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Part One: Whispers

Chapter One
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The only thing she worried about was the dog. She’d loosened the bulbs on the porch, so they wouldn’t shine if someone flipped the switch. She’d hidden the keys to his truck in the silverware drawer in the kitchen, a place where they obviously didn’t go, and where he would probably find them tomorrow, but not tonight. But she couldn’t conceive a way to keep the dog quiet. 

She’d already taken their clothes and few belongings to the room above Tess’s diner, where she and the baby would hide until he calmed down. She‘d arranged for Tess to come and pick them both up at 1:30. Sometimes he stayed up late, drinking and partying with filthy trash who only hung around as long as the drugs did, but he was always in bed by midnight. He was thirty-one now and seemed to be slowing down a little bit. 

But he was still mean. 

He wouldn’t even care that she and the baby left, not really. He wouldn’t even come looking for them after they were gone, she was sure of it. With Sierra dead, he often complained that her mother and the baby were nuisances to have around the house, two extra mouths to feed. An old woman and a useless baby girl. 

But Ida was glad she was here. She was glad that Sierra had called her just before she died. Who would take care of the baby if she weren’t here? Him? No. He wouldn’t go to the store for formula and bottles and diapers. He wouldn’t change diapers. It was terrible that Sierra died, of course, but God had his hand on this little baby. She was sure of it. 

“Like baby Moses,” She looked down at the precious dark haired, dark skinned bundle in her arms. She kissed her sleeping granddaughter on the forehead and said, “God has His hand on you, child.” 

The baby opened her bright blue eyes and looked at Ida. 

“Oh, shh, shh!” She shouldn’t have kissed her or said anything. The baby might make noise. 

The six month old gave her a smile. 

Ida looked out the window again. No sign of Tess. 

“Oh Lord, please don’t let the dog start barking when Tess gets here,” she prayed. 

She saw headlights coming down the street. The car pulled into the driveway. It was Tess’s minivan. 

Ida silently moved across the living room to the front door. She opened it and stepped out on the long porch. She looked down one side of the big porch and then the other side, but didn’t see the ugly dog. Thank the Lord. 

She ran down the porch steps to Tess’s minivan. Tess jumped out and slid the side door open. She had a car seat already in place in the back of the van. 

“Here, give her to me, and I’ll buckle her in.” 

“Bless you, Tess,” said Ida as she handed her grandchild to the woman. 

“Don’t mention it, Ida.” The big woman looked down at the baby. “Hey doll, are you comfy in your basket of bulrushes?” 

The baby cooed a soft reply. 

Tess climbed into the front seat and pulled the seatbelt across her big frame. She put the minivan in reverse and pulled on to the street. They drove a couple of blocks to the diner on Main Street that she and her husband, Phil owned. They pulled into the alley behind the diner and Phil was waiting at the back door. 

Ida got the baby out of the car seat and they went upstairs. Tess and Phil had already unpacked and set up a small bed, a crib, and a swing. 

“Sorry it’s so small. We didn’t know if the baby liked swings or not. Our kids always liked them when they were little, so we got her one.” Phil said. 

Ida was speechless. She hugged Tess and Phil. The baby had fallen asleep during the short ride, so she put her in her new crib. She laid her on her back and pulled the soft blanket Tess had put in the crib over her legs. 

Ida smoothed down the sleeping angel’s black hair. “There, you like your new bed, princess?” 

She turned to Tess and Phil. “I think we’ll be fine. He’ll be mad for a few days, but he’ll get over it soon. My only regret is that I couldn’t take the boy.” 

“We can get him, too. There’s plenty of room for him here,” said Phil. 

Ida shook her head. “No, the boy is his pride and joy. He doesn’t hurt him. He would never let him leave.” 

“Well, we’d better go and let you all get some rest. Phil is going to sleep downstairs. He has a cot in the kitchen. He also has a gun.”

Ida nodded. How she hoped he wouldn’t need it. 

“Thank you so much. You have no idea how much this means to me.” 

Phil reached over and gave Ida a hug. “It’s our pleasure. It’s what the Lord would have us to do . . . ah, I don’t think I even know your name.” 

“I’m Ida, and this is my grandbaby, Whisper.” 

*****
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From my spot at the back of the line in the foyer I can see through the rectangular windows in the back doors of the sanctuary. The candle lighters, my eleven year old twin cousins, are making tiny flames appear in perfect unison on opposite sides of the stage, as my friend Theresa sings the ballad that has been special to Brian and me since high school. 

My dad squeezes my hand. I look up at him, and he gives me a smile. He looks perfect in his black tuxedo and clean-shaven face. I look down at my bouquet of fuchsia tulips and pale pink roses, fresh cut and tied together at the stems with a wide silver satin ribbon. It’s perfect. 

The doors open. Lisa steps into the sanctuary and walks down the aisle, and the wedding coordinator and her assistant silently close the doors behind her as the music swells at the precise time Lisa makes it to the stage. Perfect. 

The doors open again. Now it’s time for Krystal to clutch her rose and tulip bouquet and step inside. When she takes the first step inside the sanctuary, I feel it. 

It’s like a tightening in the center of my chest and a breath on my forearms at the same time. 

No, no, no, no, no. 

Krystal is halfway down the aisle and the sensation in the center of my chest tightens even more. I can see Brian through the window. He looks perfect today. He played golf yesterday with his groomsmen, and the day in the sun brought out the highlights in his hair and bronzed his skin perfectly. 

The hairs on my arm stand up as Krystal makes it to her spot on the steps. I thought I could go through it without feeling this. I thought I could just ignore it and it would go away. 


Only one more bridesmaid – Staci. 


I swallow and look at my dad again. He tilts his head in a question. Then he grabs my shoulders and wrinkles my veil when he sees the tears. 

Staci turns around and looks at me. I shake my head. She puts her hand to her mouth and nods. 

*****
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August is usually my favorite month. Here it is, ten o’clock at night and it’s still over ninety degrees. I trail my fingers in the water as I lay on the inflatable raft in my parents’ pool. I admire my perfect French manicure, as the water slips between my fingers, remember that I did not get married at two o’clock this afternoon, and grab the flowerpot I’ve been holding in my lap. I sit up and vomit in it – again. The flowerpot is almost full – again. I’ll have to go clean it out – again. 

I must get my mind off of this. I did it. No sense re-examining the situation, or worrying if I did the right thing. I did it – the thing I have wanted to do for at least two years. Seriously, two years? Did I really let it rock on so long? Why didn’t I do it sooner? 

I’m embarrassed to admit the truth. I was afraid of ending up alone. 

At twenty-two years old, I was afraid if I broke up with Brian, I would never find anyone else, and I’d wind up like my mom’s friend Barb, who is in her fifties and lives all alone. Unless you counted her two little dogs. She dresses those dumb dogs like kids. She works all day as a civil engineer, comes home at six o’clock, lets her dogs out of their crate, feeds them, takes them for a walk, eats dinner, and then watches TV and plays games on her computer all night. And I was afraid if I broke up with Brian, I’d end up just like Barb. Honestly, I’m still afraid of it. I know it’s ridiculous because I’m so young. I should have broken it off the minute I felt The Whisper. 

The Whisper is what I started calling the feeling I had. I guess I felt that if I named it, I could deal with it. You know, kind of like identifying the problem. But, even though I named it, I still didn’t know how to deal with it, and it will not go away. 

I didn’t always feel The Whisper. I certainly didn’t feel it on my first date with him, but that was back in high school, and that football game was so loud, maybe The Whisper wasn’t loud enough. When we went to prom our senior year, he told me he loved me the first time, and I said those huge words back. I truly meant them. I did love him. When we went to college together I didn’t hear it either. But, maybe we were just too busy to hear it. When he asked me to marry him, all I could hear was wedding bells, and all I could see was wedding dresses, gift registries, engagement pictures, and that perfect diamond ring. 

The Whisper started the end of our sophomore year in college. It followed me like a black cloud through my junior year, senior year, student teaching, and wedding planning. A few months ago my brother told me that he hadn’t heard me laugh in years. Michael’s comment has been reverberating ever since. 

I swallow more of my stomach acid. Must think of something else. Anything else. I can’t throw up again. I hate throwing up. I look around my parents’ backyard, trying to find something else to focus on, but the diving board reminds me of Brian’s front-flip dives, the yellow tablecloth on the picnic table next to the porch swing reminds me of my yellow prom dress, mom’s pink begonias in pots perfectly lined up on the steps up to the pool remind me of the bouquet I held this afternoon, the grill reminds me of Brian and my dad grilling steaks. Enough looking around. 

I close my eyes and remember taking the cake to the Jesus House with my little brother this afternoon. We took Michael’s horrible little truck, because my car was parked in my parents’ garage. I hadn’t driven it to the church, because Brian and I were planning to go directly to the airport to leave for our honeymoon. Walt Disney World. 

I think about all of the money spent on airfare and tickets, and I hurl again. Time to clean out mom’s flowerpot. I ease off of the inflatable raft into the water and walk to the steps. I wrap up in my towel, then dump my puke in mom’s flowerbed and head over to dad’s outdoor sink next to the grill to wash the pot out. 

Michael was driving and I was on the passenger side of his little truck. The four-tier cake was sitting between us in the big, white box. We drove downtown to the Jesus House in total silence. Michael’s not much of a talker anyway, and I certainly didn’t feel like talking. 

Michael pulled into the parking lot, killed the truck, and turned to me. 

“It’s all right.” He nodded and pressed his thin lips together. Then he placed his hand on my forearm awkwardly. He looked at me with his deep chocolate brown eyes that match both my eyes and our mom’s eyes. “I think you did good, sis. It’s . . . it’s . . . well, good job.”

I smiled and patted my cute little seventeen-year-old brother’s hand. “Thanks, Michael.” 

We struggled to get the big box out of the truck. We finally got it out and then started across the parking lot with Michael holding one side and me holding the other. We entered through the glass doors of the downtown Oklahoma City mission and stopped at the reception desk. Seated behind the desk is a woman with brown hair piled on to her head with a dozen bobby pins. 

“Oh my, what have you got there?” she asked. 

“It’s a cake. Would anyone here be able to eat it?” I asked, not wanting to say that it is my unused wedding cake that was supposed to feed the two hundred and fifty guests at my wedding. That it’s an Italian Crème cake with raspberry filling that Brian and I picked out from Johnnie’s Sweet Creations. That we made an appointment, met with a baker and a groom’s cake designer, picked out this cake and designed his OSU groom’s cake, complete with Pistol Pete on the top. 

She lifted the lid and peeked inside. “Oh wow, that’s beautiful. Let me go check if we have any space in our cold storage. If so, I’m sure they’ll want to serve that for dessert tomorrow. I’ll be right back.” 

She walked out of the room through an open doorway, weaving her way through tables filled with raggedly dressed people until I couldn’t see her anymore. Did she look at me funny? 

Michael and I looked at each other across the top of the lid.  He gave me one of his sideways grins, the same kind of grin he gives the catcher just before he throws one of his famous pitches. I shifted my weight. The cake was getting heavy. 

The woman came back, two men trailing behind. They looked like they must be homeless or residents of the shelter or whatever you’re supposed to call them. They were slightly frightening with their dirty faces, long, stringy hair and ripped t-shirts.

“We have room in the cold storage. I’m so glad. Everyone’s going to love the cake. Chuck and David here will help carry it.” 

The two men rumbled over to me and Michael and the cake. Michael and I carefully transferred the sleek white cake box to their rough leathery hands.

“Thank you girlie,” Chuck or David said to me in a gruff voice. 

“Didn’t you even eat one piece?” the other one asked me.

With a nervous giggle, the woman with high hair scolded him. “Oh, Chuck, let’s not ask her that.” 

I tried to think of an answer, but only came up with, “I guess I’m not in the mood for cake.” 

“But you ought to try it,” Chuck said. “Hey Davey, let’s set it down so the girlie can try a piece.” 

I shook my head and held up a hand. “No, it’s okay.” 

But they ignored me. They sat the cake box on the desk and opened it. 

“You got a fork?” Chuck asked us. 

Michael and I looked at each other. Michael said, “Not on me.” 

“Wait, I have one.” She opened her desk drawer. “Here, I keep plastic ones in my desk for lunch.” She handed Chuck the fork. 

Chuck grabbed it, leaned down into the big box and cut a slice from the top tier. He pulled his hand out of the box. A small, perfect slice of the Italian Crème wedding cake with raspberry filling was resting on his rough, brown hand. He held the cake up to my mouth. 

“Here you go, girlie. Take a bite.” 

That morning I thought I’d be eating this cake out of Brian’s hand. Brian in his classic black tuxedo, freshly shaven face, every hair on his head in place; the freckles on his nose, freckles from the sun, even though he’s twenty-two years old, his long golden eyelashes over his hazel eyes, wise eyes, the eyes of someone who considers things, a thinker, a smart, accomplished man who truly loves me. 

“Thank you.” I took the cake from Chuck the Homeless Man’s hand and sunk my teeth in for a bite. It was delicious. 

Now, hours later, I sit on the porch swing next to the pool in my parents’ backyard. I have my trusty flowerpot in my lap. Behind me, the patio door opens. I hear my mom’s voice. 

“Missy, Brian’s here.” 

I nod. Time to face it. 

I turn around and there he is. I don’t know why, but for some reason I expected him to still be in his tuxedo, but of course he’s not. He’s wearing jeans and an OSU T-shirt. 

“Hey.” I set the flowerpot on the ground and press my hands together, not sure what to do with them, since I usually hug him when I see him. 

He takes two steps outside the door and stops.

Should I apologize? But what good would saying I’m sorry do now? Should I tell him that I love him? Do I love him?

He finally begins, “I thought you were okay, Missy. I mean, I knew you were a little scared, but I thought you were okay. Last night we had such a great talk . . . I . . . just,” He puts his hand over his eyes. “Just tell me. Are we over?” 

In the five years I’ve been with Brian, I’ve only seen him cry a couple of times, once was at his grandpa’s funeral and once was in church when he was praying. I don’t know if I can bear to see him cry right now. 

I’m an awful, awful person. 

“I’m sorry.” I scoot over on the porch swing. “Come sit here.”

He walks across the concrete patio to the swing and sits next to me and faces straight ahead, staring at my parents’ pool, refusing to look at me. 

“I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s going on with me.” 

He picks up a Frisbee that Michael must’ve left on the ground next to the swing. He pats the plastic disk against his thigh. “Not even a year.” 

Not even a year? What does he mean? 

“In less than a year we can afford a house, Missy. Probably about ten months.” He keeps patting the Frisbee – pat, pat, pat. 

“But the apartment’s nice.” Pat, pat. 

“You start your job soon. I love my new job in the city. It’s all set.” Pat, pat, pat. Finally he turns to look at me and sets the Frisbee back on the ground. “Now what?”  

What can I say? I’m honestly not sure if I love him. I respect him. I admire him. I think he’s handsome and will make someone a wonderful husband one day . . . but do I love him? 

I don’t say all of that. 

“I’m so sorry. I know that all of your relatives and our friends were there, and it’s awful. I’m sure your parents and your brother and sister all hate me. I just couldn’t do it, and I really, really don’t know exactly why.”

“Couldn’t do it just today or can’t do it ever or what? What should I do? Should I wait for you to get over this or should I leave you alone? My feelings haven’t changed, Missy. I still love you. In my heart we were already married. I could see our future.” He finally turns and looks at me. He smiles a faint smile and picks up my hands. “I’ve been looking at a house – I haven’t even told you about it yet – it’s right around the corner from my parents’ house. I could see us buying that house, living in it forever.”

Brian’s parents live in a clean and friendly housing addition called Summer Valley, two housing additions over from my parents’ addition, Lost Lake. Both additions are filled with beautiful, well-built brick homes stretched across a flat plain, and neither are anywhere near a valley or a lake. I’m sure the house Brian has picked out for us has at least three bedrooms, two bathrooms, a kitchen with a breakfast bar, maybe two living areas, a home office, and a good sized fenced backyard. Who wouldn’t want that? There are people in this world who would consider that a mansion. It’s just that lately I hear The Whisper every time I drive in the old part of town, the five blocks right behind Main Street. Every time I drive through that area I have to take a few minutes to drive slowly, up and down each of those five streets to see the houses that are as old as the town. The intricate brickwork, the second-story porches, the wraparound porches, the stained glass windows, the gated courtyards and brick pathways, detached garages with little apartments above them. Houses in the additions don’t have any character like those old charmers.  

Brian is still talking, “I could see you working for a couple of years and then taking a break so we could have kids. I could actually see the faces of the two or three children we talked about having. Remember when we used to talk about kids? We had names picked out at one time. What were they?” 

He tilts his head, waiting for me to respond. Of course I remember. I can’t bear to say the names, though. 

“Hayden for a boy and Hadley for a girl. Remember babe?” He looks at me like he’s trying to bring me back to life, like I’m lost somewhere inside my own head, and he’s trying to make contact with the real me. 

I drop my head and pull my hands out of his. What can I say? That those names are meaningless now? That those names were connected to the images of a blonde haired, brown-eyed boy and a red haired, brown-eyed girl, but now those images are gone? I loved the “H” names we picked out, but lately I’ve been thinking about names that actually mean something for my future children, and I knew that Brian would think that was weird.  

“Maybe it was all too much for you. Maybe the crowd looking at you and the extravagance freaked you out. Maybe we need to get married somewhere private, like here, in your parents’ backyard - right here at the pool. This would be the perfect place for a small ceremony, just our families and us. What do you think?” 

I know for a fact that The Whisper doesn’t have anything to do with those things. But, I can’t explain The Whisper at all, and his explanation sounds so much better.

“Maybe you’re right.” I hate myself for lying. Why can’t I just be honest and tell him about The Whisper? “Maybe the crowd and the dress and the decorations and everything were just all too much.” I’m such a wimp. 

He takes my hands again. “Okay, that’s okay.” He’s smiling now, happy to have an explanation for my ditching him at the altar. Nerves. Just scared, just overwhelmed at the spectacle of a big wedding, easily explained to all of our friends and family. “Why don’t we call Pastor Kevin and see if he can marry us right now? We can do it right out here. It’s a gorgeous night. What do you say?” 

I open my mouth to respond, but nothing comes out. 

He waits for me to respond, to say, “Yes! That sounds wonderful!” To say what any sane girl would say right now in this situation – a good looking, smart guy with a great job proposing marriage and a life filled with comfort and children in your hometown – What is my problem? This is the dream! Why can’t I say yes? 

Finally he gets it. He stands. “I still love you, Missy.” He turns and walks away. 

*****
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The house is quiet. My family debated going to church or not, didn’t know if they should leave me alone. But was that the real reason they thought about not going? Was the real reason embarrassment? They didn’t want to face everyone? In the end, their commitment and sense of responsibility won. Mom teaches the primary grades Sunday School class, dad is an usher, and Michael plays guitar on the worship team. So the Kolar Family went to church to fulfill their responsibilities, even though they would have to face the hundred or so people who had expected to see their daughter get married the day before. 

They’re the brave ones. I’m the chicken. 

I’m lying in my bed, propped up on pillows, feeling sorry for myself and hungry, but not wanting to get out of bed and go downstairs to the kitchen to make a bowl of cereal. I’m a mess. What am I going to do now? Keep living with my parents? I guess I could. I could teach fifth grade all day and come home at night to my parents’ house. Not exactly the life I’d envisioned, but what life do I want? 

I desperately need to do something productive. I grab my red leather-bound journal on my nightstand and the pen setting next to it. I open my journal and start to write a prayer. The pen won’t write. Of course. 

I lean over to put the journal and pen back. This is the story of my life right now. The stupid pen doesn’t even have ink. When I set the journal and pen on the nightstand, I see another pen there and grab it. Words flood into my brain and I know what I need to write. 

You say you’ve planned my future

But from all the evidence I see

I’m not so sure

You know what to do with me.

What can be done with a pen with no ink?

With a flashlight with no battery?

I’m hearing a voice, but it’s not distinct.

I feel like I haven’t had my morning coffee.

From your lofty place in Heaven

How can you proclaim Jeremiah 29:11 over me?

I look at the clock on my nightstand. Eleven thirty-three. They’ll be home by twelve-fifteen. The singing is probably over by now, and Pastor Kevin is probably preaching. 

I re-read my little poem. No one else will ever see it. It’s just for me and the Lord, in my journal along with lots of other poems, drawings, and prayers. I can’t imagine what Brian or my parents or my friends would say if they saw my journals. They would probably think I had the swinging emotions of a dramatic thirteen-year-old girl. 

I love to hear Pastor Kevin preach. His sermons are so down-to-earth and helpful. Maybe he’ll say something today that could help me? I slide out of bed and cross my bedroom to my desk to get my laptop. I get back in bed, slide under the covers, prop my head up on the mountain of pillows, and open my computer. I go to our church website and click on the live streaming button. I’m expecting to see the face of Pastor Kevin and hear his voice. 

But, when the live streaming window opens, Pastor Kevin is not on the screen. Instead there’s a young guy in a denim shirt and black jeans standing behind the pulpit preaching. Ugh, of course. Everything is going wrong. I just wanted to hear my pastor preach, not some visiting minister or traveling evangelist, or whatever this guy is. 

I almost close my computer, but stop when I hear the strange man quote a scripture.

“’For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.’” The man closes the Bible and looks at the congregation, at me through the Internet. “That is the scripture I have held on to for the last four years. I didn’t know how God was going to build a mission and reach these people in the middle of nowhere. I didn’t know how God was going to help me to build relationships with them. I didn’t know how I could make any difference at all in their lives, but I knew that I had to do something, and I knew that God had a plan.” 

Oh my word. Is this a coincidence that he’s preaching about the very verse I just questioned in my poem? Who is this guy? He must be some sort of missionary. I almost close my laptop again. No offense to missionaries, but this isn’t going to help me in my situation. I’ve gone to church my whole life, and I know what it’s like when a missionary comes to visit. For one thing, they talk too long. I guess they’re used to the attention spans of non-Americans, which are probably longer than ours. They talk about their ministry to disadvantaged people somewhere, talk about how we can help them, and take up an offering. I know I sound self-centered, but I just had a huge heart-breaking event in my life, and I’m searching for answers. Hearing about this guy’s ministry to . . . where did he say he was a missionary to? 

Now he’s pointing at something to his right while he’s talking. “Just ninety miles northwest. This is all just ninety miles from here. Can you believe it? Can you believe that such poverty exists so close to home? I couldn’t believe it when I first saw it. People live in houses with dirt floors. There was no church at all four years ago. Over eighty percent of the adults are alcoholics or drug abusers. Many houses have no running water. The school can’t find enough qualified teachers who are willing to move there and teach in such a rural place, so many grade levels are combined and teachers must teach multiple grade levels at once. These people need people. They need ministers, teachers, teams of people to come and stay.” 

Wow, where is this place? He said it was ninety miles northwest? It sounds like another country. Is this really in Oklahoma? And this speaker – a missionary, I guess. He certainly doesn’t look like any missionary I’ve ever seen. He has the tanned and lean looks of a guy who works outside doing physical labor. His denim shirt and jeans make him look more like a laid-back associate professor or something. He has short dark brown hair and jet-black eyes, and he looks so young. He doesn’t even look thirty. 

“You may be asking, how can I help? I can’t just leave my job and move. Well, you can help in many ways.”

Here we go, the plea for money. Like I said, I don’t need this right now. 

“At our mission we provide free hot meals, have a clothes closet, and we provide free after school childcare and tutoring. Can you please pray that we can find qualified teachers and childcare workers to help us? We have the facilities, and we have the income from generous churches like yours. What we really need are people to commit to move to Diniyoli Mission and minister with us.” 

And then I feel it. The familiar little tingle in the center of my chest and the almost audible hum. The Whisper. 

“This is what I want to leave with you today, that God has a plan for you.” His face on the computer screen looks right at me, and for half a second I wonder if he can see me. “Your plans will get messed up. Your plans will leave you feeling empty, but God’s plan for your life is perfect. All you have to do is find it. God has promised that He will answer you when you call out to Him.” 

I can’t believe I’m thinking this. Could this be God’s plan for me? 

He asks the congregation if any of them would like special prayer to find God’s plan, and they pray. Then he closes the service by saying, “Thanks so much for letting me come here today. You all have a very nice church. I’ll be leaving here today to go directly to the mission. Please keep us in your prayers.” 

And then he turns and walks down the steps, the same steps where 2 of my bridesmaids were lined up yesterday, and there is Pastor Kevin, telling everyone that they are going to take up an offering for the Diniyoli Mission and Reverend Chaney. “Church, you’ve always stepped up to help missionaries overseas, and now it’s time for us to help a domestic missionary. I’ve visited Reverend Chaney’s mission, and I can tell you that he and his team are making a real impact on the community there.”

Pastor Kevin prays over the offering and then I close my computer. I stare at the ceiling of my bedroom, “Lord, what is<$n> your plan for me?” I lie there for a minute and wait for some sort of response. 

I open my computer again, go online and look at a map of Oklahoma to see where Diniyoli is. 
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Chapter Two
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After a huge cup of overpriced coffee and an hour and a half on the road, I’m in desperate need of a bathroom. I should be seeing signs for Diniyoli by now, but I just see big, flat open fields with old, run-down houses here and there. 

My phone tells me I have arrived in Diniyoli, but I still don’t see any signs. Yesterday afternoon I called Pastor Kevin and asked him if he could give me the phone number of the missionary who preached that morning. Pastor Kevin gave me the number for Reverend Kirk Chaney, and then proceeded to ask me how I was doing. 

“I’m fine, thank you.” 

“Do you need to talk to someone?” 

“No thank you, Pastor.”

“You’re always welcome to come by the church and talk sometime, if you need to.”

I knew he meant well, but talking about the wedding-that-did-not-happen is the last thing I want to do. I don’t want to start throwing up again. I called Reverend Chaney, but he didn’t answer. Instead a very grouchy female answered. 

“Mission.” 

“Oh, ah, hello. This is Mis . . . Melissa Kolar from Cool Springs Family Chapel. Reverend Chaney was at our church this morning.” 

“Who?” 

“Melissa Kolar from –

“No, Reverend? Oh, you mean Kirk. Yeah.” 

I’m a little taken aback. I would have thought that someone who answered the phone at a mission would be a little nicer. 

“Well, Reverend Chaney, ah Kirk, said that you needed people to work there, and I wanted to drive out and check it out. I’m already contracted to teach here at Cool Springs this year, but I thought it might be something I could do next year, or even volunteer over the summer.” 

Silence. 

“Are you there?” 

“Yeah.”

“Okay, so, will Reverend Chaney be there tomorrow so I can talk to him? Or maybe there would be someone else there that I could talk to about working with you? I can drive over there in the morning.” 

“He gets here at eight.” 

“I’ll drive out there tomorrow then. Thank you.” 

Click. 

One thing Reverend Chaney needs at his mission is a friendlier receptionist. 

*****
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A large blue metal sign on the side of the road reads, “Welcome to Diniyoli.” There are brightly colored feathers underneath the words, like the feathers in a Native American headdress. Maybe now I’ll see some stores or something, hopefully somewhere with a clean bathroom, but I’m not getting my hopes too high for that. 

A few minutes later I see two buildings. I’m ready to turn in to their parking lot, but I see that both businesses are closed. A few more minutes pass and I see what looks like an old fashioned downtown main street, complete with sidewalks and big glass storefronts. I expected to see abject poverty, but this place doesn’t look too bad. Cars parked in front of businesses, people milling around, a single flashing light hanging in the middle of an intersection. I park in front of a diner and go inside to use the restroom. 

Back in my car, I find the mission on my phone GPS. Just five miles West. I turn left at the intersection, and quickly realize that the single flashing light is probably the only traffic light in town, and that the downtown businesses on Main Street are probably the only businesses in town. Right behind Main Street I see the school, Diniyoli Public Schools, kindergarten through high school all on one campus. The school doesn’t look too bad. It’s extremely small, but it looks well maintained with nice, safe playground equipment and a sign out front that reads, “School starts August 18th!” 

After the school, the houses appear. It seems like the town was Scotch taped together haphazardly, not like the evenly spaced apart neighborhoods of Cool Springs, where homes are grouped together in additions by price range. On my left I see a tiny house with weathered siding and a rusted metal awning hanging over the front door. On my right there is a newer trailer home on cinder blocks. About a block down a house catches my eye. It’s beautiful – or at least it once was. I slow my car so I can look at it. Now in complete disrepair, it must have been a beauty in the early1900s. It looks like it’s three stories tall with windows at every level, all white exterior that looks like it hasn’t been painted in decades, and a huge porch with columns wraps all the way around the house. It’s exactly that kind of house I would love to buy and bring it back to its former glory. Now, the shutters are rotted and hanging, the windows are wide open and bedsheets are flying in and out, and an old couch is in the middle of the overgrown yard. 

Brian said we could own our own house in ten months. I swallow it down. I didn’t bring mom’s flowerpot, so I’d better quit thinking about that. 

I keep driving through the residential part of town – I’m guessing the only residential part of town – past more houses with weathered siding and rotting roofs and new and old trailers, and every now and then a small well-cared for home or trailer, but not many of those. After two blocks the houses stop, and the road that was nicely paved and clearly painted becomes a bumpy chip and seal road with a crumbling shoulder. After another mile it becomes a gravel road, and then I’m driving on a dirt road. 

On my left I start to see a few more houses. All of these houses look alike and are evenly spaced apart, but these are not like the cookie-cutter houses in my suburban neighborhood. These tiny houses look like their siding is made of some sort of paper. Most of the houses look like they don’t have a front door or their front door is open. Many of them have barrels for burning trash in the front yard. A few houses have motorhomes parked next to them. 

My GPS tells me to turn left onto a street named Old Reservation Road. Now these paper houses with no front doors surround me. On either side of my car, on both sides of the dirt road little scraggly patches of weedy grass like welcome mats lay in front of each house. On the weedy patches are piled scraps of plywood, milk crates, and old furniture. Kids are everywhere. Through my closed windows I can hear them shouting and laughing. Riding bikes next to my car, playing in the little yards with each other, every one of them has different shades of dark hair and tan skin. They are beautiful. 

At the end of the unnamed road I see a metal building with its double front doors open. A wooden sign sticking in the yard in front of the building says, “Church.” 

Next to the church is an open grassy lot. There are soccer nets, a basketball court, a backstop with spray painted baselines and squares painted in the grass to represent bases and a pitcher’s mound with an intense game underway. I watch for a minute. A tall, thin boy in a red Cardinals hat who looks to be about eleven pitches a beautiful pitch and strikes out a boy who looks to about fourteen. The team in the field yells a cheer and runs in to bat. Next to the ball field is an acre of freshly mowed grass, filled with more kids. They are running wildly with their hands above their heads, arms stretched out wide with huge smiles on their faces and laughing like crazy. 

I pull my dark blue Honda Accord into the open lot and park next to the church. I can’t help but smile. These kids are seriously happy about something right now. One of them runs into me and wraps her arms around me. Her head comes up to my waist. She looks up at me with blue eyes that are strikingly bright against her dark skin and smiles a huge smile that reveals the cutest gap between her front two teeth. She yells, “I got you wet!” 

She lets go and runs away. I look down, and sure enough, my clothes are soaked. Now I see what they are all going crazy over. Someone is standing in the middle of the open field with a water hose spraying every kid he can reach. 

I start to walk toward him, but I don’t want to get wet. Then I recognize who it is. Standing there like a big kid with a huge smile on his face, laughing as much as any kid there and soaked to the skin in his T-shirt, shorts, and sandals, is the missionary, Reverend Chaney. 
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I think about walking out to the middle of the lot to talk to him, but I think better of it. I’d rather not get sprayed with a water hose right now. Instead, I go inside the church, where the air conditioning blows right into my face and is a welcome relief. One step inside the door, and I’m in the sanctuary, no foyer in this church. The sanctuary looks like it probably seats about a hundred and fifty people. An aisle goes down the middle, right up to the stage. There’s a hallway to my left, so I turn, looking for someone. The first door in the hallway has a small sign on it that reads, “Church Office.” The door is closed, but there’s a window next to the door. The blinds are open, and I can see a sixty-ish year old Native American woman sitting at a desk, typing on an ancient desktop computer. I knock on the office door. Through the window, I can see her huff, roll her eyes, and continue typing. 

Is she going to ignore me? This must be the lively conversationalist I spoke to on the phone yesterday. I knock again. 

Eyes roll. She looks at me through the window. “The door’s unlocked.” 

I turn the knob and step inside the tiny office, which only holds one cheap desk and two old wooden visitors’ chairs in front of the desk. 

“Hi, I’m Melissa Kolar. I called yesterday about—”

“I remember. You’re the teacher, and you want to see what kind of help we need around here, but you can’t help until next summer.” 

“Well, yes—” 

She puts one arm on the desk and leans her large bosoms on it. “Look, we need help right now, honey. See all those kids out there? They need tutors, counselors, teachers, and people to play with them. The drug dealers in town know how to invest time in these kids, and we need church people to get off their—”

“Tess!” 

She stops midsentence and slides her eyes up. “I’m sorry Kirk, but you know it’s true.” 

I turn my head to look up at Reverend Chaney standing behind me. When I saw him on the computer I knew he was handsome, of course, but now that he’s standing so close to me I’m surprised at how handsome he is in person, and I hope he can’t tell that I’ve momentarily stopped breathing. 

He smiles at her. “Can I help with something here?”

I stick out my hand. “Hi, I’m Melissa Kolar. I’m from Cool Springs, and I heard you yesterday. I just wanted to come out here and see what I can do to help. I’m a teacher, and I’m already under contract with Cool Springs Schools for this year, but I was thinking maybe I could come and do some work here next summer?” 

He takes my hand and shakes it. “Nice to meet you, Melissa. I’m Kirk. I’d be happy to show you around and talk about the place. The kids are all occupied with their popsicle break. Janice, one of our mentors, is getting them all sugared up.”  

His hands are rough, like sandpaper. He has a towel draped over his shoulders, and he has a new, dry blue T-shirt on, and his super-short brown hair is already dry.

“Tess, could you please call Mr. Clemmons and tell him that I can meet with him later today about the afterschool program?” 

Tess just says “Hmm.” 

“Come on. I’ll show you around.” 

Reverend Chaney steps out of the office and waits for me to join him. Then he walks down the short hallway toward the sanctuary. 

“This is our sanctuary, obviously. We have church services here on Sunday evenings at six o’clock. We also have a lot of meetings that take place here through the week. We have classes on overcoming addictions, parenting, personal budgeting, and several Bible studies that are taught here every week. We have volunteers from nearby churches and some people who live here who teach these classes.”  

He leads me down the center aisle of the sanctuary, and continues explaining, “We bought two acres for this church about five years ago.” On either side the pews are the old fashioned kind, all wood with no padding at all. We walk through the altar area in front of the small stage. There are two wooden altars for people to kneel and pray. In the center of the platform there is a small wooden lectern. Assorted instruments everywhere—several guitars and tambourines, an electric keyboard, a drum set in the corner. There are also at least a dozen microphones in their stands, lined up on the side of the stage. I follow him to a door on the left of the stage, next to the drums. He opens it and holds it for me. I walk through and he follows. 

“Back here we have our fellowship hall and kitchen.” 

This Janice must be some sort of kid-whisperer, because all of the same kids who were screaming and running around outside a few moments ago are now sitting cross-legged on a plastic tarp spread over the carpeted floor of the fellowship hall quietly sucking on brightly colored popsicles. 

Reverend Chaney walks across the big room to Janice, a short, fifty-ish year old woman with shoulder length brown hair and warm brown eyes. He gives her a sideways hug and motions to me to join them. 

“This is Janice, an angel on Earth.” 

She blushes and giggles and waves him away. 

“Oh you,” she says. 

“Janice, this is Melissa. She’s from Cool Springs. She came by to tour the facility. She’s thinking about helping out next summer.” 

“That would be great! Would you want to meet some of the kids now? We were just getting ready to break up into reading groups. I have the older kids in charge of four to five younger ones. The older kids read a story to the little ones. I just walk around and monitor the groups. Want to help?” 

“Sure.” This is exactly the kind of activity I’ll probably be doing a lot of in a couple of weeks when I start teaching. My job is fifth grade language arts, and I’ve been taught that reading aloud helps students’ fluency and comprehension. 

Then, Janice shows how a smart and calm teacher can control a roomful, even when she’s outnumbered forty to one. She says, “Take out the . . .” 

And the kids all get up and respond, “Papers and the trash,” as they throw their popsicle sticks in the wastebasket.

Then Janice says, “Or you don’t get no . . .”

“Spending cash,” the kids all say as they find their assigned reading circles. 

Then she says, “Yakkity yak . . .” 

“Don’t talk back!” they all finish. And the forty or so kids in the room have every single popsicle stick thrown away and are sitting in their assigned reading circle with their hands folded in their laps. Wow. 

Reverend Chaney leans over to me and whispers, “She’s amazing.” 

I just nod. I could probably learn a lot from this lady about classroom management. 

She grabs a box of books from the kitchen countertop and starts handing books to the older kids who are the group readers. 

“Okay, readers, remember to read with expression. You don’t want to bore your listeners. Also, we have a visitor, Miss Melissa, so show her how good you are, and remember, I’ll be walking around and monitoring, so do your best!” 

All the kids look at me when she says my name, and I smile at them. I see the girl with the bright blue eyes in one of the groups across the room. She smiles at me and shows the gap between her teeth and waves at me to come over to her.  

The older kids open their books and start reading aloud. The younger kids sit cross-legged or lean forward on their elbows or lie on their bellies and rest their chins on their hands and listen to the tales. 

I walk through the groups toward my little friend. When I get to her group, she scoots over and pats the ground next to her. I sit where she has indicated. The boy in the red Cardinals cap, the pitcher, is reading to this group. He’s turned his cap around with the bill on the back of his head, and there’s a signature written on the cap stretched across his forehead – Adam Wainwright – I recognize the name. He’s a player Michael talks a lot about. The good-looking, dark-skinned boy is reading Holes by Louis Sachar. I listen to the description of Camp Green Lake and smile at the descriptions of Armpit, X-Ray, Mr. Sir, and Stanley Yelnats. I lean back on my hands, and my new little
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