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Prologue

July 2016

Standing in front of my kitchen sink, I looked out the window, watching several children as they played under the two large oaks. At one time, there had been three oaks, but almost twenty years ago now, one had been hit by lightning. Slowly the tree had died off, and a few years later, my son Andrew came over with his two sons and cut it down. My husband Miles was in his early eighties at the time, too old for hard labor anymore, though I remembered the days when he worked from dawn to dusk, mostly outdoors. By mid-spring, Miles had a tan that he kept through September. And his muscles . . . he was always so strong. How I would love to feel his arms around me once again. Of course, he had not been as strong as he once was for many years now, but I always felt safe, complete in his arms. Reaching up, I wiped my tears away, tears that came often these last few days. I tried to count the exact number of children, but it was near impossible as they were not still. I guessed there to be about thirty, most of which were my great-grandchildren, though a handful of the children belonged to other families who lived in the area. Miles was well known in the community and well-loved, and my house was full of people at the moment. At least three hundred people had come by to give their condolences. I smiled as I watched Ben, my eleven-year-old great-grandson, push his younger sister Annabelle on the swing. Annabelle clung tightly to the swing as Ben pushed, though she had a huge smile on her face. The sound of her sweet laughter carried in through the open window. Oh, to be young again, I thought to myself. Young and carefree. This old body of mine was full of aches and pains. I looked down at my hands. They were worn, thin, and wrinkled, just like the rest of me. I was once a beauty with chestnut brown hair, bright blue eyes, and a stunning figure, but that was many years ago now. “You alright, Mama?” I turned my head and smiled as my eldest daughter Nancy entered the kitchen. At sixty-nine and a grandmother herself, she too was no longer young, but she was still just as beautiful as she was the day she was born. It was hard to believe my children were all as old as they were. My eldest son Ethan was sixty-four. Both he and Nancy had birthdays coming up in September on which they would be yet another year older. Growing up, they always had combined birthday parties as their birthdays were only two days apart. Then came Andrew, who was sixty-two, and Jenny was sixty . . . or was she fifty-nine? I couldn’t remember . . . another side effect of age. And Charlie, he was the baby at fifty-eight. It seemed like just yesterday they were all babies. Now my babies had babies, and many of their babies had babies. Where had the time gone? When I was young, life seemed like it would go on forever and forever, but now how relevant 1 Peter 1:24 seems. “All flesh is like grass and all its glory like the flower of grass. The grass withers, and the flower falls . . .” (ESV)

“You holding up alright, Mama?” Nancy asked as she placed her arm around me.

“Yes,” I replied as I looked back out the window. “I’m just watching the children play.”

The two of us stood side by side for several minutes, silently watching the children. Through the sounds of the children, I could hear a dog barking in the distance. Probably from one of the newer neighborhoods that were popping up all over the place. This farm was one of the last standing farms in the area. Over the years, the others had sold their lands off. Now shopping centers and neighborhoods surrounded our land. We too had sold a good amount of our land, though we sold it to our daughter Jenny and her husband who had kept it as a working farm. “I remember the day Daddy hung that swing,” Nancy whispered, breaking our silence.

“Do you?” I asked, looking in her direction. Nancy nodded her response. “I’m surprised you remember. If I recall correctly, you were no more than five or six.”

“Six. I was six, Mama,” she said, smiling. “I had just started first grade, and Ethan was there too . . . he had just begun to walk. I remember you had to pick him up and hold him so I could try out the swing.” I too smiled, remembering how excited Nancy was to have that swing, though I do believe Miles was just as excited to hang it as she was to have it. “I miss him, Mama,” she said, her eyes filling with tears. “I miss Daddy.”

Now it was I who put my arm around her. “I know you do, baby. I miss him too, but we’ll see him again. We both know he’s with Jesus. That he’s not really gone, just in a different place . . . he is home.”

Nancy nodded slightly, smiling—well, trying to force a smile though I could tell she just could not manage one. Hearing footsteps, I turned my head just as Ethan entered into the kitchen. “Mother, the guests are starting to leave,” he said.

I nodded then took Nancy’s hand in mine. “Come, let’s go say goodbye.”

***

I stood in the entry hall, looking around the old farmhouse. Other than my children, their spouses, and my granddaughter Eva, everyone else had left, and the house was now relatively quiet. Nancy, Jenny, Eva, and my three daughters-in-law were all making trips back and forth from the formal dining room into the kitchen, putting away all the food people had brought. My boys, along with Nancy and Jenny’s spouses, were just across the hall in Miles’s study talking. From where I stood I could hear their conversation—they were discussing my future. Ethan and Andrew wanted me to sell the house and move in with one of them, while Charlie and the others wanted me to stay here. What did I want? I looked around the large foyer, at the wood staircase with its carved banister, the tall ceiling. I then looked back into the formal dining room, where the women were finishing up, with its large mahogany table and fancy chandelier hanging above, the wall covering and matching curtains . . . The room was outdated—the entire house was—though it was still just as fancy as it was the first time I stepped into this house. I remember that day like it was yesterday. I could have changed the décor years ago—Catherine wouldn’t have minded, even when she was still alive. But I never wanted to. This was her home. It had been in the family for years, and yes, even though it was my home too, and it had been for many, many years now, I couldn’t imagine changing the décor. Especially not at my age, but even years prior. It would be almost like erasing the memory of Catherine. I reached out and touched the banister. I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else . . . and yet to live here in this big house all alone . . . Could I? Should I? Even though Jenny and her husband lived just down the road, they too were getting up there in age and had been considering retiring, selling their part of the farm, and downsizing to a smaller newer home. Miles and I had not been able to care for the house on our own for several years now, and all our children helped in one way or another. Was it right for me to keep depending on them when they all had their own families to worry about? Did I want to stay here? Ever since our children had grown up and moved out, the big house seemed empty. Sure, we had company from time to time, and the house was always filled on holidays with grandchildren and then great-grandchildren. Still, most of the time it was just Miles and I . . . and now, with Miles gone . . . tears fell down my face yet again. With my tears still falling, I removed my hand from the banister then looked at the pictures that adorned the walls in the long hall. Pictures of our life together. I reached out and touched the black and white photo of Miles and me on our wedding day, smiling as I did so. It was taken while we stood on the front steps of his church. We weren’t even looking at the camera—we were looking at each other, huge smiles on our faces. I wore a white dress just like I had always dreamed of. It had been Catherine’s wedding gown originally. She and I had altered it, changed it up a little, making it new for me. Nancy and Jenny both wore the dress when they were married, and even a couple of my granddaughters. Miles . . . oh, Miles . . . he was so handsome in his suit. The first time I saw him, I was instantly attracted to him. How I wished I could touch him just once more. Taking my hand back, I slowly walked down the hall, looking at all my pictures. Pictures of our family over the years as it expanded—the things we had done and the places we had traveled. The further down the hall I walked, the more current the pictures became, changing from black and white to color. The hairstyles changed, the clothing changed, and even the people changed. The last several pictures were those of our great-grandchildren. How blessed Miles and I were. Each member of this family was a precious gift from God. I came to the end of the hall and entered the family room. When I had first moved into the house, this room did not exist. It was an addition that Miles built himself in 1973. I remember questioning him the entire time he was building it. The house was already large, and I didn’t think we needed the extra space, but Miles went on ahead and built it anyway. And it was a good thing too because it was the only room in the house large enough to hold the entire family we when we all got together. I looked over at the empty chair sitting by the fireplace . . . his empty chair. “Oh, Lord,” I whispered. “I knew I would miss him, but you did not tell me how much it would hurt.” I then pictured Christ on the cross, and I knew the hurt I was feeling at this moment was nothing like the pain God the father felt as he watched his son being crucified for my sins. Nor was my pain anything close to the pain Jesus felt while he was beaten then nailed to that cross. I made my way over to Miles’s chair and slowly sat. I could smell him. It was more than a scent, though—it was as if I could sense his presence, and it instantly brought me comfort. Small gifts. “Thank you, Lord,” I whispered as I ran my hand over the worn arms of the chair.

I smiled as I thought about Miles and me. It was a miracle that we were even married . . . it was God who had brought us together, and I couldn’t imagine where I would be today if he hadn’t done so. Jenny entered the room and stopped short when she saw me sitting in her father’s chair. I reached out my hand to her, and she came over and knelt, placing her head on my knees like she was a small child once again. I gently stroked her hair as she cried. Slowly, one by one, all my children and their spouses entered the family room. “I’m sorry, Mama,” Jenny said as she lifted her head off my lap and wiped her tears.

“There’s nothing for you to apologize about, baby,” I said as I gently stroked her cheek. “It’s alright to cry. We all miss your daddy.”

She nodded, tears still falling. How I wanted to take her pain. I wished I could take all the pain from my children. But I knew I could not. That was a lesson I had learned years ago. My children were not really mine . . . not to keep anyway. God gave them to me for a season . . . the hardest thing to do as a parent is to let them go, let them experience life, both the good and the bad. “Mama, would you like us to stay here with you for a while?” Charlie asked. “’Cause if you want to be alone, we can all leave.”

I looked over at the clock that sat on the mantel. It was just past three in the afternoon. “Please stay,” I replied as I was not quite ready to be alone just yet.

“Of course we will, Mama,” Jenny said, taking my hand in hers.

“Grandma, what’s this?”

I looked over at my granddaughter Eva as she entered the family room carrying something in her hands. “Bring it here, darling, so I can see what it is you have,” I said.

As she neared, I sucked in my breath. In her hands, she carried a tin box. A box I had not seen in years. At one time, it was shiny and black and had tiny yellow flowers painted on it. Now it was faded, scratched, and dented. The tin was now almost eighty years old—it was old like me. “I found it in the hall closet,” Eva said as she handed me the tin.

I tried to open the lid, but it was stuck tight. “Here, let me help, Mama,” Jenny said, taking the box from my hands. I watched with anticipation as she pried open the lid . . . It took her a minute, but finally she was able to open it. “Looks like junk,” she stated as she looked inside.

Junk, I thought as I reached out and took the tin from her. Junk! This was my life, and at one time, these were my treasures, and my daughter was calling this junk? I looked down. Well, I could see how one might mistake this as junk. Unless they understood the story behind each item, then yes, one could easily mistake it as junk. Reaching in, I first pulled out a ribbon. A pale, faded, brittle ribbon that had once been bright red, shiny, and smooth. I could remember rubbing my fingers over the ribbon as a child, thinking of my mother while trying to picture her wearing this very ribbon in her hair. Dropping the ribbon back into the tin, I picked up a button. It, too, was old and faded, where it had once been shiny and silver with tiny engraved flowers around its edges. Flowers like one would place over a grave . . . how suiting. Next, I picked up the stack of letters with an old black and white photo on top, all held together by a rubber band. Eric, I thought. How long has it been since we said goodbye?

“Who is that man, Grandma?” Eva asked from her position, now standing behind the chair.

“He was my brother,” I replied.

“The one killed in World War Two?” Nancy asked as she, too, was now huddled close, curious about the box.

“Yes.”

“He was very handsome,” Eva said.

“Yes, he was a very handsome young man,” I agreed, smiling as I looked at his picture.

I did not cry—I hadn’t cried for him in years—but I still missed him greatly. I often thought of Eric, what he would have done with his life if he had lived. It was funny looking at this old picture, because I realized for the first time just how much Eric looked like our father. I never recognized the resemblance until just now. I set the stack of letters in my lap then picked up the bus ticket. A one-way ticket that had changed my life forever. Setting the letters and the ticket back into the tin, I then picked up a key. The key was once shiny and gold, but it too was now faded, looking more bronze than it did gold. I looked up at Nancy . . . it was bittersweet, for although this key held many wonderful memories, it also held memories I would rather forget. Next, I picked up a stack of postcards. Just like the letters, they were held together by a rubber band. Without the key, I would not have these postcards, nor would I have Nancy. I set the postcards and the key into my lap then picked up the shell. It was about the size of a plum, rounded, shiny, and smooth. I had looked it up once years back at the library. It was called a tiger cowrie. It was tan with brown spots all over the top, but the flip side was cream with a bit of light lavender. It was the only thing in my tin that still looked new. It was beautiful. Which was ironic because this shell represented the darkest part of my life. Yet it was also a representation of how even in our sin, God still reigns supreme. How he uses the mess we have made of our lives for his purposes. I looked at my son, Ethan. From an early age, he had heart for God. When he was just seventeen, he left home and became a missionary in South America. It was there while on the mission field that he met his sweet wife, Maria. God used a man whose earthly father never claimed him to help thousands of children who also never knew their earthly fathers. Ethan and Maria had started an orphanage. They both loved children. Not only did they have five of their own, but they adopted three, and they considered all the children who passed through the doors of the orphanage to be theirs. Ethan just recently retired, and now his youngest son and his new wife were running the orphanage. He and Maria still lived in South America about eight months out of the year—I knew he would never truly ‘retire.’ I smiled as I thought of God’s goodness. Had Miles not come into my life, then Ethan himself would have had no earthly father, nor would Nancy. For she, too, had been cut off from any relationship she might have had with her earthly father. I looked down at the very last item in my box—a small piece of newspaper, an ad for help. The ad that led me to Miles . . . The paper was yellowed, and I could tell it was very fragile, so I didn’t bother to pick it up for fear of damaging it. I placed the shell, the key, and the postcards back inside as memories of my past flooded my mind. I had not thought about these things in years, and now suddenly the memories were back. Back and clear, playing like a movie as if it had just happened yesterday. I looked up at my all my children and their spouses. They were all sitting, silently watching, not a one of them was on their cell phone as often was the case. “Will you tell us about these things, Grandma?” Eva asked, breaking the silence in the room.

“Yes, Mother,” Jenny said. “What are all these things?”

NO! I thought . . . I couldn’t. . . these were memories I had suppressed. Memories of my past . . . In fact, it seemed as if the girl who saved all these things was gone, that it had been another person, another life.

Tell them, a small voice said to me.

No, Father, I can’t . . . my children, they don’t know . . . especially Nancy and Ethan, they can’t know the truth . . . my past . . . they can’t know . . .

Tell them . . . they need to know.

“Mama, are you alright?” Charlie asked.

I nodded. I was fine. I just didn’t want to tell my children my story, but who was I to argue with God? So I took a deep breath as I picked up the faded ribbon with its frayed edges once again.

 


One

July 1939

Entering my bedroom, I shut the door, set the lock, then rushed over to my bed where I pulled out my black tin box with its floral design from its hiding place underneath. It was Christmas when we received the tin from our neighbor Mrs. Wilson, who lived just down the lane. Ever since Mama died five years ago, Mrs. Wilson would come and check in with us from time to time. And every Christmas she brought our family a small treat. It was different every year. One year it was a basket of canned goods, another year Mrs. Wilson had knitted all of us children scarves, and yet another year we received a stocking full of candy. This past Christmas, however, she gave us a tin full of cookies. After the cookies were eaten, my sister Lillian and I fought over who was going to keep the box. I was older, so naturally I won the argument, and the box was now mine. I kept my treasures hidden inside . . . or should I say treasure. For the only thing inside my tin was a red ribbon. Sitting on my bed, I pulled the lid off the tin then took hold of the ribbon. I ran my fingers over the soft silk, trying to remember what Mama looked like. This was her ribbon, and she only wore it on special occasions, like when we went to church. Papa didn’t like church—he did not even like when Mama went—so we did not go often. In fact, now that Mama was gone, we didn’t go to church at all, but when she was alive, we went every Christmas and Easter. Mama would make a fuss, making sure we were all bathed with our hair done and that we were dressed nicely too. And by nicely, I mean that our clothes were clean ’cause I never did have anything “nice.” I owned two dresses. One was a blue calico and the other a floral print. Both had three buttons at the top, short sleeves, and came down to my knees. The floral print dress had a white collar around the neckline, making it just a bit fancier. However, both dresses were worn, almost thin, and they had been patched several times already. I lay back on my bed, looking up at the ceiling as I remembered the last time I had gone to church with Mama. It was Easter, and I was wearing a brown dress that my younger sister Helen now wore. That day, I saw girl about my age who was wearing a fancy yellow dress. Her dress had pleats running down the front as well as four shiny gold buttons and navy blue decorative trim along both the collar and sleeves. It was magnificent. She even wore matching yellow socks and had shiny black shoes. I was wearing my older brother’s boots that day because it was the only pair of shoes we owned that fit me. They were way too big for me, chunky and hard to walk in. I wanted to go barefooted to church—I went barefooted every other day of the year—but despite my protest, Mama wouldn’t allow it. She said she wouldn’t allow any of us children to walk into God’s house unless we were respectable. Seeing that girl dressed all fancy that day, it was the first time I realized just how poor we actually were. I envied that girl, I wanted to look pretty like her. My brother Eric somehow knew what I was thinking because he told me that I was much prettier than that girl. That I could have shown up to church wearing nothing but a flour sack and I would still be the prettiest girl there. Even at that young age, I knew he was just trying to make me feel better. So I was glad when we never returned to church. I never did like the way people looked at us when we were in town. I might have been a small child, but I saw how people stared at us and whispered. How they crossed the street so they didn’t have to pass us on the sidewalk. Almost as if they were worried that being poor was an illness one could catch. Living out here on the farm, we were secluded, and I rarely ever had to see any other kids aside from my siblings. The only time we ever went to town was when Mama took us to church. Eric and Jeremy went to town on occasion with Papa, but he never took any of the rest of us. And we never went to school cause Papa said we didn’t need any learning, that we needed to work. When Mama was alive, she taught Eric, Jeremy, and I how to read and write, but that, too, stopped when she died. Still lying on my back, I began wrapping the ribbon around and around my finger, then unwrapping it and wrapping it around my finger again, all while trying to remember Mama’s face. I couldn’t do it . . . I knew she was pretty . . . beautiful with dark hair and blue eyes. And I remembered she always wore a smile on her face. But I could not remember her features . . . they had faded. I didn’t know if it was because I was so young when she died or due to the passing of time. How I wished I had a picture of her, but we had none. Papa said pictures were a waste of time and money. I may not have had a picture, but at least I had her ribbon—well, a part of it. My sister Lillian and I fought over Mama’s ribbon after she died, so our brother Eric cut it in half to stop our bickering. Had it not been cut, I could have worn it in my hair, just like Mama. But now it was too short. Still, it was part of Mama, and all I had to remember her by, so I treasured it. Lillian lost her half over a year ago. I kept mine hidden, safe. I didn’t want her to find it and lose mine too. I stopped wrapping the ribbon around my finger and held it to my chest, close to my heart. I missed my mama. We all did . . . even Papa, though he never said. I knew he missed her ’cause it was after she died that he began to drink in excess and gamble too. Hearing thunder, I sat up and looked out the window. The sky that had been bright blue just minutes ago was now a dark gray. “The laundry,” I whispered to myself as I placed the ribbon back inside the tin then popped on the lid. I quickly stood from the bed and shoved my box back underneath it so that my sisters wouldn’t find it, then I ran over to the door, unlocked it, and ran from my room. Down the hall, down the steps, then down another long hall, and out the back door. “Lillian,” I shouted to her across the yard, “come help me!” Grabbing a basket, I ran over to the clothesline. The storm was coming fast. Everything on the line was blowing in the wind. Setting the large basket down, I quickly began to pull the clothespins off a pair of my papa’s pants, throwing both the pins and his pants into the basket. I then began pulling the pins off a sheet. “Hurry, Lillian!” I said as she joined me. Minutes later, I felt a raindrop on my arm, then another. I pulled a shirt off the line and threw it into the basket as Lillian threw in another sheet. There were still a handful of items on the line. The wind blew my hair into my face as we worked quickly to remove everything. Just as we finished, the sky opened up, and the rain poured down. Lillian and I each grabbed a handle on the basket and ran for the house. Once under cover of the porch, I looked down. The shirt on top was wet, but upon further inspection, I was relieved to find everything else was dry. I laid the wet shirt over the back of a chair then stood for a moment watching the rain, listening as it fell onto the tin roof. I always liked the clinking sound the rain made as it hit the roof—it was peaceful. Lightning flashed, followed by rolling thunder. From where Lillian and I stood on the back porch, I could see Papa and the boys running toward the barn for cover. I knew as they waited for the storm to pass they would be doing chores in the barn. The work never ended. There was always something to be done, even in the winter when things did slow down a bit. The animals still needed to be tended to, there was mending and other such chores that I did not have time for other times of the year . . . and meals. It was my job to prepare all our meals. “Come on, Lillian,” I said. “Help me get this basket inside and put away, and then we can start dinner.”

***

I pulled the potatoes out of the oven. Feeling the heat through the hot pads, I quickly set the bowl on the table. I then grabbed the plate of sliced tomatoes as well as a loaf of bread and set them on the table as well. Just then, the kitchen door swung open as the rest of the family entered the house. “Oh no you don’t,” I said as they immediately began taking their seats around the kitchen table. “You wash first!”

“Already washed,” Eric said, holding up his hands. “We all did.”

“Where? In the water trough?”

“Of course. Where else would we wash?” he replied with a serious face.

“Eric!” I said, voice raised.

“We washed at the water pump, silly,” he said, now laughing as he sat at the table next to Jeremy.

There were eight of us children. At fourteen, I was the eldest girl. Eric, who was seventeen, was the eldest of us all. After me came Jeremy who was twelve, Lillian eleven, Helen nine, Danny and Brad, the twins who were seven, and the youngest was Michael. He was five. Mama had
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