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Pastor Joe hated these phone calls most of all. As a minister he was used to all kinds of calls from church members in crisis from a tragic accident, runaway child or an arrest. Those he could handle. These he could not.

He pulled up to the high school, parked his car and walked the all-too-familiar path to the principal’s office. Three calls in as many weeks. He was beginning to doubt his decision to enroll Stephanie in St. Luke’s Lutheran high school.

“A new school for a new year. Time for a change,” he had told his reluctant daughter.

He walked into the office, saw her slouched in a chair, her uniform skirt rolled up way above her knees.

He didn’t say a word. Her attitude told him all he needed to know as they exchanged glances. Stephanie defiantly met his eyes as if to say, “See, I told you so.” He refused to answer.

“Three detentions in three weeks,” the principal stated calmly. “Perhaps St. Luke’s is not the right environment for your daughter, Pastor. She clearly doesn’t want to be here.”

“What did she do this time?”

“Do you want the whole list or just the highlights?”

Pastor Joe paused to consider. “Just give it to me straight.”

“Well, besides her general insubordination and refusal to participate in class, she’s been caught smoking on school grounds again. In plain sight. It’s as if she wants to be kicked out,” she stated. “Are you sure this is the right place for her?”

Of course he wasn’t sure. He wasn’t sure about anything where Stephanie was concerned, but he couldn’t tell the principal that. He was a church pastor, after all. He was supposed to know about these things. Why was it so easy to give out advice where his church members were concerned and so hard to accept it for his daughter?

“Let me talk to her.”

“Fine. She has three days of detention. Maybe that will give you both time to think about what is best for Stephanie.” Mrs. Clark paused before adding with concern in her voice. “I know you only want what is best for her. It’s hard raising a daughter alone. Let me know if there is anything we can do to help. Perhaps the school counselor, Mrs. Deming, could help.”

“Like I said, I’ll talk to Stephanie and let you know.”

It hadn’t always been like this. Just six years ago she had been a happy eight-year-old, oblivious to any problems in the world as she lived in the supposedly perfect home with the supposedly perfect mom and dad. Then her world had been blown apart by the loss of her mom. Nothing had been the same since then.

Joe looked at his errant daughter and said, “Let’s go,” much as if he were commanding a puppy. Stephanie picked up her backpack and happily agreed, relieved to get out of the office.

“And roll your skirt back down to a proper length,” he added. Again, Stephanie was only too happy to accommodate her father if it meant getting out of there quicker.

“Three days of detention,” he mumbled at her as they walked to the car.

“I told you, Dad. They just have it in for me because I’m the minister’s daughter – you know, a PK.”

“I know about being a PK. You forget, I was one too, and I never got into the kinds of trouble you do. If it’s such a problem for you, maybe you need to go to the public high school.”

“Maybe I do,” Stephanie said defiantly. “I’ve had enough of all of this phony religious, holier-than-thou freak show.”

“Keep this up and you won’t be welcome at that freak show. I could always send you to a boarding school.”

“You’re just looking for an excuse to get rid of me. I am just a problem since Mom died, not like your precious Michelle. Why don’t you ship both of us off to boarding school so you can bury yourself in your work – the way you always do – without feeling guilty about it.”

“Keep up this attitude and I just may do that.”

“Fine,” Stephanie snapped as she threw her backpack into the car, climbing in the back seat.

“Fine,” he responded, then added, “You know you can sit in the front.”

“And talk to you? I’d rather die. I’ll sit in the back like the prisoner I am.”

“Fine,” Joe repeated and started the car. That didn’t go well, he thought to himself. Why did she provoke him like that? Why did he let himself be provoked? So like her mother and yet not like her. He didn’t know what to do.

Despite the five years since his wife’s death, he still felt like he was only half living, like he were in this state of limbo where he existed, nothing more. He who had helped so many grieving families had no ability to help his own. He had given up his position as pastor to a large congregation in an equally large city for a smaller congregation, all within one year of her death, something he had repeatedly told others not to do.

“Don’t do anything drastic for the first year after a loss,” he always advised. “Don’t sell your home and move. Right now your home might feel like it is too painful to live in with the constant reminders of all you had lost, but a year from now those memories that haunt you may be precious reminders of your loved one.”

He couldn’t bear to live in that rectory with all of its memories, some good, more bad. He couldn’t bear another casserole prepared by well-meaning church members and the single women in his church coming over, befriending his daughters, offering to help in the hope of winning him. Or even worse, the ones with pity in their eyes. He hated that he was now considered a desirable catch. He knew the lie of it. He was not a great catch.

A new start in a new town. That was what he had told himself he needed. Away from all the memories. A smaller congregation where no one knew him, with less responsibilities, a quiet town where he could raise his daughters in peace. Yes, there were still the single women, hoping to catch the new single man, but he ably rebuffed each of them, burying himself in his church work. He knew he didn’t deserve love. He kept his distance behind a wall of his own making.

The girls had seemed to adapt to the move with little problem, at least at first. Stephanie had been ten at the time, Michelle seven. Both young enough to idolize their dad. But over time problems had started at school. Joe had been hopeful that the move from middle school to high school would have given Stephanie a chance to break out of the pattern she had established. Apparently not, as evidenced by the latest phone call.

Stephanie had stormed out of the car the minute he pulled into the driveway, heading into the house. Now would have been a good time to have another parent around, he thought, one who could head her off at the pass, stop her before she barricaded herself in her bedroom with music blaring. One who could play good cop to his bad cop. Now is when she could use a mother, but all she had was him.

“Wait, young lady. You’re not going anywhere until I talk to you,” he called after her.

She stopped in her tracks. “So talk,” she said.

“Not here, wait till we get inside.”

“Yes, that’s right. We can’t let any church member see that you have a less than perfect family.” 

Now that hurt. So much like her mother. Did she have any idea how much she was like her mother, he wondered. He followed her into the rectory, greeted the housekeeper then sat her down in the living room. He brushed his hand through his hair as he tried to figure out what to say. A woman’s perspective would have been nice right then.

“So talk, Dad,” Stephanie crossed her arms in front of her. Just then the phone rang. The housekeeper interrupted them.

“Pastor, it’s for you. It sounds like an emergency.”

Joe looked over at Stephanie and paused before saying, “I have to take this.” He was quietly relieved at the reprieve from his parenting duties. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

“Sure you will, Dad. Take all of the time you need. You always do anyway. I’ll be in my room,” Stephanie said as she left the room.

Joe paused for just a minute, torn between his responsibilities as a parent and his responsibilities as a pastor. The pastor in him won out. After all, he knew what to do there.
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“Pastor, it’s Dale Reese. Can you come to the hospital? Something has happened to Joy.”

“Is she all right?”

“We don’t know. She collapsed while dancing. It appears to be a broken bone. We are waiting for x-ray results.” Joe took down the necessary information.

“I’ll be right there,” he said, putting down the phone and giving instructions to the housekeeper before leaving.

“Stephanie, I’m going to the hospital. I’ll talk to you when I get back,” he yelled up the stairs. When he didn’t get any response, he hesitated then decided to leave. 

Stephanie didn’t hear him as she listened to music through her head phones.
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“He’s on his way,” Dale said, putting the phone back down. He sat next to Joy as they waited in the emergency room. She was in hospital garb, lying on the bed, clearly in pain. Still she smiled and reassured him. 

“You shouldn’t have bothered the pastor. He has plenty more important things to do than babysit me at the hospital.”

“Humor me. You may not need him but I do.” Dale did need someone. He had hated that phone call summoning him to the hospital.

“Dale, Joy fell. We don’t know what’s wrong. We’ve called the ambulance,” his mother had said.

“I’ll be right there.”

“Just meet us at the hospital. The ambulance will get here before you do. No sense in you running both places.”

Dale beat the ambulance to the hospital. It had been determined that her life wasn’t in immediate danger so they had come at a normal speed, with Esther, his mom, following behind in her car. 

Dale relived the events of the past year as he waited. It had been a good year. Joy had been cancer-free all year. After the scare during her pregnancy with Grace, everything had settled back into some semblance of normalcy. Still every time the phone rang, every time Joy caught a cold, the fear of what could be, returned. He still couldn’t completely free himself of his fear that the cancer might return.

Arriving by ambulance, Joy got assigned a room quicker than walk-ins. Dale was notified of her arrival as his mom came into the waiting room.

“Is Joy here?” she asked.

“They just got here. They’re getting her settled. Once she’s in a room we’ll be able to go back and see her. Who’s watching the kids?”

“Kathleen. I told her I would call as soon as I knew anything.”

“What happened?”

“We don’t know. She was warming up, getting ready for class when we heard her call out.”

“Did the kids see her fall?

“No, thankfully they were playing in the office. Ashley hadn’t gotten off the bus from school yet. Kathleen was going to get her off the bus, then take them home. Jacob saw her before the paramedics arrived. She talked to him for a moment before they loaded her into the ambulance.”

“Did he seem okay?”

“As far as I can tell.” They sat in silence for a few minutes. Dale bounced his leg nervously.

“Do you think . . .?” he began.

“No sense in borrowing trouble,” his mother stopped him before he could go any further. “We’ll know soon enough.”

They were called back into the small curtained rooms where Joy lay. Once assured Joy was okay, his mom called Kathleen to check on the kids. 

“They’re okay,” she assured Dale and Joy when she hung up. She waited with Dale while Joy went for x-rays. When Joy came back, Esther left to spell Kathleen with the kids.

“Call me as soon as you know anything.”

“You’ll be the first one I call,” he assured her. Joy had been given some pain meds and was floating in and out of consciousness. That was when he had called his pastor.
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Dale jumped up to greet Pastor Joe. There was something about his presence that helped. He drew strength from this man, not that much older than him but still old enough to serve as a mentor or the big brother he had never had.

During high school he had attended the large evangelical church that Joy and her parents attended, primarily because they had the best youth group in town. His mom had joined him, dragging his sister, Kathleen, along in the hopes she would get some benefit from the youth group. That had not happened but his mom had found spiritual sustenance for herself from attending and so had continued attending once Dale outgrew youth group.

Sometime during his twenties, Dale had started longing for something different. He had done several plumbing jobs for the local Lutheran church and struck up a friendship with their pastor. He felt drawn to a smaller community, especially as he considered marriage and having a family. While a mega church had been good during his teens, a smaller community of families of all ages appealed to him as an adult. Pastor Mike was like a father to him, so once he was married it seemed like the natural thing to start attending St. Luke’s. The service with all of the liturgical elements that were foreign to him, grew on him over time, as well as the periods of quiet, something uncommon in the evangelical tradition he was used to. 

Joy had wanted to be married by her pastor in her home church and so they had the wedding there. Her parents were still active members and they joined them at times, maintaining contact with friends there, but for the most part, Joy had made the transition to the Lutheran church as well, followed by Dale’s mother.

“What place is there for me at New Beginnings with all those young people? I feel lost there. At St. Luke’s I’m part of the family,” Esther had said when she started attending.

Dale had liked Pastor Mike and was sad to see him retire. “I had hoped you would be around to baptize all my babies,” he had told him at his retirement party. Pastor Mike had embraced him warmly and told him he would not be a stranger, even though both knew it was a lie. Once leaving a pastorate it wasn’t good to hang around. You had to give the new pastor a chance to bond with the people. He and Dale knew this. Perhaps after a few years, once a new pastor was firmly established, they would get together for coffee.

“Besides, I’ll still need a good plumber,” he had added.

After a year with an interim, Dale had been ready for a new pastor. He had been unsure about this man still in his prime. As a small church, they tended to either receive ministers freshly ordained or close to retirement. Ministers Pastor Joe’s age tended to serve in the larger churches in the bigger cities. There was some talk before he came, always was talk and speculation whenever there was a new pastor. Said he was newly widowed.

“Chances are he won’t stay long,” one church leader had grumbled. “We don’t want him coming for a few years while he gets his life together, then abandoning us for a larger church,” he complained. Others were more compassionate. The divorced, widowed and single women of the church were intrigued at first, then disappointed as Pastor Joe showed no inclination to encourage their advances. And besides, he came with baggage, two daughters.

Pastor Joe had settled into the church rectory with his daughters and set about making himself indispensable, working long hours as if punishing himself for something. His daughters attended the school associated with the church, St. Luke’s. Pastor Joe had been a great support the past year during Joy’s pregnancy and bout with breast cancer. By the time for their youngest, Grace, to be baptized, he had been warmly accepted as part of the family. Dale had been happy to have Grace baptized by this pastor and friend.

Joy was dozing when Pastor Joe arrived. He quietly slipped into the room.

“How is she doing?” he whispered.

“Okay, I guess.”

“Do they know what the problem is?”

“Not yet.”

“You don’t have to whisper. I can hear you,” Joy interrupted them. She smiled softly, her eyes still shut.

Pastor Joe reached for her hand. Joy opened her eyes slightly. “I’m sorry Dale bothered you. It’s probably nothing. I’m just losing my balance. Seems I slipped while going through my warm-ups.”

“It’s no bother. I’m happy to be here.” 

Dale was taken aback when one of the doctors from Joy’s oncologist’s practice came into their room. This did not bode well, he thought. While not her doctor, they recognized him from the practice. He had filled in at times when her doctor was unavailable. They shook hands. The doctor looked over at Pastor Joe.

“And this is . . .?”

“That’s our pastor,” Dale introduced him. Pastor Joe shifted as if about to excuse himself after shaking the doctor’s hands but instead slipped off to the side of the room where he would not get in the way.

“Joy,” Dale woke her up, lightly touching her cheek, “the doctor is here.”

Joy opened her eyes and tried to sit up when she winced from pain.  

“Don’t sit up,” the doctor told her. “It appears you have broken your hip

“But how? I wasn’t doing anything different from any other day. I didn’t fall, didn’t twist my hip in any way.”

“Yes, well that is the problem. It appears your cancer has metastasized, spreading to your hip, weakening your bones. That’s why your hip broke.”

“But she was doing so well. No pain – right, Joy? No sign of anything being wrong,” Dale said.

“Have you been experiencing any pain or discomfort prior to this?”

“Well, just a little. I thought I was out of shape from the summer. Nothing major.”

“It’s not uncommon for this to happen. Cancer can be very deceptive. It can show up and grow for months with no symptoms until there is a break, as happened in your case. Other times there may be pain alerting us that something is wrong. Sometimes there is pain and no evidence of cancer growth. It’s different for each person,” the doctor explained.

Joy laid there only half understanding. “It couldn’t be, can’t be,” she said. “I was doing so well.”

“We’ll have to do some more tests to confirm the presence of metastasis and the extent of the presence, but it appears your hip is broken. We’ll know more after we get the other test results. We’ll be admitting you into the hospital for the night while we schedule the tests and determine whether surgery is necessary. Your own doctor will be in to see you tomorrow.” The doctor looked back and forth between Dale and Joy then over to Pastor Joe.

“Any questions?” he paused, giving them some time for the information to sink in. When they didn’t respond he continued. “We are seeing about getting you a room upstairs right now. I’ll also have the nurse bring you in some information about bone metastasis.”

“What does this mean?” Dale asked, finally starting to wrap his brain around what was said.

“We won’t know until all the tests are done.”

“But, her cancer is back?”

“It appears to be the case. Most likely this is not bone cancer but breast cancer that has spread to the bone. The prognosis for such cases is better than with bone cancer,” the doctor said, pausing to make notations on his clipboard.

The doctor shook Dale’s hand before leaving. “As I said, we won’t know till we get the test results.” He looked at Joy and added, “In the meantime, we will keep you comfortable. Your doctor should be able to tell you more tomorrow.” 

Dale sat with a dazed look on his face. “But she was doing so much better,” Dale finally said.

“We don’t know yet, as the doctor said. Maybe it’s just a minor set-back.” Pastor Joe resumed his place alongside Joy’s bed. “Sometimes not knowing can be worse than when you finally find out. Too easy for worse-case scenarios to take over,” he added. “Try not to worry, if that’s possible.”

Just then a nurse and orderly came into the room.

“Looks like you will be staying with us, Mrs. Reese,” the nurse smiled at Joy. “We’re going to take you upstairs to floor six. Your nurse up there will give you the information the doctor had mentioned. Is there anything else I can get for you before we move you?”

Joy looked over at Dale with a look of fear in her eyes.

“I’ll be right here,” Dale said, taking her hand. “No,” he told the nurse. “We are all set for now.”

“Did you want me to come up with you?” Pastor Joe asked.

Dale looked over at Joy then back to his pastor.

“No,” he said, “You’ve already done enough just by coming. You’ve got family to get home to. We’ll be okay for now.”

“Let me know if I can do anything more.” Pastor Joe took Joy’s hand in his.

“Just pray, Pastor,” Joy said quietly.

“That I am,” he stated, whispering a quick prayer as the bed rolled away.

“Thank you,” Dale said as he shook Pastor Joe’s hand then followed after his wife down the glaring hallway.
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Joe left the hospital feeling unsure of himself. He felt ineffective. What was there to say in the face of cancer in one so young? Despite his years of training and experience, he still felt helpless and inadequate in the face of such tragedy.  His problems with Stephanie paled in comparison. He had forgotten about this while in the emergency room. Now that he was on his way home, they were returning with full force.

What was he to do, he asked himself as he tried to clear his head enough to deal with the problem at hand. What to do about Stephanie? Maybe it was time to call her bluff. If she clearly isn’t happy at St. Luke’s, maybe it was time for a real change.
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“Have you heard anything?” Esther asked as soon as she arrived at Dale and Joy’s. 

“No, I was hoping you had some information. How is Joy?” Kathleen asked.

“Don’t know. I left shortly after she arrived. I know you have to work tonight. Dale is with her. I figured I was needed here more than at the hospital. How are the kids?”

“They seem to be okay. A little worried but easily distracted. Ashley was upset when I met her but got over it.” Kathleen paused before adding, “She’s up to something.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I caught her sneaking out behind the shed when we got home. I couldn’t go see what she was up to because I couldn’t leave Jacob and Grace. You want me to go look now?”

Esther looked at the clock. “No, it’s already five o’clock. Don’t you have to be at work at six?”

“Yes, but it will only take a minute.” Kathleen sounded more curious than concerned.

“I’m sure it’s nothing. And if it is something, it can wait. We’ve had enough surprises for one day.”

“Okay,” Kathleen frowned but agreed. She gave the kids kisses before taking off. “I close tonight,” she reminded her mom. “I might go out with some friends after work so don’t worry if I’m not home right away,” she added.

Don’t worry, like that would happen, Esther thought. Since when did she not worry where her kids were concerned?

“Don’t stay out too late. Don’t you have class tomorrow?” she said, biting her tongue.

“Mom, I’m not a kid any more. I can take care of myself,” Kathleen said as she went through the door.

“You’ll always be my kid,” Esther said to the closing door. Now what was Kathleen up to?

It seems the honeymoon was over. Kathleen had worked at McDonald’s for six months before graduating to Pizza Hut. She had proven that she could be reliable; she kept regular hours and had a good job record, which had translated into a new position. Not that Pizza Hut wasn’t still fast food, but Kathleen had been ready for a change. She was waiting tables and making more with her tips than she had made at McDonald’s. The down-side though was that she had to work evenings and weekends, cutting into her time with her sons, Josh and Scott. Still, they appreciated the pizza she brought home for late-night snacks and breakfast and packed for school lunches. And with her employee discount she even bought hot pizza for dinner now and then. How those boys could eat so much pizza she didn’t know. Hollow legs they had, with an insatiable craving for all things pepperoni.

Kathleen had been doing well at McDonald’s. She had even started dating a former classmate, Jack Trimble. He was a CPA and had his own accounting firm. Kathleen couldn’t have done much better. But then something happened.

“What happened to that nice accountant you were dating?” Esther had asked last summer.

“Him, oh, he’s still around,” Kathleen had answered.

“How come we never see him anymore?”

“Mom, we are just friends. He’s not my type.”

“Then what is your type? He seemed nice enough, had a steady job, a business leader in the community.”

“I’ll know when I see it.”

“You’re not dating one of those troublemakers from high school.”

“Mom, I hardly have time to sleep between school, work, the kids and helping out at Joy’s. When would I find time for trouble?” Kathleen had playfully answered.

Esther hadn’t believed her then and believed her even less now. Kathleen didn’t have to go looking for trouble. It usually found her. Recently she had started going out after her shift at Pizza Hut. Esther didn’t know where she went and with whom, but she suspected she was up to no good.

“Nothing good happens after midnight,” she had remarked to her dad.

“On the contrary, I can remember some pretty fine nights after midnight, staying out with my friends, staying up with your mom, dancing until the dance hall closed then talking until the sun rose.”

“That’s different, and you know it, Dad.”

“I’m just saying, why borrow trouble? Kathleen’s kept her nose clean for the past year. She’s working, going to school. She’s still young. Let her have some fun with her friends. I’m glad she’s finally doing more than hanging out here with us old farts.”

“Speak for yourself.”

“You know what I mean,” and she did. It’s just with Kathleen she never felt like she could completely let down her guard. There were all those years of history to overcome. This past year had been the longest time without trouble where Kathleen was concerned, if you don’t count the years in prison when she was someone else’s concern, which she didn’t. She was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

Dale called shortly after Kathleen had left to let her know Joy would be spending the night in the hospital.

“How is she?”

“The doctor says she broke her hip.”

“But how could she? She was only doing warm-ups.”

“Well, that’s just it. It wasn’t the warm-up exercises. Seems her cancer has metastasized to the bone, making it porous. It didn’t take much for the break.”

“What?” Esther sat down at the kitchen table.

“It looks like the cancer has spread to her bones. The doctor wants to run some more tests to be sure and see if it has spread any farther than her hips.”

“That’s bad,” Esther said softly.

“Well, it isn’t good news. We’ll know more tomorrow.”

“Did you want me to stay overnight?”

“No, I’ll stay here with Joy for a while longer then come home. They’ve got her on a lot of pain meds because of the break. She’s been dozing off and on. I’ll stay until she is settled for the night, probably nine or so.”

“Okay, let me know if you need anything else from me.”

“Thanks, Mom. I know. We can always count on you, always have. Watching the kids is huge. We both appreciate it.”

“If a grandma can’t watch her grandkids now and then, she’s not much of a grandma, is she?”

“You go above and beyond, Mom. I’ll see you later.”

“What do I tell the kids?”

“Tell them Mommy’s okay and I’ll be home later.”

“And if anyone calls?”

“Anyone else can wait.”

“What about Joy’s parents?”

“I’ll call them. Thanks, Mom.”
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“Is Mommy all right?” Esther jumped when she heard Jacob behind her.

“She’s okay.”

“Then why isn’t she home?” She wasn’t sure how much he had seen at the studio. Joy had reassured him as she was being carried out by the paramedics.

“Mommy is fine, Jacob,” she had told him. “I’m just going with these nice men to the hospital to be checked out. You stay here with Grandma and Aunt Kathleen. I’ll be home soon,” she said as she kissed him goodbye. Esther had had to pull him away.

“The doctors want her to stay overnight. Your dad will be home later.”

“I want to see Mommy now.”

“I know honey. That’s not possible right now. Do you want to help me make dinner?”

“No,” he pouted.

“Then how about you sit here while I finish up. Where’s Ashley?”

“I don’t know.” Esther remembered what Kathleen had said. Did she dare leave Grace and Jacob to look for Ashley? Just then Ashley came inside.

“Where have you been?” she asked.

“Outside.”

“Outside where? And where is your coat?”

“Grandma, can you keep a secret?”

“That depends on the secret.”

“I need some help.”

“With what?”

“With Muffin.” Ashley led her out the back door, down the porch steps. Under the steps was a mangy mutt.

“Ashley, where did this dog come from?”

“I found him out by the shed yesterday. He was cold and needed a place to stay.”

“Why didn’t you tell your dad?”

“Because he would have taken him away. I’ve been trying to bring him food and water but he’s still hungry. Can I keep him, Grandma?”

“That’s not for me to say, Ashley, you know that. It’s up to your mom and dad. Besides, he may belong to someone.” The stray was a brown, brindle color, at least as far as she could see under the coat of mud. He had a lab’s body, with a scrunched-in face like a bull dog, one only a mother and a small child could love. Clearly a mutt.

“A dog,” Jacob shouted with delight as he looked over the porch railing.

“Jacob, get back inside. Where is your coat, young man?”

“Please, Grandma, can I keep him?”

“You have to ask your mom and dad.”

“Please, Grandma,” Jacob chimed in. The dog looked up with big brown eyes as if pleading as well.

“He’s probably starving. The least we can do is feed him.” Esther paused to figure out what they could give him.

“Our neighbors got a dog. Maybe they’ll give us some dog food,” Ashley suggested. 

“He can have my dinner,” Jacob added. “I’m not hungry.”

“That’s okay. We’ll think of something. We can’t have you go hungry, too. I’ll see what I can do. You two go inside and get ready for dinner.”

“Not without Muffin.”

“Who said his name was Muffin?” Jacob argued.

“I found him, I get to name him.”

“There’s no naming the dog,” Esther interrupted. “He probably already has a name and an owner that’s looking for him.” She went inside and returned with some hot dogs.

“Come on boy,” she lured him out with the hot dogs. She saw he had a collar but no tags. She managed to lure him up the porch steps and into the mud room. “We have to clean him up before he comes in.”

“I’ll do it, Grandma,” Ashley ran to the bathroom and returned with a wash cloth, a basin of water and a towel.

“Not your mom’s good towels, Ashley,” Esther started to say. Ashley was already slopping water on the dog.

“Let me help too,” Jacob insisted. Meanwhile Esther heard Grace crying from the play pen where she had been placed for safe keeping while Esther cooked dinner. She didn’t know what to do as things seemed to be getting out of hand. Who could she call on? Kathleen had her dad’s car so he couldn’t come over and help. Josh didn’t have a driver’s license yet, or a car. She did what she had done all this past year when life got out of control. She called Peter.

“Peter, I’m at Joy and Dale’s. Could you come over?”

Peter heard the urgency in her voice as she knew he would and didn’t stop to ask questions.

“I’ll be right there.”

Just then the dog broke loose from the grip of the two children and ran to the kitchen, lured by the smell of cooking food. When Esther came in to get him, he ran for the living room and shook his wet hair all over the carpet before jumping over the couch.

“Muffin, Muffin,” Ashley kept yelling as she ran after him.

“His name’s not Muffin,” Jacob yelled.

“Is so,” Ashley yelled back.

“Then why doesn’t he answer to Muffin? It’s a girl’s name.”

“Stop arguing and let’s head him off before he runs upstairs,” Esther told the kids. “Where is he now
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