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July 1974

As the moon shone through the curtains illuminating the face of his sleeping daughter, David Michaels brushed his finger over her tiny cheek. With his back reclining on the maple headboard of his bed, he memorized the perfect features of her face, reflecting in miniature the face of the angel he had fallen in love with on sight seven years before. Closing his eyes, he could nearly see her in the chaos of papers captured by the wind as she tried to frantically pick them up them. He had held in laughter at her dismay and quickly offered her aide. After the papers had all be picked up, she glanced up at him with a delighted smile curving her pretty lips. He was lost then ... utterly lost. She was a vision of heaven to fill him with longing, but to him she was as untouchable then as she was now.

How easily this piece of heaven fit in his arms, however. He looked at this little girl who looked so much like his wife. She stirred, looking up at him with the same chocolate eyes. She smiled at him with the same heart-shaped lips. Yet, touchable. 

He smiled gently down at her and lifted her higher in his arms to kiss her cheek. He placed his index finger in the palm of her hand, and her small fingers curled around it. How could he explain the feelings that poured through him when he held her? Was it peace? Satisfaction? Why did he so frequently pick her up from her crib when she was sleeping just to be near her? Just what did this tiny person give to him? 

How could an infant be a fountain of heaven? He tried to quench the thirst she usually satisfied with her adoring eyes and quick smiles. But, tonight, as he stared into her face and drank in her innocence, he still felt empty. Tonight, she reminded him too much of his wife. She, too, had been a fountain for him to drink from once upon a time.

You thought you could love an angel. You thought she would fly you to Paradise. Instead, you bound her in hell.

With the thoughts, tears slipped over his cheeks, and one dropped onto his daughter’s forehead. She blinked and smiled trustingly up at him. Unable to answer her smile, he shut his eyes and whispered, “Please.”

A gentle breeze flowing through the open window fluttered the curtains and fanned dry his wet cheeks. The night stilled around him once more as he looked into his daughter’s face and saw her smile again. She gurgled, and he squeezed her tighter to himself. 

“David?” His wife’s sleepy voice broke the silence.

He looked down at her lying next to him. When she leaned up slightly to look more closely at him, his fingers itched to run through her hair, spilling in lush curls to her pillow.

He smiled at her. 

She smiled back.

He leaned over and pressed a kiss to her forehead.

“David,” she whispered before he pulled away.

His heart filled with hope when he looked down at her. He glanced at her mouth where a half smile formed. His eyes dipped lower and skimmed her gently rounded form covered with a thin ivory sheet. If he leaned over, he could bury his nose in her hair to enjoy her scent. If he leaned further down, he could taste her lips now parted slightly.

An unbidden memory shoved its way to the fore of his mind. He closed his eyes to shove aside the unwanted picture of early morning sunlight shining through the stained-glass window of Jesus on the cross dripping blood from his hands, feet, and side. He could still hear weeping. 

Echoing ... echoing ... 

When would he stop hearing those cries?

The room became stifling hot. Again, he looked down at his wife and saw uncertain invitation in her eyes. He wanted desperately to kiss her, to lose the tormenting memory in her softness, but he did not. Instead, he smiled at her and said, “You are sweet, Julie.” He ignored the silkiness of her skin when he laid their baby daughter in her arms. 

He missed his wife’s slight frown when he stood up and walked to the window. He looked at the tall oak tree outside their bedroom window and then at the full moon.

You thought you could love an angel.

You never had the right.

He turned and looked at his wife now sitting up in bed to nurse their daughter. Her bottom lip caught by her top teeth; she looked down at the baby in her arms. Her hair, draping her shoulders and hiding half her face from his gaze, glowed in the moonlight. She was just as much an angel as the first day. He wanted to shout, “I love you.” He wanted to weep, “I’m sorry.” He wanted to hide his head in her lap and feel her fingers caress his face like she did when they were first married. Mostly, he wanted to enjoy the woman who bore his name—enjoy her gentle love, her laughter, her conversation, her touch.

You can’t love an angel. You lost the right.

The demons howled at him, calling him a fool.

Regret shouted loudest of them all.
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David looked up from his Bible turned to I Kings when he heard a lawn mower start up outside his church office window. Rubbing the back of his neck, he leaned back in his seat. He frowned at the break in concentration and heaved a sigh of frustration. Noticing the sheen of dust on the cherry-wood finish of his desk, he grumbled and opened the bottom desk drawer to pull out a rag and a can of dust remover. Efficiently, he put his Bible back in its place in the top right drawer of his desk and shifted to the floor the remaining items on his desk, a picture of his wife Julie when they had been engaged and pens in a mug with the picture of a man fishing with a child and the words, “Anyone can be a Father, but it takes someone special to be a Daddy.” 

He sprayed a bit of the cleaner onto the rag and began wiping the dust off the top and sides of the desk. He placed the mug and the picture back in their places and moved to the built-in bookshelves aligning the back wall of his office and pulled out a stack of books to lay them on his desk chair. He ran the rag over the cherry finish of the shelf and then replaced the books.

As he finished with the last shelf, he heard a knock at his office door. With brisk movements he sat behind his desk, opened the bottom drawer to put away the rag and cleaner, and quickly shut the drawer with his hand. “Come in,” he called as he pulled out his Bible and opened it on his desk.

The door squeaked open, and a short woman with white hair entered. “We need to do something about that door,” Emma Carson said grumpily. She looked at David behind his desk and paused a moment to take a good sniff of the room. With a teasing grin, she asked, “Been dusting again?”

Trying to hide his embarrassment, David pulled a pen from the cup on his desk. After twirling it in his fingers a moment, he met her eyes and sheepishly nodded his head.

“You’re the cleanest pastor this church has had since I been working here nigh on fifty years.” Her laughter ended in a fit of rasping coughs. She cleared her throat and began, “Now, Pastor.”

“Call me David.”

“We go through this near every day.” She looked down her nose at him, placing her hands on her hips. “You’re Pastor. That’s what I called the three men before you and that’s what I’ll call you.” She pointed her finger at him and winked, drawing a smile out of David. He dragged fingers through his hair and leaned his elbows on the desk. His lips twitched.

“Wipe that look off your face!”

David put his hand over his mouth and yawned, stretched back in his seat, crossed his arms by his head, and looked up at the ceiling.

Emma chuckled. When David’s glance came back to her, she said matter-of-factly, “My sister’s sick.” At David’s quick look of sympathy, she continued, “I need to get on home.” 

David nodded his understanding.

“I assume you can handle things without me today.”

David winked in response and asked, “What’s wrong with Emily?” 

“The flu, but if you ask me, she’s just playin’ for sympathy. She can’t do a thing without me.”

David’s eyes twinkled with humor. “She had a backache last week.”

“Exactly!” She grinned at David. She liked this pastor. He had spunk.

“I can manage, Emma. Take a day or two. I’ll hold the fort.”

She laughed, coughed, and then cleared her throat. “All right then. Don’t forget that Frank Wright is in the hospital again and you’ll have to visit him today. Frank gets cranky when someone doesn’t come and pray with him.”

A grin tugged at David’s lips. “And what is he in for this time?”

“He fell down and dislocated a shoulder. At his age it’s serious business. But if you ask me, I don’t know how he’s managed to last this long. That man’s been prone to accidents long as I can remember.” She glanced at her watch and said, “Oh, goodness. I better go. I told Emily that I’d be home by eleven. Take care now, Pastor,” she called over her shoulder and walked to the door. The door squeaked as she started to pull it shut. “Get some cooking oil downstairs and see if you can’t fix this squeak.” 

David chuckled quietly when the door closed. She may be small, but wiry Emma Carson could run circles around him. What would he do without her—the church secretary that managed three other pastors before him, outliving two? He continued to chuckle as he pulled a notebook from the front desk drawer and set it next to his open Bible. With determined concentration he began taking additional notes on Samaria for his sermon, which he had mostly prepared. He just needed a few more details to complete it.

David flipped through the pages of I Kings. Here is what he wanted. The hill of Samaria had been purchased by King Omri of Israel from Shemer for two talents of silver. The king built a city on it and established it as his capital. David fingered through more pages. Warning after warning. How often did God urge the Israelites to turn back and follow Him? Yet, they ignored Him and persisted in doing evil.

David stroked his clean-shaven chin. “Samaria.” Crossing his arms over his chest, he thought about the Assyrians defeating the Northern Kingdom and Samaria being resettled by foreigners. Samaria remained a stench in Israel from that time to Jesus and even after that. 

What David had learned in seminary about Samaria dissatisfied him. He wanted deeper theological reasons for Samaria’s existence. Everything had a symbolic purpose. What was Samaria’s? David closed his eyes and contemplated the facts and how they fit together. What did Samaria—a part of the larger story—have to do symbolically with the smaller stories of that of his congregation and, even, his own life?

Frustrated, he pushed his chair back and stood up to pace his office several times. He could almost see a thread running through the story that would help him find its deeper meaning, but he could not pick it out of the rest of the tapestry. He remembered buying a book on the history of the Jews. Maybe it had more information. He scanned through the books on his shelves but did not find it. It must be in his office at home.

Mumbling to himself, he walked out the office door. Pausing halfway down the hall, he turned abruptly around and walked back to his office to flip off the light switch. After patting his pants pockets for his keys, he pulled the door shut and firmly locked it. With long strides he walked back down the hallway, and without looking up at the massive stained-glass windows on both sides of the church, he crossed the sanctuary. His footsteps echoed on the marble floor of the foyer. 
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Julie eased her weary body down on the blanket that moments earlier she had spread out under the Sycamore Maple tree in her back yard. She rubbed the back of her tight neck and shoulders and then rolled her head in three slow circles. With her eyes closed she tilted her head back and allowed a breeze to fan her warm cheeks. The infant lying next to her fussed. Absently she patted the baby’s back as she leaned against the trunk of the tree. The infant’s protests became more insistent—louder. The cries pricked Julie’s shattering peace. Won’t she be still for a moment? 

She combed her fingers through her tangled dark hair. I forgot to comb it again. Julie sighed wearily. She looked around the yard and spotted her two-year-old daughter, Amandine, playing happily in her sandbox. 

Julie patted Elizabeth’s back again. Can’t she just go to sleep? What is wrong with her today? She is not usually this fussy. I have dishes to do. There are piles of dirty laundry in my bedroom and the washer broke down yesterday. I have to call a repairman. 

“I’m tired,” she said, her voice catching with emotion. It is hot! How long is this hot spell going to last? It’s going to be over ninety degrees again. Elizabeth stilled and fell asleep. Oh, Thank you, God.

Unable to find a comfortable place to rest her head against the hard tree, she lay down next to her baby, curled around her, and touched her small hand. She looked over to Amandine still contentedly playing in her sandbox. Sleep pulled at her. I’m so tired. If I could just close my eyes...

It’s not a good idea to fall asleep with Amandine playing out here. She could wander into the front yard and maybe into the street. Julie forced her drooping eyes to remain fixed on Amandine, and every time she felt her body slip into drowsiness, she opened her eyes wide again.

Moments later, Julie woke with a guilty jerk to tiny hands pushing at her arm. She looked into her daughter’s smudged face and wiped the dirt away. “What honey?” she asked quietly.

“I sleep too,” Amandine said, snuggling her body against her mother’s. She brushed her hand on her mother’s arm and lifted her free thumb to her mouth. She clutched her stuffed puppy, Scruffy, under her arm. 

Julie felt by the slight jumps of Amandine’s body that she was falling asleep. She listened to her baby’s tiny, even breaths. Above, birds sang, and wind rustled leaves. Amandine’s breathing deepened. She was asleep. “Thank you,” Julie whispered. 

Julie closed her eyes, hoping to fall asleep again, but the rest she desperately wanted—and needed—evaded her. The worries came and circled in her mind again. Dishes. Laundry. David will want something better than macaroni and cheese for supper. I need to go grocery shopping.

I don’t have time to lounge on a blanket. I have too much to do. Julie yawned. But I want to sleep! She groaned. “I can’t do this anymore,” she said aloud. Immediately, she looked to her daughters and sighed with relief when they did not stir. The bliss of childish slumber—it wasn’t fair.

If he would only help me more, Father, I could find rest. If he would get up with Amandine in the night and let me have a whole night to sleep, and when Elizabeth is teething, she is up at least once in the night. Last night it was two times with Amandine and once for Elizabeth. I’m so tired.

Tears slipped over her cheeks. I try so hard to do everything just right. To make everyone happy, Lord. But You have stopped talking to me. I can’t hear You anymore. Your silence is more than I can bear. Life has stolen joy from me, Father. I cry all the time. I can’t stop crying. Why did You let him do this to us, Lord? We don’t talk anymore. He’s too busy. But You know that it is so much more than us not talking. Only You know. 

The inner anguish consumed her and swallowed her into a blinding mist. Does your silence mean you don’t care anymore? Have I lost your favor? Where are you?

Julie stared up at the tree above her. Always, I have a smile on my face. I am the happy pastor’s wife so proud of her husband. Standing by his side—holding him up. I live a life of lies.

Julie squeezed her eyes shut as her thoughts continued to torment her. 

A hot breeze floated over her, carrying the scent of her rose bushes she had planted the summer they moved in. Why did I marry him? So, what if everyone at our church sings their young pastor’s praises. A person should not have to live like this!

He answered in quiet whispers in her heart—so quietly she hardly heard.

Just be

Just be with me

I am here

always here

Just be

Just be with me

Feel my hand that covers yours

She felt his gentle ministering in her heart and angrily closed it to him. I don’t want your comfort, Lord! I want you to fix this mess! She shook her head. She wanted to hold on to her anger, instead she felt His warmth. His song came louder.

Just be

Just be with me

I am holding you

In my arms 

Feel my fingers

Through your hair

I am singing

Can’t you hear?

She grew still, remembering the words of the song she had penned so many years before. It had been the song of her Jesus who had inspired her to write in her journal one summer afternoon when she was nineteen. Jesus told her that He would sing it when a troubled time came to her. Is this the troubled time you spoke of? If I would have known, it would hurt this bad ... A fresh wave of grief threatened to drown her, but she heard His song in her heart and let it go.

Just be

Just be with me

Beside these waters

Hold my hand

Let’s take a walk

In the garden

For a while

If you seek me,

You will find me.

If you rest,

You will heal.

If you want to

Feel my touch

Close your eyes

And feel the wind

Julie reached up and touched the place where the wind gently caressed. Quiet crept into her heart. Cold tingles spread throughout her body followed by a secure warmth, and she smiled. She felt assured once more—comforted again.

She eased Amandine’s body off of hers and sat up. She stood up and walked to her rose bushes. She knelt down beside them and cupped one bloom in her hand and smelled it. Contentment slipped into her spirit with the fragrance. She sat down beside her rose bushes and hugged her knees. She laid her chin on top of them and closed her eyes.

Dishes? A worry pricked her.

“Not now,” she said. “I must take peace when I find it.” She smiled to herself and wondered what she should do. Should she weed her garden? Should she go for a walk around the yard?

None of those inspired her.

“Should I journal?” she asked herself and added, “It has been a long time. Maybe not since Christmas.” 
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Chapter Four
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Pulling a glass out of the cupboard to the right of her sink, Julie turned on the faucet and tested the water till it was cold enough to fill her glass. She drank deeply and filled the glass again. Walking to the freezer for ice, jelly that had dropped from her daughter’s toast that morning squished between her bare toes. “Yuck,” she said, crinkling her nose. She set the glass of water on the counter next to her and awkwardly reached for the towel hanging on the sink. Bending over to wipe away the jelly, she muttered, “Add mopping the floor to my list.” 

Rubbing the small of her back, she glanced over her kitchen and dining area taking in the dirty dishes and pans from the previous supper, the remains of breakfast dishes on the table and counter, crumbs and smears of jelly on the countertop. “What a mess,” she said with a grimace. Guilt followed by fatigue pressed in on her.

“Don’t think about it.” She opened the freezer compartment and pulled out an ice tray. Plopping cubes in her water, she grumbled, “Don’t look at the mess.” 

She put the tray back in the freezer and shut the door. 

“I can do that,” she said with a nod though not quite convinced. As she walked through the kitchen, she mumbled, “Now where did I put my journal?” She went down the hall to the right of her kitchen and small dining area into her craft room and glanced at the half-finished dress for Amandine lying next to her sewing machine. Thinking for a moment to work on it, she shook her head and said, “No. Girls are outside. I need to find my journal quickly.” She took a long drink of water and set the glass on the sewing table.

She looked over the bookshelves but did not see it. She opened the closet doors and knelt down to look inside the box where she stored her girlhood journals and was surprised at the number of them, she found. She had forgotten she sometimes filled one a month. Now, she had little time for writing.

To be honest, journaling had become too painful for her to do, and she realized with a sigh that her current journal was in her bedside set of drawers. She did not know why she thought it would be in this box. Impulsively, she picked up the box, stood, and set it on a white chest of drawers next to the closet, the stenciled pink roses on each drawer fading and chipping. She fingered through several of the journals. “When was the last time I read these?” After a moment, she answered, “Before Amandine was born, I’m sure.”

She felt the brush of soft fur against her calf. She smiled and bent over to pick up her Shi Tzu off of the floor. She buried her nose into its soft black and white fur and sighed with pleasure. “There you are, my Cherub,” she crooned. Cherub responded with several eager licks to Julie’s face. Julie settled her dog in the crook of one arm and smoothed her free hand over Cherub’s fur. 

Julie’s hand stilled mid-stroke as the painting hanging above the chest of drawers caught her eyes. On a wooden floor in the center of an unfurnished room, three shattered champagne glasses surrounded a discarded wedding band. The gold of the ring shimmered in a pool of moonlight streaming in from a tall stained-glass window with a faint image of Jesus. Jesus’ sad eyes were fixed on his empty folded arms. A lamb at his feet looked away from him.

Julie took a step closer to the painting. She had not noticed the mirror hanging on the wall to the right of the ring and glasses when she had hung it just over a year before. Her breath caught as she saw the faint image of half of a woman’s face reflected in the mirror, a lone tear glistening on her pale cheek.

Julie swallowed. She pushed away the emotions the painting evoked and lifted Cherub higher in her arms. As she brushed her cheek against Cherub’s fur, she read the poem she had hung next to the painting.

Vows by Jenny Matthison

The barren betrayal of vows flung aside.

The clink of finality echoes.

Hope dies.

On the barren, wooden floor

The three lie shattered.

A pale cheek—upon it a 

Cascading

Tear.

The gold ring at center of it all.

Oh the stories they could tell of 

Love Lost

Death

The tortured souls’

Languishing

Descent

To

Hell

Julie had not understood the lines in the poem about the cascading tear on the pale cheek when she had hung it next to the painting. She did now.

Cherub licked her cheek, breaking the melancholic spell of the painting and poem. Julie brushed the tears from her eyes and savored the soft fur against her cheek. With a slight catch in her voice, Julie whispered “I love you, Cherub.” After Cherub licked her cheek once more, Julie set the dog down at her feet. Cherub immediately lay down and rested her head on her front paws. Julie looked down at her tired dog and said sadly, “Cherub, you’re getting old.” Cherub thumped her tail once in response.

Without a second glance to the poem and ignoring completely the painting of a pair of dancers in an empty ballroom that hung on the adjoining wall, Julie picked out her first diary and another one at random. At the screen door, she called, “Come Cherub.” Cherub appeared in the doorway of her craft room and slowly walked toward her. Julie held the door open for her and watched her slowly descend the uneven cement slabs and sat down at their base.

As the screen door creaked behind her while it closed, she muttered, “If I stay outside, I can forget that I need to clean the house. It’s not so bad.” She tried to persuade herself. Guilt nagged her anyway. “Just a couple hours and I can have it clean.” She walked to her rose bushes, then rolled her eyes and said, “I must be going crazy. I’m talking to myself.”

As she sat down next to her rose bushes, she heartbrokenly whispered, “Who else do I have to talk to but myself?” Cherub nudged her hand with her nose and licked it. Smiling, Julie cradled Cherub in her arms. “At least I have you,” she said. Cherub licked her cheek. “I’ll be fine, Cherub. You’ll see.” Settling Cherub on her lap, she looked over at her girls, thankfully, still sleeping. Her Amandine rarely wanted to take a nap. This respite was a treasure indeed. 

Julie looked at the first diary she kept, and memories of her father filled her. She missed him. She swallowed back emotion. She had not thought of him for a while—too busy with life’s details. He had a massive heart attack and died only a month before David and she took the call here. He had never seen their church. He had never seen their house ... would never meet his granddaughters. 

A breeze stirred her hair, and she brushed it from her face. She closed her eyes and remembered the day her father had handed her this diary wrapped in pink paper. After she had opened this special gift from him, she looked up at him with questioning eyes. He said to her then, “Sweetheart, try writing your prayers down.”

She answered, “But they’re always the same. Bless Dad. Bless Mom. Make me a good girl. Why do I have to write that down?”

He chuckled and put his arm around her. “You are a good girl, sweetheart. And it is good to bless me and Mom. But, child, perhaps God wishes to say something to you.”

“God doesn’t talk,” she answered quickly. 

“He talks. You have to listen.” He tweaked her nose and left her in the room alone.

She had sat down on the couch with her diary and picked a pen off the end table next to it. She opened the diary and stared at the blank page. She clicked the pen several times trying to figure out what to write. After a few moments without inspiration, she set it down on the table next to her, bundled up in her winter clothes, and went outside to build a snowman. She wrote in the diary later that night before going to sleep.

February 18, 1964

My Daddy gave me this prayer journal for my birthday. He says that he keeps one and it helps him see answers to his prayers. I am fifteen years old today. But you know that, God.

I don’t know how to keep a prayer journal. Daddy said that you will teach me. I’m not sure how you will teach me because I can’t hear you. I told this to Daddy, and he laughed. He read me the story about Samuel and Eli. You talked to Samuel.

I said, “Dad, but he spoke out loud for Samuel.”

Daddy patted my head and said, “You’ll hear Him.”

God, I’m listening.

Do you have something to say?

I’m waiting?

Do you have something to say?

I didn’t think so.

I know You already know all about me, but I guess I should start somewhere and write about my life.

First off, I am a Sophomore in high school. I like school and I do get good grades. Math is my hardest subject. I just don't get algebraic equations. I love English best because I love to read and write. Right now, I am reading Anne of Green Gables. I think Anne is a wonderful character. I know that I am very much like her. I have always been prone to getting into scrapes. And I am horribly disorganized. I don't know how many cakes I have messed up by forgetting to put in the right ingredients. I am a hopeless cook. I just don't keep my mind focused on what I am doing. So, I love Anne.

Dad and Mom have done a wonderful job of raising me. I'm rarely unhappy, but I cry at sad movies and when I hear sad songs on the radio. My best friend is Mary. We have been friends since Kindergarten. I have a class of forty because I live in a small town.

My father is an elder at the Lutheran church we go to. Mom is the president of the lady’s aid. So, we are quite involved in church. I teach Sunday school. Right now, I am teaching the preschoolers about Noah and the Ark. I taught them that a rainbow is God's promise that he will never destroy the earth by flood again.

April 21, 1964

God, I’m trying this prayer writing thing again. Daddy says that I must be faithful in writing my prayers down.

I said, “Dad, God hears my thoughts.”

He said, “Yes, Julie, but do you hear His?”

I didn’t know what to say then.

He read me the story about Jesus holding children in his lap and his disciples telling the children to go away but Jesus got mad at them.

I thought it was a nice story. Could I sit on your lap?

So, when are you going to answer me?

I didn’t think you would.

But it is sort of nice to write anyway.

Bye.

I mean, Amen.

May 1, 1964

Daddy said that if I ask you for something that you will give it to me. So, I ask for a puppy.

Will I get one?

Will you ever answer me?

Julie paused in her reading and smiled. She glanced over to her children lying on the blanket and saw that Elizabeth was beginning to stir. Before she let out a loud squall that would wake her sister, Julie set her diary on the ground, eased Cherub off of her lap, stood up, and walked to her baby. Without making a fast move, she picked up Elizabeth and walked away from the still sleeping Amandine.

As she settled herself by the rose bushes once more, she nestled her daughter in her arms and began to nurse her. Cherub lay down next to her with her soft fur brushing against her thigh. Julie picked up the diary and glanced over a few more entries and said, “Did Mama really think like this,” she asked her daughter. Her daughter’s eyes lifted to hers in adoration, and Julie felt warm and full.

October 12, 1964

I found this journal. Finally! Dad told me to clean my room. Ugh. I found my journal under my bed with all kinds of stuff I thought I lost, like my left roller skate and my stuffed cat my Mom gave me for my sixth birthday. I slept with it every night. I did not know where it went. Now all my stuff that was under my bed is now all over the floor. It’s just too much work to bother with now. I need a coffee break. Only I don’t drink coffee. I don’t like it.

...

Hey guess what? I have a dog! You do answer prayers. I just read over this diary, and I remember now that I asked you for a dog. Cherub is licking my toes right now. Daddy calls her fur ball or fluff bunny. So, maybe you did answer me.

I’ll ask for something else. So how about you help me get an A on my math test? I did study, but math is hard for me. I’d like an A. Mary is always getting A’s. She thinks she is so much smarter than me. She is not, so I want an A too. 

I want to make Daddy proud of me. He’s been working with me in math every night for a month. I think he is worried that I’ll never understand math.

So, will you? Will you help me get an A on my math test?

I have to clean my room now. Daddy just looked in on me. He did not look happy.

October 15, 1964

I got an A+ on the math test! The teacher wrote on my test too. “Great job, Julie, keep it up!” I’m happy. Daddy is taking me out for ice cream. So, Cherub and an A+. Thanks, God!

What did you say?

Did you say, “You’re Welcome?”

Julie glanced down at Elizabeth in her arms. She wrapped a finger in one of her daughter’s brown curls and smiled. “You have a silly Mama.” Elizabeth pulled away from her breast and smiled up at her.

“You are so pretty, honey,” Julie crooned.

Elizabeth gurgled in response. Julie picked her up and placed her over her shoulder to burp her. She said, “Mama is so silly. She asked for As on tests. Don’t you think that is silly?”

Elizabeth burped in response.

“Good answer,” Julie said smiling. She turned Elizabeth around and began nursing her on the other side.

She picked up her diary and read again.

November 22, 1964

President, John F. Kennedy was assassinated today. My English teacher cried. Daddy cried too when we watched TV tonight. He prayed for our country at dinner and told me I should pray too. I don’t know what to pray for, God. 

I know. 

I’m going to pray for John Jr. I saw him standing next to his mother on the TV. He looked so sad. Send the angels to watch over him tonight, God.

Julie felt a bubble of pride in the girl she had been. She wondered about the angels God had sent to keep watch over John Jr. It was such a sad time in history, but as a fifteen-year-old girl she thought little about the world outside her home and school. She had been too interested in getting a better score than Mary on her math quizzes to give thought to politics. But Julie had prayed for John Jr. that night, and she now remembered praying for the little boy on other nights as well before falling asleep. She knew how hard it was to lose a parent; she felt much compassion for him.

December 5, 1964

I got an A in History, an A in English, and an A in science. Then I got a B+ in Math and you did it again! I prayed and you gave me what I wanted. I beat Mary with grades this time. Thanks!

I tell my friends at school that if they pray for good grades that you will help them earn them. They thought I was crazy.

Am I crazy?

December 7, 1964

I talked to Daddy about my praying. I told him what I was praying for, and he laughed. I like Daddy’s laugh. He sounds like Santa Claus—if he were real that is. He told me that I was not crazy and that I can pray and ask for anything. But I’m confused. He said that you may or may not give it to me.

He told me if I ask, you will give it to me, but now he says You might not.

Dad said that prayer does not always work the way we want. 

So, God why doesn’t it?

I’ve been praying for good grades since October. And my quarter grades were great. You did give them to me. Didn’t you?

I thought You did.

Later, Dad said that I have to pray in Jesus’ name.

Well, so now I can pray for an A on my English assignment. In your name, Jesus. Amen.

December 10, 1964

God, I got a B on my assignment. I prayed for an A. Didn’t you hear me? I even prayed it in your name.

Now, I don’t know what to pray for. I want good grades God. I like to be smart. Is it okay to like to be smart?

I’m waiting for your answer.

December 12, 1964

I asked Dad about prayer tonight at dinner. I told him that I wanted an A on my assignment but got a B instead.

Daddy laughed and patted my hand.

God, why does Daddy find me so funny?

He said to me that I should be asking for things that glorify you and draw me closer to you. Then he said to me that I should first seek you and not the world. He told me to store my treasures in heaven.

He also said that I am treating you like a gum ball machine. He said that I have been sticking coins in you. I should seek a relationship with you.

So, Daddy told me to pray this prayer for the next month, “Open my eyes to see You, and open my ears to hear You.”

Julie placed Elizabeth on her shoulder again and patted her back. “Hmm,” she said. “I forgot about that. Open my eyes to see You. Open my ears to hear You.”

When Elizabeth burped, Julie sat her daughter in her lap, holding her under her arms, and said, “What do you think of that, honey?”

Elizabeth smiled, and a bit of milk dribbled from her mouth. Julie rubbed the milk away with her hand.

“Little girl. What do you think about that? Should we pray every day that our Maker will open our eyes to see Him and open our ears to hear Him? Do you think he will, sweetie?”

Elizabeth gurgled and answered, “Aah goo.”

“I think so too,” Julie said happily.

“That’s a nice prayer,” she heard a deep voice rumble above her.

She glanced up to see her tall husband looming above her. She looked up to smile at him but saw his back as he turned to watch Amandine sitting on the blanket and crying.

“Why are you home, David?” 

“I needed a book for my sermon on Sunday,” he answered over his shoulder, walking toward Amandine.

Julie watched him pick up their crying daughter to comfort her, but Amandine squirmed and pushed at his chest and said, “Want Mama.” He set her down on the ground.

Julie stood up slowly. Shifting Elizabeth to her hip, she walked towards Amandine. She glanced at David who looked at Amandine with an odd expression. She thought he seemed hurt, but she could not be sure. He looked at her when she approached and reached for Elizabeth who readily went to her Daddy with a laugh.

David lifted her above his head and twirled her around a few times and kissed her cheek before settling her in his arms. He looked to Julie knelt down beside Amandine. 

Julie hugged her daughter tightly and pressed her small face to her chest. “What’s wrong, sweetie?” Julie gently crooned.

“I sad,” Amandine answered with her lips quivering.

“Why?” Julie asked running her fingers through Amandine’s moist hair.

“You lost me,” Amandine said clinging to her mama.

“I didn’t lose you. I was just over there,” Julie said pointing to her rose bushes.

“You lost me.”

“I’m right here, honey.”

Julie glanced up when she noticed David walking away carrying Elizabeth with him. Her heart sank at the sight of him leaving her side. Even the back of him was beautiful to her—broad shoulders angling to trim waist and hips. She fleetingly hoped things could be different between them. 

“What would you like to do, sweetie?”

“I hun-gie,” 

Julie sat down and cuddled Amandine to her. She felt sad. The happiness she had found before David came home dissolved, and loneliness pressed in on her again. “I think we will go see Thomas.”

“Yay!” Amandine bounded from Julie’s arms and began running to the house, but she stopped, turned around, and, with a troubled frown, said, “First, hun-gie.”

“Ok, sweetie. How about a peanut butter and jelly sandwich?”

Amandine jumped up and down. “Yay!”

David kissed the top of Elizabeth’s curly hair as he scanned the titles of the books on his shelves. Elizabeth gurgled and giggled as he cuddled her close to him. “Little Lizzie Poo,” he called her. She looked up at him with a delighted toothless grin. He pulled the book he wanted off the shelf and blew on Elizabeth’s neck. She shrieked with laughter and David grinned. 

He noticed Julie standing in the door of the office, and he smiled at her. She looked cute with hair sticking up in odd places and wearing a jelly-stained shirt. She had an adorable, mussed appeal. He walked to her. 

“Want lunch?” she asked quietly.

“I fixed myself a sandwich while you were outside,” he said leaning over, intending to kiss her brow. She pulled back and his lips grazed her hair. 

“How long have you been home?”

“Awhile.” 

“Thank you for cleaning the kitchen,” Julie said quietly looking down at her feet. “I know that you like it cleaner ...”

He could hear the uncertainty in her voice. “It doesn’t matter,” David reassured her gently. He looked at her, not liking her subservient stance. He placed a finger under her chin to tilt her face up to look him in the eye. He studied her face and noticed the pale blue smudges of fatigue under her eyes. He said, “You look tired.”

She nodded. She stepped into his office to straighten a picture hanging on the wall of her holding Amandine the day they arrived home from the hospital. “Why didn’t you come and get me. I could have made you something to eat.”

“You were nursing Elizabeth and reading. I didn’t want to disturb you, sweetie.” When Julie turned back to face him, he thought about pressing a soft kiss to her lips. He wondered if she would welcome it or pull away like she had the last time he tried to many months before. He stepped toward her, intending to lean down to kiss her, but Elizabeth grabbed a fist full of Julie’s hair and pulled it.

“Ouch,” Julie said reaching up to untangle Elizabeth’s fingers. 

With feelings of disappointment, David brushed Julie’s hand away with his and began loosening Elizabeth’s fingers. “She has a tight grip,” he said as he freed the last of Julie’s hair from Elizabeth’s fist.

Julie took a step back and reached her hand up to rub her head. “Thanks,” she said.

David looked down at her. She looked sweet with her hair even more rumpled than it was moments before. David smiled down at her. It would be nice to spend the afternoon with her. What would she think if he asked her to go someplace with him and the girls?

David’s eyes fixed on hers until he began to feel as if he were drowning. He looked away and kissed Elizabeth’s cheek.

“Are you going back to church?”

With a weary sigh, he said, “Yeah, I have a bit more I need to add to Sunday’s sermon.” David thought about the times when Julie helped him work out the kinks in his sermon. It had been a long time since he asked her to.

Julie offered him a polite smile, reaching for Elizabeth.

David did not give up the baby. Instead, he shook his head.

When she looked up at him with questioning eyes, he said, “I’d like to take her with me. Later, I have some rounds to do at the hospital. I think it would cheer people to see her.”

A bit surprised, Julie asked, “Are you sure?”

David smiled. “Yeah, I like her company.”

Julie bit her bottom lip with worry. “All right, but don’t let anyone touch her hands, okay? And if they do, make sure you wash them.”

David nodded. “She’ll be fine.”

“She’ll need some baby food in a couple hours. There are some crackers in her bag, too. Oh and—”

“She’ll be fine,” David said with a grin.

Julie smiled sheepishly in answer.

“Okay then. We’ll be back later. About five.”

Julie washed the remains of peanut butter and strawberry jam off Amandine’s face and hands. She picked up her daughter and carried her to the side door leading to the garage, stopping to see Cherub watching them at the end of the hallway. “Walk, Cherub?” Julie called. Cherub lied down and rested her head on her front paws. “Walk, Cherub?” she repeated. 

Cherub’s tail thumped twice, but she remained lying on the floor. 

“Stroller, Cherub?” Cherub’s ears perked and she slowly rose to her feet. Her claws clipped on the linoleum and Julie smiled at her dog that would refuse a walk but not a stroller ride. She shifted Amandine in her arms and grabbed Cherub’s leash off its hook by the door and flipped on the garage light. She held the door open for her dog and watched it pad down the two steps to wait for her at the bottom. 

As Julie fitted her daughter in the stroller, Amandine said, “Scwuffy, pwease.” 

“Oh, I’m sorry, honey. I forgot him. Where is he?” Julie asked running her fingers along Amandine’s soft cheek.

“Kit-chen,” Amandine said squirming out of her stroller.

“You go get it, then.” Julie said watching her bounce up the steps to the door and struggle with the door handle. Finally, Amandine was able to turn the handle and push the door open.

Julie fastened the leash on Cherub’s collar and helped her climb into the stroller basket. Julie yawned. “I’m tired.” She stretched her arms over her head and breathed in deeply. She raked her fingers through her hair, easing the tangles out of it. She still had forgotten to comb it, but she did not want to bother with doing it now. Instead, she lifted it off of her shoulders, allowing a breeze from the open garage door to cool her neck and felt in her pockets for a hair tie. Finding one, she quickly pulled her hair back in a ponytail as Amandine pulled open the door and bounded out of it.

Julie helped Amandine into the stroller and secured the ties around her. She pushed stroller out of the garage to the driveway, and as she pulled the garage door shut behind her, Amandine said, “Stwoller, Scwuffy” with the same intonation Julie had used to invite Cherub. 

As Julie began the two mile walk to Thomas’ flower shop, she thought about the last journal entry she had read before David came home. She said aloud, “Open my eyes to see You. Open my ears to hear You.”

“Open eyes,” Amandine said bouncing Scruffy on her lap.

Julie grinned at Amandine’s imitation. “God will speak to us honey, if we listen to Him.”

“Why?” Amandine toyed with Scruffy’s nose. 

“Because He loves us.”

Amandine turned in her stroller and looked up at her mother and asked, “Why?”

“Because he made us.”

Amandine’s eyes grew big. “Why?” 

“He wanted someone to love him.” Julie turned the stroller onto the sidewalk and pushed it over a bump.

“Why?” 

Julie shrugged, not knowing how to answer. “I guess because he does.”

“Why?”

“Are you just saying why to everything I say?” Julie laughed.

Amandine giggled. “Why?”

“You little imp.” Julie fluffed her daughter’s hair.

“Why?”

“Ok, honey.” Julie said losing her smile. “That’s enough now.”

“Why?”

“Because Mama doesn’t know why,” she said with a hint of frustration.

“Why?” Amandine giggled again and stuck her thumb in her mouth lifting Scruffy to her nose.

Julie pushed the stroller another block in silence. She listened to the birds singing and the wind through the trees. She admired the flower gardens her neighbors had planted, wishing she had energy to do more with her own. Even though gardening was one of her favorite things to do, she had very little time for it lately. She was grateful that much of her yard was hidden behind trees. She did not feel the pressure to conform as much to her neighbor’s yard maintenance. It would be just another “should” to add to her already long list of “shoulds.” 

“Bird!” Amandine said pointing to a tree ten feet ahead of them.

“Yes, sweetie. You see a bird that is called a Cardinal.” Julie stopped walking and stooped to retie her shoe. When she stood up, she massaged her lower back and stretched.

“I wike it.”

Distractedly, Julie asked, “You like what, honey?”

“Card-nal.”

Surprised at Amandine’s close pronunciation, Julie smiled. “I like Cardinals too.” Julie wiped at the moisture on her brow with the back of her hand. “It’s hot today, honey.”

“Hot.”

Julie caressed Amandine’s curls before resuming her walk. After two more blocks, Julie saw the shimmer of Lake Como through the trees and smiled. She loved walking around Lake Como, and the conservatory, just a short walk from the lake, was one of her favorite places. The zoo was Amandine’s favorite, however. They had gone to the zoo and its amusement park many times that summer. 

“Ducks!” Amandine yelled as they turned the corner and Julie pushed the stroller onto the walking path. “Quack! Quack!” 

Julie smiled at Amandine’s exuberance.

Julie listened to the waves of the small lake roll to the shore and spotted Thomas’ flower shop on the far side. David and she had often walked around this lake when they first had moved here, when she had been pregnant with Amandine. She wondered if David remembered their walks.

The memory stung. I don’t want to think about David, now. Julie thought with a frown. I don’t want to think about anything. She tried to push away the all too familiar ache in her heart by looking at the picturesque scenery, but as she walked along, she noticed a young couple sitting on a bench facing the lake. She could not help but miss that the man had his arms around the woman who was laughing at something he said. Julie turned her head away quickly, feeling the prick of envy in her heart. 

She chose to look down at Amandine then, forcing her lips into a fond smile. Trying to find comfort, she held onto the pretty picture her daughter made as she happily sucked on her thumb and Scruffy’s ear, while chattering words only Amandine knew. 

As she continued to look at her daughter, Julie noticed that Scruffy needed another bath and contentment slipped away. What would someone think of her allowing Amandine to put the ear of such a filthy stuffed animal into her mouth but prying the stuffed dog away from her daughter would be a feat. Julie cringed at the memory of the last time she tried to take Scruffy away from her daughter to wash it. She had taken it while Amandine was sleeping, but when Amandine woke a short time later demanding her dog, it was already in the wash. Amandine cried and screamed the entire wash and drying cycles, and when the clean dog was finally presented to her Amandine refused it. Julie could do nothing to calm Amandine. She would not look at her dog (or even her mother, for that matter) for the rest of the day and eventually cried herself to sleep that night.

No, Julie did not relish going through that hassle again.

Through the trees, Julie saw a young woman walking around the far bend. She was pushing a baby in a stroller. Julie paused in her step as she immediately recognized Jenny Matthison by her long black hair. She had seen Jenny walking around this lake many times over the summer. Julie thought about turning around before Jenny would see her. She had done it before, she thought with a stab of guilt. She hoped Jenny had never seen her turn around; she did not want Jenny to think she was avoiding her. Oh, what should I do?

Julie saw that Jenny had stopped on the other side of a hedge of lilac bushes. She could just see her kneeling down in front of the stroller and could clearly hear her say, “You are a sweetie, Michael.” Julie could hear the baby laughing in response.

At that moment, Julie recognized the hedge of bushes as the place where she had met Jenny once. Over a year before, she had heard a young woman crying, and Julie consoled her. She did not at first recognize Jenny, but when she finally did, Julie guessed that an affair had left Jenny pregnant. Julie felt much compassion for Jenny that day. She had wanted to befriend the girl, but she never did. Instead, she had avoided Jenny ever since. A fresh wave of guilt rushed over her.

Jenny Matthison adjusted her son, Michael, in his seat and offered him a blue telephone rattle. When he took it and began to wave it back and forth, she stood up and rubbed the small of her back. She turned when she heard a little girl say, “Mama, baby.” Jenny noticed Julie and Amandine Michaels standing in front of her. Glancing down at her baby she noticed he had dropped the phone she had just given him. She stooped to pick it up. 

“Hello, Jenny.” Julie offered Jenny a hesitant smile.

Jenny handed the toy to Michael again and straightened. With a nervous catch she said, “Hello, Mrs. Michaels.” Jenny met Julie’s eyes for a scant second before looking down at her son.

An uncomfortable silence followed. Julie’s heart began to race.

Jenny darted a look at Julie and glanced back at her baby. “How are you, Mrs. Michaels?”

Julie noted the wobble in Jenny’s voice and felt compassion for her. “I’m fine. How are you?”

“Fine.” Trying to hide her nervousness, Jenny forced a smile and met Julie’s eyes.

Julie relaxed her fingers’ taut hold on the handlebar. “Beautiful day.”

Jenny nodded.

“Amandine likes going for walks.”

Jenny looked down at Amandine and smiled slightly. After a while, she said, “She looks just like you.”

“You think so?” Julie bit her bottom lip. “Maybe her hair.” Julie reached her hand up to touch her brown curls that matched her daughter’s. She looked down at Amandine’s upturned face and smiled. “It’s strange, but she has mine and David’s eyes.”

Jenny’s gaze met Julie’s before she looked back down at Amandine who was smiling with pleasure at being the center of admiring attention. Jenny smiled faintly at the little girl who was a beautiful blend of her father and mother. She had not noticed before how much like her father this little girl was. The dark brown curls were a mirror of her mother’s. Her eyes seemed to have the shape of her father’s, but one was golden brown and the other green. She looked up into Julie’s dark eyes and back down at Amandine’s. “Ah, they are lighter than yours, but yes, one is very much like Pastor Michael’s.”

Julie bit her bottom lip. She could hear her heart thudding a rapid beat, and she felt fluttering sensation in the pit of her belly. “Yes.” She hesitated before adding. “Yes, you are right. It is the same shade of green as David’s.” Julie searched for something to say. “Have you been painting?” 

Jenny’s face flushed. “Um...I’m painting a picture of a... me holding... Michael.”

Michael gurgled, and Julie looked down at the boy wearing a sailor suit.

“Pretty Baby,” Amandine said around the thumb in her mouth.

Michael’s chubby fists clenched on the rattle he mouthed. Julie eyes scanned his plump bare legs past his round tummy to his curly black head of hair and over the dimples in his cheeks, the tiny cleft in his chin, and his green eyes. Michael was a perfect prince of a baby. Julie swallowed. To Amandine she quietly said, “Yes, honey, he is a pretty baby.” Then under her breath, she said, “He has beautiful eyes, too.” After a moment, Julie’s eyes lifted and connected with Jenny’s for a scant second. 

Julie looked down at the top of Amandine’s head. “We’d better be going,” she said and began walking forward. “It was nice seeing you, Jenny,” she said over her shoulder.

“Yes,” Jenny answered watching her walk away, slowly letting go of the breath she had been holding.

Julie’s heart felt heavy as she secured Cherub’s leash to a tree, and she helped Amandine out of her stroller. She tried to push the meeting with Jenny Matthison out of her mind, but it lingered, stirring up her emotions. It was not so much what was said but what was left unsaid between them. She felt unable to do what she had the impression God wanted her to do—befriend Jenny. God had still not answered her question. What good would it do for either me or Jenny to be friends? 

Amandine tugged on Julie’s hand pulling her towards the door to Matthison’s flower shop. By the door, Julie hesitated uncertain whether she wanted to see Thomas or not. She felt like a hypocrite, embracing the father and shoving aside the daughter. Her feelings were too close to the surface, and she knew Thomas would see through any attempts to cover them. She should leave, she decided, but Amandine began to chatter excitedly about seeing Thomas. Julie could not disappoint Amandine, so she pulled open the door to the flower shop seeing Thomas’ tall form behind the counter. Julie nervously bit her bottom lip as she entered behind Amandine.

Busy with counting money, Thomas did not look up from the cash register when the door jingled. However, he lifted his head when he heard Amandine’s excited call of his name. He offered Amandine a bright smile and Julie a wink.

Amandine ran around the other side of the counter to wrap Thomas’ legs in a fierce hug. Thomas’ blue eyes brightened. He grinned down at the small girl whose head came only to his knees. He stooped down to pick her up. Hugging her close and kissing the top of her head, he said, “Hello, little lady.”

Julie watched Thomas affectionately holding her daughter. Sadness rippled through her, mixing in with the anxiety, as she watched Thomas with her daughter. Her own father, who had died in a car crash along with her mother when she was a toddler, never enjoyed this pleasure. And her own father and mother who had raised her had died before meeting their grandchildren. Thomas was the only grandpa figure Amandine knew. Amandine adored him, even though they infrequently visited his shop. At times the similarities between her father and Thomas were comforting. At others, as now, it awakened grief.

Julie swallowed, attempting to deal with the fresh set of emotions rising to the surface. She chose to take an objective look at the similarities and differences between Thomas and her late father. She watched Thomas pick out a Tootsie roll from the bowl on the counter to hand to Amandine. Thomas was tall and slender. The only indication of his age was the silvering of his ebony hair at the sides and a few creases by his eyes and mouth. On the other hand, her father’s hair had been completely gray by the time she was five. He was not tall like Thomas and was portly. To look at the physical features of Thomas, no one would find any similarities in him to Julie’s father. Why Julie found the two similar, she still was not sure.

When Thomas’ eyes briefly met hers, he winked at her before fixing his attention back on Amandine. Julie was struck fresh with a further difference between Thomas and her father that went beyond even their physical ones. While sadness lurked in her father’s eyes from time to time after Mom died when Julie was seventeen, grief never left Thomas’ eyes, even when he smiled, as he was now listening to Amandine’s happy chatter appearing to understand everything she said.

Thomas set Amandine on the floor and patted her head as he fixed his attention on Julie. Smiling softly, he asked, “How are you, Julie?”

Julie forced a smile. “Fine.” 

Thomas looked at her quizzically and a doubtful expression flickered over his face. “I don’t think so,” he said quietly, shaking his head, his blue eyes met hers. “You’re having a rough day.”

Tears pricked at her eyes. Mortified with her quick emotional response to his “seeing” her and intuitively knowing the truth about feelings she still preferred to hide. Julie pasted an even brighter smile on her face. “Not at all,” she said smoothly. “The girls are good. David’s ministry is doing so very well. More people come to hear him preach every week.”

Thomas shook his head again. He raised one eyebrow. “Julie, you forget that I know the truth.”

The fake smile fell from Julie’s face. She walked away and looked at a flowering plant hanging from the ceiling and then walked over to a basket of roses. She leaned over to sniff them. Coming here had been a mistake. Thomas knew her too well. He drew things out of her—things she didn’t want drawn out. Oh, why had she come?

She felt tears grow and pushed them back—way back and down deep. She determined he would not make her cry.

Thomas said, “Amandine, go in my back room and get a cookie. You know where.”

Julie picked out a rose and, with her eyes closed, breathed in its fragrance. She felt Thomas standing beside her. “How are you really, Julie?”

“Fine,” she said again.

Thomas sighed and draped an arm around her shoulders. With his comforting touch, her emotions rose to the surface despite her best efforts to hold them back. She crumpled into his arms and the tears came. He patted her back and rested his chin on the top of her head. When her shoulders stopped shuddering, he said, “It’s okay to cry, Julie. You don’t cry enough. Blessed are those who mourn, you know.” 

Julie leaned back in his arms and looked up at him. “That doesn’t make any sense. Crying is such a silly and weak thing to do.” She brushed at the remaining tears on her cheek.

“No, dear,” Thomas said chuckling. He brushed his hand over her shoulder and down her arm. Squeezing her elbow gently, he said, “Crying is the very strongest thing we can do.”

“Why?” Julie moodily frowned up at him through the pools in her eyes.

“To feel like He felt is a great thing. Our Lord wept, Julie. So should we.”

“For what? It doesn’t do any good.”

“To hide our feelings and mask them behind false smiles and false pride is worse. A heart that refuses to be broken is a cold heart, Julie. It is better for you to cry. Then your heart will be soft and able to love.”

Julie frowned up at Thomas. “I’m tired of loving,” Julie said meanly.

Thomas pressed her head to his chest and sighed. He searched for the right words and decided that maybe no words would be better. He listened to her uneven breaths and patted her back. He let silence do its work.

After a while, Julie pulled back slightly and looked up at him. “That’s not true, Thomas.” 

He nodded his head and smiled softly down at her.

Julie admitted. “I just don’t quite know how to love.”

Thomas brushed away the last of her tears with his fingertips and said, “You love your girls just fine, Julie.” 

“I mean,” Julie said. She drew in a deep breath and continued, “I don’t know how to love my husband.”

“I know what you meant.” Thomas was quiet for a long time. He had no good answer to give her. He pushed aside a stray curl off of her brow and cradled her in his
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