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Chapter One
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Melena Rhyker stood in silence as the line of attendees passed by with whispered words of encouragement and condolence. She pressed a fist to her mouth to keep the scream from escaping and fought the urge to cover her ears.

My life is over. How am I to survive? Why should I? I don't care what others say, their words are empty, meaningless. I want it to be over. I've no reason to live anymore. I wish these people would just shut up and leave me alone! I can't do this. I want to go home.

Pictures flashed through her head...the kids, grandbabies, parents, and siblings...all those reasons to hang on.

So much to do. So many decisions to make.

Lord, give me strength.

The cold mahogany casket housing her husband’s body mocked the faith she’d clung to throughout his brief, devastating illness.

She heard Satan snicker.

Melena swallowed the hot surge of bile in her throat.

“Mom?” Her son’s voice and his hand on her waist pulled her into the moment. “It’s time to go.”

Melena shook her head and placed trembling fingers over her lips. Tears filled her eyes, spilled over. “I can’t.”

Jon Jr. took her hands and pulled her into a hug. “We have to, Mom. People are already gathering at the house.”

“Tell them to go somewhere else.” She raised wide eyes to his. Panic sluiced through her. “I can’t do this, Jon. I don’t want to.” Her knees threatened to buckle. She clung to her son, rubbing a palm over her chest. “It hurts!”

He wrapped his arms around her, buried his face in her hair and swallowed hard. “I know, Mom. I know,” he mumbled, his tone grief-stricken and raw. “But we have to do our best. Dad would expect that. One day at a time. Come on, now.”

Melena surrendered as her daughter stepped up beside her, placed an arm around her waist, and aided Jon in leading her out of the mausoleum and into the waiting car.

Hours later, she sat alone in the house where she’d shared most of her life and all of her heart with her husband, her friend, her lover.

The father of her children.

Panic rose. She stumbled to the sink and threw up every crumb she’d choked down that day.

Oh God, what am I going to do?

For the first time in her long walk of faith, she feared God had forsaken her.

She splashed cold water on her face and neck, grabbed the dishtowel and patted herself dry. A memory rose of the many times she’d chided Jon for wiping his face with her clean dish towel.

“I’m sorry for all the petty grievances, Jon. I’ll never nag you again. Just come back.” She didn’t resist when her knees crumpled, but sprawled out on the kitchen floor, buried her face in the cloth and wept.  

* * * * *
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Melena awoke in a tangle of sheets and sweat. Sun streamed through her window. Birds chirped. The sights and sounds of life all around did little to revive her spirit. On automatic pilot, her body demanded coffee so she stumbled into the kitchen, rinsed the burned on, day-old liquid from the pot, and measured out grounds. Pain throbbed through her when she realized there was no need to make a full one. Her hand trembled. Water dribbled onto the counter. She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from crying out, dumped coffee grounds back into the canister and started over. She pressed the ON button and stared out the window.

How can everything appear so normal when my whole world has fallen apart?

When the coffee finished brewing, she poured herself a cup and sat at the table. The phone rang. Caller ID showed her employer’s number.

She sipped, tempted to ignore the call but the insistent ringing wouldn’t let her. She picked up the receiver. “I can’t come in today.”

“It’s been two weeks, Melena. I need you. The company needs you. Your coworkers are worried. No one is complaining, mind you, but everyone is concerned. You need to get back to normal.”

“I’ve no idea what normal is anymore,” Melena admitted. “I’m sorry, Bruce. We’ll see how I feel tomorrow.”

Five minutes later, her son called and seconded her boss’s sentiments. “Why don’t you try to go in for a couple of hours, or half the day? You’ve got to start somewhere. Staying stuck in that house can’t be good for you.”

“I don’t stay stuck in the house. I go to the cemetery every day.”

“You can still go to the cemetery, Mom, if you feel you need to, but get back into your routine. It’ll help.”

Melena sighed. “Maybe tomorrow.”  She hung up before he could say another word. When the phone rang again—her daughter this time—she let the answering machine pick it up. She pushed the half-empty cup away and buried her face on her arm. Two weeks? Her head throbbed. Pain lanced through her entire body. How on earth have I made it two weeks? She massaged the spot in her chest where the ache throbbed with every beat of her pulse. “It hurts!”

The cry reverberated through the empty room, echoed in her soul. The numbness lifted, replaced by pain...deep, raw, agonizing. Everything was done, finalized. Nothing to think about. No plans to make. No decisions to wade through. Melena had no idea what to think, how to feel, or even what to pray anymore.

I just want to go home...Jesus, please just take me home.

* * * * *
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Melena struggled awake through a mild state of panic to find herself on the floor beside her bed. She pulled herself to her knees, and then to her feet. Another day had dawned, another week passed, and for some reason, God hadn’t seen fit to take her home as she’d asked—no, as she’d pleaded and begged Him to. And not for the first time either.  

She raised her eyes toward the ceiling. “Why, Lord? There's got to be a reason I'm still here, but what is it? I'm so torn, so unsettled. I hate this! If this pain doesn't kill me, the job will. I hate my life and everything about it...the monotony...get up, go to work, smile and pretend to be okay when I'm dying inside. Then I come home to this empty house. Empty bed. Oh God, how am I going to do this? Why should I?”

She pulled her journal out of the bedside table drawer and continued her conversation with God....

I roll up my feelings like a sleeping bag and stuff them away for the next eight hours. Please God, let no one ask how I'm doing. If they do, I'm going to go off on them and it's not going to be pretty. They'll probably haul me off in a straitjacket, kicking and screaming all the way—Then again, three or four days in a padded cell just might be what I need to sort all this out in my mind. In my heart—what's left of it anyway. Oh, the muscle is there and perfectly healthy—damn it!—pumping blood through my body as it should. Funny how it can still function when I buried it three weeks ago. Why, God? I don't understand! Why did you take him? How am I ever going to get through this?

One day at a time.

The answer echoes through my soul but brings little relief. Everyone—kids, parents, well-meaning friends—say I should see a doctor, maybe get on some kind of anti-depressant or something, but I don't want to do that. Been there, done that and I'm not going back to that place...the deep, dark, pit of apathy.

I'd rather hurt than feel nothing at all.

God, help me hang on without the need for drugs.

Melena put the journal away, took a shower, and dressed for work. A gloomy fog marred the Mississippi morning, mirroring her mood. She added a sweater to her wardrobe and left the house early enough to stop by the cemetery, where she found a measure of peace to continue the day. At 6 p.m., she pulled into the carport, turned off the engine and laid her head on the steering wheel.

“Well, I'm home again. Made it through another agonizing eight hours or so, now to get through another night.”

Gathering every ounce of courage she could summon, she disembarked from her vehicle, retrieved the mail from the box beside the door, and entered the house. She thumbed through the envelopes and advertisements, then laid them on the table and poured a glass of juice. She reached for the bottle of over-the-counter pain reliever and froze. 

It would be so easy to end this pain.

Oh, what an enticing thought. Just take a handful of pills and end it all. Would she wake up in heaven? Would Jesus meet her there? Would Jonathan? What about the kids or Mama—would they understand? Or would she destroy them? Where was the faith she claimed to have? Why was it failing her now?

I can't do this!

More importantly, she didn’t want to.

She pushed the bottle away, drank the juice and escaped into a hot bath. The warm water and bath salts soothed her tangled emotions. When the temperature cooled, she rose from the tub, performed her nightly toiletries and eased into bed.

Several hours later, she awoke, startled and disoriented. She sat up, drew her knees to her chest and rested her cheek a moment. She took Jon’s picture off the table, caressed the beloved image. “Guess I ought to get up off the floor and into the bed. Not the first time I woke up in a fetal position on this filthy rug. Not even sure how I get here each time.”

She’d talked to him every day the last thirty years of her life and had no qualms about talking to him now. Far sight better than talking to herself.

Maybe.

She swallowed convulsively and stroked his face, his smile, his eyes. “I dreamed of you again. You were so alive and healthy. Radiant. Oh, God...” The words trembled on a sob. “How I wish it were so.”

She longed to touch him; to trace his moustache, run her fingers through his hair...press her lips to his. Her arms ached to hold him close. Why is it he appeared so full of life when she’d watched him die? Day after day, she’d watched the strong, beautiful man wither away into a mere shell, and in one moment, with one final gasp of breath, his life was over.

“I visit you daily, yet everything seems so surreal. Like I'm walking through a dream.” She shoved the picture back onto the table, bit her lip and nearly choked on the hard knot of anger in her throat. “No, not a dream. Dreams are wonderful, full of hope and magic. This is a nightmare.”

Would she ever wake? Would she ever be whole again? Or would she wade through life only half alive?

The alarm screamed in her ear. Bright red numbers flashed 6:30 a.m. on the display. Melena slapped it off then dragged herself off the floor, stumbled into the bathroom and stared at the ghastly sight in the mirror. Her eyes were puffy and swollen, nose red, stuffy and congested. “I can't go to work like this. I look like hell, and worse, I feel as bad as I look.”

She bowed her head and chanted the mantra that had gotten her through the past several weeks. "I don't understand, Lord, but I trust You."

Despite the effort, thoughts whirled in her head...Feels like a lie. How can I trust Him when He took the very reason I lived and breathed? Jonathan was my whole life. My world revolved around him, and now he's gone. We so looked forward to this time in our marriage—when the kids are all grown and gone, time for just us. We planned and dreamed of these days for so long and now...now the dreams are shattered along with every hope we had for the future. I don't know what to do, where to go, what to say, how to feel. Half the time I'm numb and the other half, I wish I was. A drink would be nice, but I'm afraid I won't stop at just one. Besides, it's too early in the morning.

It's five o'clock somewhere.

Oh yeah.

* * * * *
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Melena squinted at the clock through eyes blurry from lack of sleep and swollen from too much crying. 11:30 a.m. The phone rang and the sound reverberated through her skull. She picked it up.

“Mom, are you all right?” Her daughter’s voice echoed over the line.

“Don’t know if I’ll ever be all right again.”

“Are you sick? You sound strange.”

“No, I’m not sick. Drunk, but not sick.” The contents of her stomach started to sour and churn. “Not yet anyway.”

“Drunk? You never drink!”

The shock in her child’s voice made her giggle, and then groan. She rested her forehead in her palm. “Your father and I enjoy a glass of wine now and then.”

“Well, Bruce called and said you sounded pretty bad when you left a message that you wouldn’t be in, so I thought I’d check on you.”

“Maybe I'll get lucky, and he'll fire me.”

Kathryn gasped. “Don’t say that, Mom. You’ve always loved your job. Things will get better. Get some rest today and try again tomorrow. That’s all we can do. Besides, you know Dad wouldn’t want to see you like this.”

“Then he shouldn’t have left me here by myself.” Melena slammed the receiver into its cradle. Ten minutes later, after a call from her son and a subsequent one from her mother, she turned the ringer off.

The next afternoon she greeted the entire family when they knocked on her door with their pastor in tow.

Pastor Jim stepped around her son and took her hand in his. “How are you, Melena?”

Melena turned and led the entourage into the kitchen. “Well, I survived my foray into alcoholic bliss. Not that there was much bliss if you count the headache, vomiting and smelling like a derelict.”

“But did it help?” Her son asked.

She shook her head, took deep breaths and blinked fast to stem the deluge. “No. Nothing's changed. The pain is still there. But guess you all knew that, which is why you’re here.”

Her father enfolded her against his chest. “No one is here to judge you, honey, or fuss. We just want you to know how much we care and that we are here for you.”

Melena rested in his embrace a moment. “Thank you, Daddy.” She gave him a fierce hug, and then turned toward the counter. “Coffee, anyone?”

Everyone sat at the table while she and her mother prepared the coffee and set out cups and saucers. As they sipped in strained silence, her daughter moved to speak. Melena held up a hand. “I know you are all worried, but some way, somehow, I’ll get through this.”

Pastor Jim placed a hand over hers. “One day, one moment, one prayer at a time, Melena. That’s all any of us can do. But please know counseling is available if you feel the need for it. With me, or I can refer you to another pastor, a grief counselor, or a support group. Whatever it takes. There is no shame in it either.”

Melena’s lips trembled into a tiny smile. “Thank you.” Her gaze swept the table to encompass those who loved her. “Thank you all, but I have to do this on my own.”

“That’s just it, Mom, you don’t have to do it alone,” Jon inserted.

“Yes, I do. Everyone grieves in his or her own way. I know you are all hurting too. I don’t know how to help, and I certainly don’t want to burden you with my grief. I know you’re here for me and I know you care and are worried. I feel the same toward each of you. But grief is very personal and each of us has to find his or her own way through it. It’s only been a few weeks but if I don’t start feeling better, if things don’t settle some and if I truly feel like I need help, medical or otherwise, I’ll get it. That’s a promise.”
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Chapter Two
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Melena’s hand trembled as she touched the date etched in stone. You’ve stopped counting the weeks, but it’s been three months today. The thought slammed into her, brought her to her knees. A flood of moisture blinded her. Her chest tightened with the effort to get air in and out of her lungs. She heard a keening wail, not realizing it came from her own lips.

“Ma’am?” Strong hands pulled her to her feet.

“H—he’s—g—gone. He’s—n—never—c—coming back.”

“I’m so sorry. Can I call someone for you?”

She shook her head then gazed up at the gentleman, noticing the somber attire and collar which indicated he was a clergyman. “I don’t know how I’m going to get through this. My children and parents think it’ll get easier with time, but it’s been three months. Some days I’m fairly okay, and then BAM!” She pounded a fist against her chest. “It hits me like a freight train.”

He patted her hand and led her to a bench nearby then handed her his handkerchief. “What type of grief coping mechanisms have you tried?”

“I pray and meditate, and I journal. I haven’t written anything lately though because it doesn’t seem to help. Nothing’s changed. This ache is constant—sometimes like a throbbing tooth, others like a thousand sharp knives shredding me to ribbons.” She dabbed her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m probably keeping you from whatever you came here for.”

He glanced at his watch. “I have a few more minutes. You sure I can’t call someone, one of your children maybe or your parents?”

“I need to call my boss. He’ll probably get all bent out of shape again with worry, but I can’t go in today. Not like this.”

He pulled a cell phone out of his pocket. “Let me do that for you.”

Melena agreed and punched her work number into the device and hit the call button. She fought down another wave of hysteria while the minister explained how and where he’d found her and that she was okay but wouldn’t be in to work today.

He ended the call, closed the phone and slid it into his pocket. “He said he’ll see you tomorrow and to take care. Are you okay to drive home?”

She stood and extended her hand to him. “Yes. Thank you so much. I guess what they say about talking to strangers in lieu of loved ones is true.”

He squeezed her hand then gave her a business card. “Sometimes it’s easier to unload your burden with someone who isn’t personally affected by the circumstances. Feel free to call me anytime.”

Melena acknowledged the invitation with a slight nod then walked to her car. She started the engine then sat a minute, gaining a measure of calm, and sent up a silent prayer of thanks for the angel God had sent to intervene in her bout of insanity. After she arrived home and answered calls from both of her children as well as parents, she sat in the den with her journal and recorded the incident.

I still can’t seem to wrap my mind around the idea that Jon will never come home. I’ll never see his face or hear his voice. His arms will not reach for me in the night or any time for that matter. I don't know how to do this—keep going, keep living—or even if I want to.

She put the diary away, but her thoughts continued to whirl as the reality that she had to make a change in her life sank deeper into her spirit. “But what?” she wondered aloud. “Aside from ending the misery, what can I do?”

The next morning, she crawled from beneath the covers and made the bed as she had the past thirty years of her life. The monotony is killing me. Every nerve in her body stood on end with the thought. She jerked the bedding back, fluffed the pillows and tossed them carelessly onto the mattress then walked into the kitchen where the coffee sat, perfectly brewed.

Half a pot.

Damnit!

The quick spurt of anger blinded in its intensity. She slammed the pot into the sink then sucked in a sharp breath as a piece of splintered glass pierced her palm. She wrapped a clean dishcloth around the cut to stem the bleeding, poured a glass of juice and sat at the table. The phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Mel, it’s Pat.”

Her spirits lifted a little at the sound of her best friend’s voice. “Hey, Pat. Are you home or off on another mission to save the world?”

Pat laughed, a joyful, carefree sound that grated on Melena’s last nerve.

“I’m home. How are you, Jon and the kids?”

Melena glanced down. Her hand throbbed in cadence with the cringe of her heart and seeped fresh blood into the towel. She pressed her fingers into a tight fist and swallowed hard. “Jon died three months ago. I tried to reach you but couldn’t.”

Pat’s gasp said more than words could express. “I’ll be there in five.”

Melena hung up, took a sip of juice then laid her head on the table. Her closest friend, one she’d known since childhood, the one person she’d always counted on to be there when she needed a shoulder or an ear, was on her way. Like a knight in shining armor or an angel sent straight from heaven. She didn’t bother to stem the torrent of emotions or bury the grief when, in less than five minutes, Pat stood on her step. She simply opened the door and collapsed into a sobbing heap in her best friend’s arms.

Pat held on tight as they slid to the floor, then rocked Melena as she would a child. “What happened, Mel? When I left six months ago everyone and everything was fine.”

Before she could answer, Pat took Melena’s injured hand in hers and unwrapped it. “Let’s get this cut cleaned up and then you can tell me what happened.”

Unable to speak for the sobs still shaking her, Melena nodded and let Pat help her to her feet and into the bathroom. Within minutes she found herself seated at the kitchen table once more, her hand bandaged, and the mess cleaned up. Pat found the spare carafe Melena had stored in the pantry and brewed a fresh pot. Once the coffee finished and cups were prepared, she pulled a chair out across from her and sat down. She took Melena’s hand in hers once more and again asked what happened to Jon.

Melena’s hand trembled when she lifted the cup to her lips and took a sip of the scalding liquid. “Some kind of blood infection, similar to leukemia only quicker and more vicious. He was gone before we had a chance to really deal with it. Funny, but I can’t remember the name of the culprit that took my husband’s life. You’d think it’d be etched in my memory forever.”

Having been a registered nurse for over twenty years, Pat would know or have a pretty good idea of what the disease was.

“There are a few that fit the description. The mind has a way of blocking things in times like these. You may remember at some point. Doesn’t matter though. How are you holding up?”

Melena shook her head, reached for a tissue and buried her face in her hand until the torrent of anguish passed. “Not too well. Everything is such a mess. Everyone thinks I should just get back into my normal routine, but I can’t seem to get on stable ground again. The holidays are a blur. Don't know how any of us made it through, but we did. The babies seem blissfully unaware of the pain we adults can't seem to rid ourselves of—even for a moment, much less an entire day.”

“Oh, the joy of youth,” Pat interjected. Melena’s smile wavered but she tried. Conversation stopped when she pushed back from the table and retrieved the pot to refill their cups. Once seated again, she continued—

“Karyn, being the oldest grandchild, hurts the most from missing her “Pops,” but seems to be doing well. Most of the time anyway. Kathryn says Karyn has nightmares, cries a lot and doesn't want to go to school. Kathryn can’t even go a whole day without breaking down. Chris is at his wits end with the both of them, but I gotta hand it to my son-in-law, he's a real trouper despite his own grief. You know his background and that he came from a broken home.”

“Yeah, Jon was his idol, his hero.”

Melena nodded. “I don’t know how to help them or what to say. Pray, I tell them, but it feels so pat, like such an empty promise.” She woofed out a sigh, sipped her coffee. “I’ve begun to hate my job, to despise the day-in and day-out drudgery. To say I need a change of pace, a change of scenery is an understatement, but I don't know what to do with the rest of my life. All I know is that I can't keep going in the same rut I've been in. Before Jonathan died, the rut had meaning and purpose. Now my life has neither.”

“Maybe you should take some time off, a sabbatical or extended leave of absence and travel or something.”

Melena smiled at the suggestion. “That’s your style, not mine.”

Pat had the grace to laugh. “Yeah, wanderlust has plagued my soul since the day I entered into this world.” She reached for Melena’s hand. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here. You know I’d have taken the first plane home had I known he was sick.”

Melena squeezed her friend’s hand but shook her head. “He wouldn’t have wanted that. I’d read your letters and postcards to him and we always got a kick out of dreaming that one day we’d do something as carefree and as meaningful as what you do every day of your life.”

“What you two did here, raising such wonderful kids and being pillars of this community is every bit as meaningful as the medical missions I go on. Don’t you ever doubt that or look back with regrets.”

“Oh, I don’t. All I’ve ever wanted out of life was to be a wife and mother. Now that that is no longer part of the plan, I have no idea what God wants me to do.”

The phone rang. Melena glanced at caller ID and sighed. “It’s Jon. Every time I don’t go to work—which is a lot lately—Bruce calls one of the kids or mom and dad and the phone goes ballistic.”

“That’s what you get for being the man’s Administrative Assistant for twenty-plus years.” Pat answered the phone before the machine could pick up. “Rhyker residence, Pat Greene speaking.”

She hummed and nodded at whatever Jon said.

“That she is, sweet boy. And how are you?”

More hums and nods, then, “Best any of us can do. I’ll have your mom call you later tonight.” A pause.

“Not a problem. You’re very welcome,” Pat said, and Melena knew Jon, ever the polite one, was expressing his gratitude at having ‘Aunt Pat’ home again.

Pat hung up, sipped her coffee and addressed Melena again. “What do you say we get out of the house? Go shopping or something—whatever you want to do.”

What I want to do is curl up and die. “Okay.”

Pat rose, pulled Melena out of her chair and urged her into the shower. “I’ll pick out your clothes and we’ll spend the day out on the town.”

After visiting the cemetery and grabbing a fruit and juice smoothie, Pat determined a little retail therapy was in order. Hours later they sat together over a late lunch/early supper.

“Well, I must say you definitely look better with a little color in your face.”

Melena sighed. “Thank you. I’d forgotten how much fun we used to have when we spent the day together.”

“So did all this frivolous energy give you any ideas about the future? There’s a light in your eyes that wasn’t there this morning.”

Melena smiled. “You always could look right into my soul. Actually, I’m thinking I should take your advice and quit my job or take an extended leave of absence.”

“I think that’s a great idea. Have you put numbers together with your finances to see how long you could go without a regular income?”

“Only in my head, but I think I have enough for the better part of this year.”

“What will you do? I mean, staying holed up in the house is definitely not healthy.”

Melena leaned back in her chair with a sigh. “It’s never easy, is it? I mean, I get all excited about finally making a decision for myself, and up pops a dozen other issues to consider.”

She thought a moment, shrugged. “Maybe I'll work on my art. Jon always said I have talent and that I should do something with it. But I’ve been content to use it only as a means to gift others. Maybe if I put as much passion and energy into painting and glasswork as I did my marriage, our home, and our life together, I could be successful enough to earn a decent living.” She blew out a breath. “I don't know...I can't think past tomorrow or next week, much less the future. It's all so overwhelming.”

“You could always come with me when I leave again in a couple of months.”

Melena smiled. “There’s a thought. My savings won’t last forever, but if I can take the remainder of this year off, maybe I can back up and regroup, then figure out what's next.”

“Well, I think it’s a marvelous idea and don’t let anyone talk you out of it. Now how about we find a movie or something?”

Melena rolled her shoulders. “To be honest, I’m pretty tired. Haven’t expended this much good energy in months. Can we take a rain check?”

“Of course.” Pat reached for Melena’s lunch ticket and gave the waiter both slips and a credit card. “My treat.”

When the young man walked away to take care of her transaction, she leaned over and put a hand over Melena’s. “I just want to say one thing before we leave and I drop you off. Despite how well I know you, I have no idea what you’re going through, so I won’t try to console you with empty phrases or meaningless words. I’m not going to even attempt to make decisions for you either, but I will say this much...if you don’t change the status quo, you’re not going to make it through this.”

Melena’s breath hitched on a sob. “I know, but I have no idea what to do.”

“I can’t solve that dilemma for you, Mel, but my advice is to take some time for yourself, whether it’s a month or a year, and let God lead you. He’ll show you the way.”

* * * * *
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Two weeks later Melena sat piled up in bed with Jon’s picture. She’d quit her job and the family was in an uproar, afraid she’d close herself off like a hermit and go quietly insane or worse, waste away.

If only it were that easy.

Only Pat seemed to understand this gnawing uncertainty she felt, this need to pack up and run. Go somewhere. Do something. Anywhere. Anything. But what and where? Maybe without the job hanging over her head, she could figure out the answer to at least this one question.

A house divided will fall.

“Well, we're divided and falling apart.”

Would they ever be whole again?

“God, give them the comfort I can’t.”

* * * * *
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The phone rang, jerking Melena
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