneys from getting sick?”

	Her look became bleak. She looked down at her hands and whispered. “I don’t know, Daddy, but I do know that He didn’t cause Mommy’s sickness. He just wanted her to be completely healed. She will never hurt anymore. I was hoping that would make you happy to know.”

	He gave up. He didn’t want to agitate his daughter any further. “It’s alright, baby. Your mother was such a beautiful person, I can’t blame God for wanting her for Himself. Let’s talk about something else, like what you would like to do when we get out of here?” 

	 

	*                              *                  *

	 

	Mason rolled back to his room slowly, deep in thought. He had almost lost his last reason for living. In one moment she could have been taken out of his hands. It was still touch-and-go; she still had quite a bit of recovery time left, not to mention the list she was now on for a kidney. 

	He worked his jaws to keep the tears back. Why couldn’t it have been him? His daughter had her whole life ahead of her. Mason had another reason to hate the God his wife loved and now it seemed his daughter was finding comfort in Him as well. It made his stomach tighten. He couldn’t understand why they would wish to devote any time to such a being that didn’t seem to care at all. God had yet to prove to him that He was worthy of such time. He had been on his own most of his life and had done very well for himself. He had never thought of himself as the father-type, but when he met Rachael, she made him feel, and do a lot of things he never thought he would. Rachael showed him, he was loveable. Her only flaw was her devotion and love for a being that Mason could not understand.

	At fifteen, Mason found himself going to school and working as a dishwasher to help pay the rent and debt that his father had left him and his mother after dying from a massive heart attack at forty-five. No one, least of all Mason, suspected his dad of having another family only two hundred miles away. 

	He remembered his mom crying quietly when he got home from school a few days after his dad passed. He put his bag down and sat next to her
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