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Eastern Kentucky

A few years in the future (over a year after Midnight Will Come)
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“You gotta help me. Please, please help me.” 

And I would. Just as soon as I knew what was wrong with her.

She stared at me from where she sat on the exam table, eyes red and swollen. Tangled blonde hair draped the shoulders of her ratty sweatshirt, and she swiped a quick hand beneath her nose. “Please. I didn’t know where else to go. I ...”

“It’s okay.” I offered a smile that needed to be comforting. “I’m going to do everything I can to help you.” Starting with figuring out what was wrong with her. Something she hadn’t been willing to tell me as I’d taken her blood pressure, listened to her heart and lungs, and checked her temperature. All of which had been normal. And she didn’t have any visible wounds. “Can you tell me how I can help you?”

Then I could determine if this were something I could handle by myself or if I needed to call in Dr. Benton. Not something that would fly in a normal healthcare setting in a normal time.

But these times were anything but normal.

Besides, Dr. Benton had requested that I give him a few hours—if at all possible—to settle his eighty-five-year-old mom into his and his wife’s house.

The girl ducked her head and drove a hank of hair behind her ear with a roughness that had to hurt.

Okay, so she wasn’t going the easy route. Obviously. The last few minutes had shown that all too well.

Maybe she’d gotten bad info and thought Dr. Benton was a shrink.

I rested a hand on her shaking shoulder. “Will you tell me your name?” That had to be the tenth time I’d asked her that.

She lifted her head, and her chin quivered. “Audra.”

“All right, Audra. I’m Mellie.” Just as I’d told her before when I’d introduced myself. But maybe another time would help put her at ease.

“You gotta help me.”

So she’d said. 

I moved my hand from her shoulder and sank onto the stool sitting a few feet from the table. “Can you tell me what’s wrong? Is something hurting you?”

She shook her head.

To both of my questions or just the last one?

Maybe a different track would be helpful. “I haven’t seen you around before. Are you new to the area?” Her words did hold a Midwestern flatness. 

She flinched.

Great. Had she run away from home? From an abusive husband or boyfriend? She couldn’t be more than eighteen or nineteen. Maybe younger.

“Look.” I smoothed a hand through the air. “You’re safe here.” Mr. Smith and Mr. Wesson would see to that. 

Her face crumpled. “Please, please help me.”

And just how could I do that when she wouldn’t tell me what the problem was? “I’d be glad to, but ...” Maybe being gentle wasn’t the best tactic, but if I got firm, she’d probably start sobbing. 

“Please. Just get rid of it. You’ve got to get rid of it.”

Oh no. No. No. No. 

Lord, I need wisdom. Please. 

And now I sounded like her.

“Just to clarify things here ...” Because this conversation could use a whole lot of clarity. “You’re talking about your baby?”

“No.” Her wail cut through the clinic. “You can’t call it that. It’s not ...”

Nausea stirred to life. 

I pushed off my stool and once again rested my hand on her bony shoulder. “But that’s exactly who he or she is. A baby. A person created in the image of God.” And I wasn’t about to murder him or her.

A sob shook her shoulders, then another. “But I can’t ...”

Wisdom. Please. 

I climbed onto the exam table and looped an arm around her shoulders. “I know you’re scared.” Oh, I was mangling this. Couldn’t old Mrs. Richards come back and complain about her gout some more? 

“I can’t ... can’t ...”

I tightened my arm around her shoulders. “You can’t kill your baby. That’s murder.”

“I know.” Her words pulsed against my eardrum. “Don’t you think I know? But I’ve got no choice. I don’t—don’t know who the dad is, and my—my aunt told me to get rid of it. And if I don’t get rid of it, she’ll—she’ll kick me out.”

She gasped a breath. “You don’t understand. I don’t wanna be homeless. Oh, Mom and Dad would hate me. They raised me better than this. They—”

“Hang on just a second.” How much lamer could I sound? “How old are you?”

She sniffed. “Twenty-one.”

Older than she looked.

“Are your parents still living?”

“No. They—they ... No. I gotta do it. I gotta get rid of it. I can’t be homeless and—and pregnant. I don’t want a baby now.”

Well, she had one. But that probably wouldn’t be the best thing to say. I gave her arm a gentle squeeze. “You don’t have to be homeless.”

She jerked away from me. “Yeah, if you’d get rid of it.”

“No.” Blunt maybe. But this was a life we were talking about. And I hadn’t had any experience dealing with crisis pregnancy situations. “But you can stay here. Jess and I have plenty of room. Just please don’t get an abortion.”

She stared at me, cracked lips parted, tears tracking down her face. “You’d ... do that?”

“Yeah.” I accompanied the word with a nod.

She hung her head. “I can’t. Aunt Stacy’ll be mad. And what if she ... what if she, like, reported you?”

Because the powers-that-be had declared it illegal to try to stop anyone from having an abortion. 

I pressed my hand to the cool metal of the table. “It’s a risk I’m willing to take. It doesn’t matter if she’s mad. You and your baby have to be protected.”

She dashed a hand beneath her eyes. “She’ll be back to pick me up in a couple hours. And if—if it’s not gone ... or not on the way to being gone, she’ll—she’ll ... be so mad. And she’s got this really mean boyfriend ...”

Great. Just great.

Wisdom, Lord. Please.

“Look, Audra, I have a friend who lives real close. He’s a big guy. He won’t stand for a bunch of nonsense. I’ll have him come over, and he and I will talk to your aunt together if that’s okay with you. Maybe she won’t be mad. Maybe she’ll have had some time to think things over. But if not, you can stay here.”

“You don’t mean that. You’re just saying that because you’re—you’re acting holy or something. Pretending to be better than me. If you were in my situation, you’d want it gone. You’d—you’d ...”

Wow. Talk about getting personal. “No, I do mean it. I care about what happens to you and your baby.”

She lifted her head and narrowed her swollen eyes. “You’d really let me stay here? And you’d really talk to Aunt Stacy for me?”

“Yeah.”

And I’d back up that answer with everything I had.

**
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Nazi.

The spray-painted block letters marched across the hood of his BMW. Peeling clear coat and faded paint aside, the car didn’t need that. 

Friedrich Wolf folded his arms across his chest.

This was what he got for sleeping in one morning. Some kid’s idea of a joke sprayed all over his hood.

If he’d caught it earlier, he probably would’ve been able to get it off. But with the way the sun beamed on the hood, black spray paint was about all that would work. 

“Nice paint job.” Mellie’s voice came from behind him.

Man, he was out of it today for her to have sneaked up on him like that. “Yeah.”

She stepped to his side. “That’s pretty rotten of whoever did that.”

But getting mad over it wouldn’t change a thing. “Guess they don’t like the accent.”

“Obviously, Adolf.” Even though she laughed, the sound held an edge. 

He swiped a hand across the paint. Dry as could be. “Something wrong?”

“I need your help with something.” That edge in her voice again, almost a tremor. “And it’s the kind of thing that has the potential to get you in trouble. So if you don’t want to know, please tell me now.”

She had a way with words. He faced her, slid his hands in his pockets. “You know I’ll help you.”

“It’s a long story, and she needs to be the one to tell it if that’s what she wants.” 

She?

Mellie tucked a strand of her red hair behind her ear. “For now, let’s just say I have a situation that might be going down in an hour or so where I need some protection.”

Man, that didn’t sound good. Mellie didn’t need any more trouble.

Tension crawled through his neck and shoulders. “Sure, I’ll come over.”

A smile spread across her lips. “Thanks. And chill. I don’t really think it’s going to be a big deal, but I figured it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

Right. “That supposed to make me feel better?” He strode toward the trail connecting his place to hers.

She fell into step beside him. “I thought about calling, but I needed some time away from everything.” She scuffled at the leaf cover with one foot. “You better be praying for me. There’s so much I need to say to her—pretty sure she’s not a Christian.”

“Sure.” He hit the trail, and leaves crunched under his shoes. Patient confidentiality aside, this conversation could use clarity.

“You’ll probably think this is stupid, but I’m terrified I’m going to say something wrong. I’ve never been in a crazy situation like this.”

Maybe not this kind of crazy situation ... “This something I need to know about now?”

She sighed. “No. Sorry. I need to stop making you all worried. It’s going to be okay. Just ... pray for me?”

“Sure.” Just like he’d said before.

The trail opened into her yard. “Stick to the Bible. That’s some of the best advice anybody ever gave me about witnessing. That and it’s God who saves. Not you.”

She laughed a little. “Yeah, I’ve always gone around thinking I save people.”

She stopped a meter or so before her back steps. “Hope you’re hungry. Jess was making lunch when I left.”

Since she was talking about lunch, the situation must not be too bad. But that didn’t change the fact that he needed details.

She glanced up at him. “I’ll introduce you to her, but her name’s Audra. And, boy, has this day been crazy. I’m just hoping it doesn’t get any crazier.”

That made two of them.

**
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“Audra.” I offered the girl slumped at the kitchen table a smile and motioned to Friedrich. “This is Friedrich Wolf, the friend I was telling you about.”

Her eyes, pale blue and bloodshot, widened.

Yeah, with his thick shoulders and chest, he probably looked a little intimidating to her.

He nodded in her direction. “Nice to meet you, Audra.”

She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. “You’re ...”

“German.” His lips tilted up. “Moved over from Berlin a while back.”

And someone had enough of a problem with that to vandalize his car. He’d let that go way too easily. Or maybe he’d just stuffed it down to deal with later because I’d shown up begging for help.

“Oh, okay. Cool.” Audra sat up a little straighter and propped her elbows on the table. “So, like, thanks for coming over. I ... don’t really know how to explain this ...” She ducked her head. 

Friedrich slid his hands in his pockets. “You don’t have to. I’m just hanging around to make sure you all are safe.”

Because he was a good guy. A good guy who’d never be anything to me but a friend.

Audra set a piece of paper on the table and slid it toward him, her hand shaking. “You kinda need to know. And—and I’d rather you hear it from me than from Aunt Stacy.”

Friedrich picked up the paper. Opened it.

Seconds slipped by before he folded it and set it back on the table.

Audra hung her head. “I guess that you ... you hate me.”

Jess turned from the counter, a slice of bread in one hand and a fistful of lettuce in the other. “No way. That’s—”

Friedrich shook his head, nudged out one of the kitchen chairs, and sat. Propped his elbows on the table a lot like Audra had done. “I don’t hate you.”

She lifted her head, tangled hair framing her face, eyes wide again. “O-okay.”

What’d she been expecting him to do? Yell at her? I’d basically told her he was here to help keep us all safe from her aunt and the mean boyfriend. And he was going to help us—risk and all.

Lord, keep him safe. Keep us all safe.

I shouldn’t have dragged him into this. Should’ve thought things through. Surely I could’ve handled the mean boyfriend by myself. And then I wouldn’t be putting Friedrich in danger.

But it was too late to fix things. He wasn’t the kind of guy who’d leave me to face this alone.

And facing things alone wasn’t all that it was cut out to be.

Even though I was never actually alone since God was always with me.

Please. Just keep him safe.

I propped my hands on my hips. “We don’t hate you. Not even close. We want to help you.” And that made her sound like some kind of charity case. “And be your friends.”

“Just what I was going to say.” Jess strode to the table, a full plate in each of her hands. “Mellie, you want to get water for us? Pretty sure there’s no way you can burn that.”

Like I needed my lack of cooking skills on full display for the millionth time.

Once I’d filled four glasses with filtered water and carried them to the table, I sank into the chair between Friedrich and Audra. 

I glanced his way. “Want to pray?”

“Sure.” He bowed his head. “Lord, thank You for this food. Thanks for letting Jess fix it for us. And thanks for bringing Audra here. In Jesus’ Name. Amen.”

“Thanks.” I shot a smile his way. “And thanks for not being thankful I didn’t cook it.”

He chuckled. “Who says I’m not?”

Jess snickered. 

I rolled my eyes and lifted the turkey sandwich from my plate. “Sandwiches don’t have to be cooked.”

Jess raised an eyebrow. “But I cooked the broccoli and cauliflower. Remember the time ...?”

Nope. No way was she going to bring up the time I’d forgotten the water. “Quit it.”

Audra darted a glance to the back door, and her features tightened. 

I swallowed a bite of turkey sandwich. “It’s okay.” And I’d do everything I could to make sure that was true. “Friedrich and I’ll talk to her. You can stay in here with Jess unless your aunt reacts a lot differently than you think.”

She forked a broccoli floret along the edge of her plate. “She’s gonna be so mad. So mad ...” 

“You’re doing the right thing.” Friedrich set his half-eaten sandwich on his plate. “Don’t worry about her.”

Her chin quivered. “You haven’t seen her. When she found out about ... me, she lost it.”

Lovely. Just lovely. 

But I worked a smile onto my lips. “That’s why we’ve got Friedrich here. He’ll make sure no one loses it.”

Audra pressed her lips together. “Do you, like, lift weights or something?”

“A little.” Friedrich shrugged.

Jess’s fork clinked against her plate. “He coaches the powerlifting team at church, and he can bench way more than what you, me, and Mellie weigh combined. And I guess he’s also pretending to be humble.”

I swallowed another bite and laughed along with Friedrich and Jess. The corners of Audra’s lips quirked up a bit, but she didn’t give in.

“Got any hobbies, Audra?” Friedrich jabbed his last piece of cauliflower.

She lifted one shoulder and glanced down. “Not really. I mean, I like to read.”

“Me too.” Jess smiled. “I’ve got a whole shelf of books you can check out.”

Audra returned the smile, although hers was a little shaky.

Seemed like Friedrich and Jess were doing a better job with Audra after what—twenty minutes?—than I had. Then again, Jess had spent a little time with Audra while I went to get Friedrich.

Not that it mattered. What mattered was that she and her baby were safe here and that we had a chance to tell her the truth.

An engine hummed outside, then cut off.

Audra flinched, and her fork clattered to her plate.

Friedrich and I stood at the same time.

Lord, give me the right words.
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Sure enough, two people sat in the rusted Ford pickup parked behind Mellie’s ’88 Mercedes 300E.

Mellie raised both eyebrows. “I’m glad you’re here.”

Yeah, she shouldn’t have to deal with some irate guy—or his irate girlfriend.

“But I really, really don’t want you to get in trouble.”

Trouble didn’t matter. “Don’t worry about it.”

The truck’s passenger-side door flew open, and a gray-haired woman climbed out. The guy behind the wheel didn’t budge.

Quick steps carried the woman toward them, then she stopped, hands braced on her hips, face set in hard lines. “Tell Audra to get out here.”

Mellie took a deep breath. “She wanted me to talk to you.”

The woman cussed. “Nothin’ to talk about. Do your job, and get rid of it.”

Man ... 

“We don’t give abortions.” Mellie clasped her hands behind her back. “And I really don’t know where you got the idea that we do.”

The woman cussed again, her voice a rasp that came from smoking a couple of packs a day. “Then you can tell that girl she can find someplace else to sleep. I ain’t got money to support another brat.”

Mellie’s shoulders stiffened. She probably wanted to backhand the aunt across the face. But she wouldn’t. “All right. I’d appreciate it if you’d let her get her stuff from your place.”

The woman took a step back and snorted. “Ain’t happening. Gotta have something for all those years I fed her.”

She turned on her heel and strode to the pickup. Climbed in. Gestured to her boyfriend.

Mellie glanced at him, lines etched on her forehead. 

The driver’s-side door swung open, and a lanky guy stormed around the front of the truck, baggy shirt flapping against his sweatpants.

“Lance! Get back in here.” The aunt slapped the dash.

Friedrich stepped in front of Mellie. 

Lance slammed to a stop a meter away, hands fisted, the muscles in his arms corded with tension. “Bet the UFO would like to hear what that nurse of yours is doing.”

Yeah, they would. “She’s not your problem anymore. Don’t worry about it.”

Lance cocked his head and scraped the back of his hand across his scruffy chin. “What are you? A bunch of do-gooders?”

This could go bad in a hurry. “Not your problem.” Like he’d said before. Not that Lance was in the mood to listen.

Lance took a step closer. “What’re you gonna do when the UFO comes to pick up your girlfriend? You won’t be such a big man then.”

Guys like him always had to push it.

Friedrich crossed his arms. “We’re done here.”

Lance cussed. “We’re not done until I say so.”

What did he have to do? Grab the guy and shove him in his truck? “Get in your truck. Get out of here.”

The guy glared at him. “Or what?”

Yeah, he had to push it. “Don’t worry about it. Get in the truck. Get out of here.” How many times did he have to repeat that?

Lance puffed out his chest. “Make me.”

It didn’t have to come to that. 

But that didn’t stop tension from edging into his neck and shoulders. “Don’t think I need to.” He took a slow step forward.

The guy flinched back with a curse. “You want me to go runnin’ to the UFO about your girl?”

“No.” He took another step toward the guy. “I want you to leave. Peacefully.”

Lance spewed a stream of curses, but he took another step backward. Then he spun and strode to the truck.

Going to grab a gun from the glove box? 

Yeah, he had his Colt .45 in his sweatshirt pocket, but things didn’t need to come to that.

The guy jumped in, slammed the door, fired up the engine. And gunned it down the driveway. 

Mellie’s sigh of relief echoed behind him. “Thank you.”

The truck disappeared around the bend in the driveway, and he turned. “No problem.”

“Nice people.” She tucked her hands in the pockets of her jeans. “Audra was right about that guy.”

Yeah, that guy would pick on anyone he perceived as weaker. Kind of like Karl. 

He started for the front door, leaves crackling beneath his shoes. “I’ll hang around for a while. Don’t want him to come back.”

Because there wasn’t going to be a repeat of the disappearing act Mellie had pulled last summer. Not if he could help it.

“That’d be good.” She stilled beside him on the porch. “I—we like having you around.”

A comment he had to let slide. Because she wasn’t Greta. And because she deserved a guy who wasn’t stuck in the past. 

“And I’m glad he didn’t say anything about telling the UFO about you.” She rested her hand on the screen door’s knob. “Do you think he was serious about turning me in?”

Don’t let him have been serious. “Like to think he was trying to scare you.”

She pulled open the screen door. “I’d like to think a lot of things. But I guess time will tell.”

And it always did.
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The last thing I needed was for that Lance guy to report me to the Unified Federal Organization. 

I sagged against the back of the double-wide, and a cool breeze brushed hair into my face. Evening darkened the sky, and the woods that made up a lot of my backyard lurked in shadows. 

Shadows that could hide anything. 

Nope. Being paranoid wouldn’t do me a speck of good.

The screen door squealed, and Friedrich took the back steps in a couple of strides. “You okay?”

I nodded.

Smart. Could he even see that? “I just needed ...” What? Air sounded like something that’d be found in one of Jess’s historical romances. And a minute sounded like I had mental problems. Well, if that were the case, I should probably have gone with a minute.

“Are Audra and Jess still talking books?”

“Yeah.” He walked within a few feet of me and propped his shoulder against the siding. Close enough that I could lean against him if I took a step or two. 

Yet I wouldn’t. Because things weren’t that way between us. 

Too bad my stupid self had yet to realize that. Too bad my stupid self had the audacity to fall for a guy who wouldn’t let himself be anything more than a friend.

And he was a good friend. 

Stepping in front of me and physically shielding me from creepy ol’ Lance. Coming over when I told him I needed help. Laughing with us through supper and keeping Audra talking. Praying for me and what was sure to be a bumbling conversation with Audra.

“Thanks.”

Shadows hid a lot of his expression, but he tipped his head to the side. “For what?”

“Hanging around today when you could be dealing with your hood.” I brushed a strand of hair behind my ear. “I don’t know anyone who’d do that to your car. I mean, everyone around here seems to like you. I’ve never heard anyone say anything bad about you being German.”

“It’s a prank.”

But his accent had thickened. 

“For what it’s worth, you’ve never struck me as a Nazi.”

He laughed. “Thanks. Never thought of myself as one either.”

“Do you think it could’ve been Karl?” Now there was a guy who could be a Nazi. At least he looked like the perfect Aryan with his blond hair, blue eyes, and steroid build.

Oh, I didn’t need to waste a single thought on that murderer.

“Nah. Too sneaky for Karl.” 

Well, he knew his UFO agent older brother way better than I did. And I knew him too well. 

“And the last I heard, he was transferred to California.”

I burrowed my hands in my sweatshirt pockets. “When was this? Why didn’t you tell me sooner? That would’ve made my day.”

Because I needed major distance between me and that guy.

“From what I heard, it happened a couple of weeks ago. I try not to think about him.”

Who wouldn’t? “Yeah.” Too bad nightmares existed. Populated by a whole host of people I tried not to think about. “Me too.”

Even the dim lighting couldn’t hide the way he stiffened. 

“I’m okay.” And I was. Only by the grace of God. “We’re alive.”

And I needed to switch the subject to something that didn’t revolve around those weeks. Switch it to something pleasant. Something that didn’t involve Karl’s bad deeds or Lance reporting me to the UFO.

Because he wouldn’t. He’d just been blowing off a bunch of hot air.

Right?

He and dear ol’ Aunt Stacy would be glad to get Audra off their hands.

The creeps. To urge someone to get an abortion. 

That’s what should be illegal.

But apparently should didn’t exist in this twisted world.

“Will you all be at the gym tomorrow night?”

Ah, he’d switched subjects before I could get to it. “Of course. I wouldn’t miss your killer workout for anything.” 

He chuckled.

“Slave driver.”

“Gonna paint that on my car?”

Okay, maybe he wasn’t upset if he could joke about it. Then again, I joked about things I was upset about all the time. “Yeah, I think they got the wrong word. Shows how dumb they are. Or how weak they are because they’ve obviously never been to any of your workouts.”

“Now you’ve got it.”

If only I could stay here joking with Friedrich forever. Not sitting inside trying to come up with what I would say to Audra. Not envisioning the UFO pounding down my door and dragging me off to jail. 

But life didn’t work that way. 
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Chapter 2
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Oh, morning came too early. 

Probably because I’d spent the night on the couch so I could talk some sense into Audra if she tried to run away.

And then there’d been those two emergencies ...

I sagged back onto the couch, steaming mug of coffee in hand.

The hallway creaked. It must like tormenting me.

But the creaking continued, and Audra slipped into the living room, one of Jess’s Christian historical romances tucked under her arm.

“Morning.” Oh boy. Had I swallowed gravel in the night?

Her gaze darted to me. “Are you okay with me sitting out here?”

“Yeah. This is your house too.”

Though she shuffled to the love seat and sank down, she stared at me like I’d lost my mind. 

I took a sip of coffee. “I can make you herbal tea if you want.”

She shook her head, eyes still a little wide, forehead still a little wrinkled.

I set my mug on the end table and let myself smile. “Does my hair look that bad?”

“I ...” She glanced down and toyed with a string dangling from the hem of the pajamas I’d given her. Then she looked up. “I just wish you’d stop being so nice to me.”

“You want me to be mean?” Probably not the right thing to say, but ... “It’ll happen sooner or later. Just ask Jess.”

“No, seriously. Why do you care? I’m just some random person. A really, really messed up random person.”

Burning attacked my eyes for no apparent reason. “How about because I’m also a really, really messed up random person and Jesus cares about me. Died in my place. Saved me.”

And here I was. In the conversation I would bumble.

She ducked her head. “You know, I’ve said about the same thing to people before. You probably wouldn’t believe it, but I’m—I’m a Christian.”

Okay. I could work with this. “Your faith is in Christ alone for your salvation?”

She gave a single bob of her head but still didn’t look up. “It’s just ... like I said, I’m a really, really messed up person. I went to this party. Lots of drinking. Lots of pills. I—I was mad at Aunt Stacy and just kinda sick of everything. Just wanted to have fun like everyone always talked about.”

Oh, boy ... Should I say something? Should I let her keep talking?

I could use some wisdom, Lord.

She dragged her legs to her chest and rested her cheek on her knees. “Then—then I found out I was pregnant. I tried to ... to hide it from Aunt Stacy, but she found out. And ... and I just wanted everything to be the way it was before.” She let out some combination of a sigh and a sob. “I just hate this. I hate it so much. I hate myself. I’m such an idiot.”

I grabbed my mug, curled my fingers around the warmth. “We all are.”

Lame. Lame. Lame.

“I know abortion’s wrong. I know it is. I even gave a pro-life presentation in school one time. I just ... I just don’t want to be pregnant. But I hate myself for wanting it to ... to be gone. I just ... I just don’t know. I know I’m horrible. I ...” Her shoulders shook, and she jammed her forehead to her knees.

I pushed to my feet, settled beside her on the love seat, and rested my hand on her heaving back. “Here’s the deal. You didn’t get an abortion. Your baby’s safe.”

Her back jerked beneath my hand. “But I would have. If you’d been willing, it’d ... it’d be ... be ... dead right now. I’d—I’d have killed it. What kind of horrible person am I? Moms are supposed to love their—their kids, and I—I hate mine ... I just ... just hate myself.”

God, help me. Please, please help me.

Why had He seen fit to throw me into this mess? I wasn’t a mom. Sure, I was pro-life, but I’d never dealt with someone wanting an abortion before. 

I mean, Friedrich would do a way better job at this than me. Just about any Christian would.

But I was in this mess, and there wasn’t a good way out of it. Wasn’t like I could go tearing down the trail to Friedrich’s place and drag him over here right now. 

Which meant I had to say something. Preferably something good.

“You know ...” Lame. So very lame. “There’s this verse in 1 John. I can’t remember the reference, but I remember the rest. ‘If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.’”

“I have. I have so many times. Last night. This morning ... But look at me, I wanted ... wanted to kill my ... it.”

“Your baby. Pretty sure he or she doesn’t like to be called it.”

“But if I call it something else, it’ll make it seem real. And it’s just so overwhelming and ...” 

Yeah. “I can understand that. But, you know, babies are gifts from God. No matter what the circumstances.”

She lifted her head a little and swiped at her cheeks. “But I don’t love it. I should love it. You see? I don’t know why you’re bothering with me. I’m a horrible person and—”

“Slow down just a second. You know, a lot of the time our feelings don’t line up with God’s Word. That’s why it’s a great idea to read God’s Word, and we could start reading it together if you want.” And I could also go over the Gospel with her to make sure she really was clear on it. “How’s that sound?”

She nodded—about the smallest nod ever. “I guess—guess that’d be okay.”

And maybe—just maybe—that was a hint of victory.

**
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I’d been right. Friedrich was the worst of slave drivers.

I slouched against the wall—legs shaking like crazy—and let the coolness of the church’s basement wall seep through my T-shirt. Yeah, the church basement that also doubled as our powerlifting gym.

The last few lifters who’d hung around after the workout headed upstairs, and Friedrich strode in my direction. Shadows clung beneath his eyes, and his shoulders drooped a little beneath his sweat-soaked T-shirt.

I eased away from the wall. “Was staying up all night to catch the vandals worth it?”

He ran a hand across his sweaty forehead. 

Jess wandered away from where she’d been talking to Audra by the gym’s lone treadmill. “Nope, he couldn’t have caught any vandals. There weren’t any lurking in our backyard.”

Oh, boy. Yes, sticking around to keep Lance from showing up and to talk the UFO out of arresting me was something Friedrich would do, but still ... “You shouldn’t have. It’s okay. Everything’s okay.”

If only those words didn’t ring hollow.

He met my eyes. “Needed to.”

“What happened last summer wasn’t your fault. Not a single bit.” Not that he would accept that. 

Audra slipped away from the treadmill to stand beside Jess. “What happened last summer?”

Nothing that needed to be rehashed in detail. “Basically, someone in the government had me kidnapped so I could treat him.”

And I didn’t need to go into it any more than that. Nightmares didn’t need much fuel.

Friedrich’s shoulders stiffened.

Jess raised an eyebrow at me. “I have to talk to Mrs. York about something. I’ll be upstairs when you’re ready to leave.” She glanced at Audra. “Want to join me?”

“I guess.” Audra followed Jess up the stairs to the tune of way too many creaks.

I sagged against the wall. “I hope she doesn’t freak out when she finds out Mrs. York is Pastor York’s wife.”

“Jess is with her.” He stifled a yawn.

Oh, I must seem like the world’s worst ingrate. “Thanks for hanging around last night.” I allowed a smile to creep onto my lips. “But if you feel the need to do it some other time, maybe bring a tent. That way you might get a little sleep.” And stay warm. Last night had been cold.

Not that tents were conducive to sleep.

He rubbed the back of his neck. “Guess I should’ve.”

“But if you really want my honest opinion, I think everything will be okay tonight. I promise I’ll call if there’s a problem.”

He nodded, lips pressed into a thin line. Because I’d upset him, because he was tired, or because he thought we really were in danger? 

Maybe it was time to change the subject. “Hey, I had a good talk with Audra this morning. Turns out she’s a Christian.” No, I wouldn’t go into the details of what she’d told me. That was her story to tell if and when she wanted to. “I asked her if she wanted to read the Bible with me, and she did.”

Maybe my silent presence as we’d both read the first couple of chapters of Matthew would be enough to encourage her to keep reading with me each morning.

“That’s great.” He grinned.

“And I also asked her to explain the Gospel to me. She probably did it better than I could’ve done. I just wanted to make sure she wasn’t trusting her good works to save her or anything like that, you know?” I cleared my throat. “And the conversation wasn’t half as bad as I thought it’d be, so thanks for the prayers.”

“You’re welcome.” He leaned against the wall a few feet away from me and yawned. “Would it help if I wrote out some Scripture references for her? Verses talking about the value of life, kids, and things like that?”

“Definitely.” I tightened my ponytail. “And please, please keep praying. I mean, when you’re not catching up on your sleep.”

He chuckled and pushed away from the wall. “Ready to go? I’ll walk you all to your car.” He grabbed the sweatshirt I’d thrown in the corner and tossed it to me.

I jerked it over my head, then started up the stairs after he’d pulled on his sweatshirt. 

Jess’s laughter echoed from the sanctuary, and I headed that way. If she were laughing, it likely meant Mrs. York hadn’t scared Audra off by accident. 

Sure enough, all three of them stood beside the sanctuary’s main doors. And Audra was even smiling.

I joined them, Friedrich’s steps quiet thuds behind me. Boy, sitting down would be nice about now.

“Mellie.” Mrs. York wrapped her arms around me—sweat and all. “You look exhausted.”

I squeezed her back—every muscle in my legs vibrating—then eased away. “You can thank Friedrich for that.” Then again, maybe I deserved it after he’d stayed awake all night standing guard for me.

She turned to give Friedrich a big hug.

I laughed. “So you’re glad he worked me to the bone?”

She released him. “I’m glad to see him. Just like I’m glad to see all of you.”

Friedrich yawned again. 

Mrs. York waved us to the door. “You all get home before you drop. I have to go find Henry.”

Friedrich opened the door for us, and the night air gave me a cold slap in the face. Goose bumps rose on my arms, and I buried my hands in my sweatshirt pockets.

The parking lot lights cast weird shadows around the three cars left in the lot. Shadows that would probably have freaked me out a little if
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