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For the second time in his life, Geoffrey Alistair Adrien was born again.

He knew how it was supposed to go.  Or at least, he thought he knew.  First and foremost, you had to Believe.  Then you had to accept Jesus into your heart.  You had to repent for your sins.  You had to be baptized.  And then you accepted the Holy Spirit.

He thought he’d done all those things.  He’d been a respected member of his church even before the accident.  When it happened and he was suddenly alone, they’d gathered around him and shown him love, just what church members are supposed to do.  They’d helped him through the rough times, and he’d grown into his position there.  He even sang bass for a gospel quartet, and they often sang for church services.  They’d even put out a couple of CDs together.

But as he watched the faces of the congregation after they were finishing a set and returning to their seats, Geoff couldn’t help feeling like an impostor here.

He sang the words, and sang them beautifully.  He knew his voice was good, everyone around him had always told him so.  The congregation’s faces were ecstatic, eyes closed, feeling the power of their four voices singing out praise to the Lord.  It felt uplifting, it felt powerful, it felt wondrous.

And then the set ended, and the feeling left with it.

Faces went from joyful to bored as people looked down at their programs, shifted in their seats, looked at the windows and the nice weather waiting outside.  He could practically see the pending ice cream and hot dogs in their slack faces.  Could see the elderly ladies in their Sunday crowns walking out arm in arm, pausing to thank the reverend for the wonderful service; husbands and wives gathering sleepy children into cars, deciding where to go for lunch; speeding away from the building as though being chased by hellhounds.  Putting Sunday services well and truly behind them.

Geoff sat numbly through the rest of the service, barely listening, standing up when he was supposed to stand up, sitting down when he was supposed to sit down, drinking the communion grape juice, thumbing through the hymnal to the right spot when it was the right time.

Is this it? he wondered as the service droned on.  Am I really doing this right?

Where was the shining light of providence?  Where was the peace in his heart?  He’d accepted the Holy Spirit, but had the Holy Spirit accepted him back?  

What was he even doing here?

He gazed down at his folded-up music sheet.  His eyes fixed on it.  

I’m here to sing.  

That was it.  He was a singer.  He was here to sing.  He was here to uplift, even if only for a single moment.  To use the gift of voice that God had given him, even if the moment was forgotten the next day.  For some people, the moment was all they had.  And he could give that to them.

He smiled a little.

Then he glanced up at the congregation...and happened to catch someone’s eye.

It was a woman, an attractive woman, late thirties or early forties perhaps, with Polynesian features, an unfamiliar face in the crowd.  Not that he knew every face, but it struck him that she was somehow out of place. Why, he wasn’t sure.  He leaned forward, intrigued.

He couldn’t quite put his finger on it.  She did look a bit flushed...was she sick?  Was the room too stuffy for her?  It was warm in the building.  Perhaps that was it.

She smiled at him, and he flushed a bit himself and smiled back.  

He noticed she had a little girl beside her, a blonde girl of perhaps nine or ten with slightly almond-shaped eyes, just like the woman’s.  Her daughter?  

Now this one looked like she belonged.  In fact, he was sure he’d seen her before.  The girl smiled brightly at him, and he couldn’t help but smile a little wider.

Then the pair turned back to their programs as the reverend directed; the spell was broken, and Geoff realized he’d lost track of the program.  He found his place again, sighed softly and fell quietly back into follower mode.

And then, moments later, something twinged inside him.  A strange sensation of coldness, not unpleasant, worming its way through his belly.  The program seemed to melt away in front of him, and he felt his eyes drawn back toward the congregation.  But not toward the woman this time.  This time he felt drawn further toward the back of the crowd.  

The eyes that caught his this time were a man’s, a Black man with a goatee and hair held back in a tight bun.  The cold feeling swam upward into his chest as they locked eyes and held there.

Had he seen this one before?  He couldn’t be sure.  His pulse quickened as he tried to decide whether the man looked as though he belonged.  His hand fell open, and the program flitted gently to the floor.  

The man smiled a strange little smile...almost in...anticipation?  Geoff’s breath caught in his throat.

Then he felt a light poke in the ribs from beside him.  He blinked and looked over at Ripley, their tenor, who tersely nodded his head toward the escaped program.  Geoff blinked at the floor, bent hurriedly to pick his paper up, and turned his gaze back toward the congregation.

The man was no longer there, but Geoff caught the swish of a long coat just outside the door.  He stared after it, then realized he was sweating.  He wiped his forehead and sat back in his seat, confused, humiliated, wishing he could turn into a flea.  Or at least that someone would turn on the air conditioning.
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After the service, Geoff went walking.

He liked to walk.  He had a car, of course, like everyone else, but there was something centering about the movement of walking.  It was as though this was fulfilling the maker’s design, one foot in front of the other, back and forth in self-propulsion.  Perfectly green, zero emissions, and (if his bedroom mirror was any indication) it kept one fit.  

So he left his car in the church parking lot along with his program and music sheets, and he went for a Sunday stroll.

The weather was nice enough, although the sun did feel harsher than he liked.  At least his long blond hair was tied back in a ponytail, and his collar was loose enough for a nice breeze to caress his neck.  

He did wish he’d worn a hat today as he walked along the sidewalk into the town.  Trees planted by the city provided some shade as he went, but he still removed his jacket and flung it lazily over his shoulder, undoing a few shirt buttons as he approached the strip mall.

Some places were closed for Sunday, but others were open, and shoppers were taking advantage of the warm Indiana weather.  He watched as people went by, some in flip flops and tank tops, others dressed crazily in long sleeves as though for winter.

As he approached the coffee shop, he was surprised to find the strange woman and girl sitting outside at one of the tables, sipping drinks.  The girl hopped up and said, “Look, Mommy!  There he is!  I told you he’d come this way!”

The woman stood, chuckled and put a quelling hand on the girl’s blonde head.  “I’m sorry.  She just really wanted to meet you after that wonderful rendition of ‘Peace In the Valley’, but we got lost in the crowd.”  The woman held out a hand.  “I’m Laura. Laura Axel.  This is my pride and joy Constance.”

Geoff didn’t hesitate to take her hand.  “I’m Geoff.  Geoff Adrien.  Nice to meet you both.”  They shook hands cordially.

“Will you join us?” Laura asked, indicating the table.

Geoff decided he had a few minutes to spare, and sat down.  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in Sunday services before,” he casually said.

Laura hedged.  “My...husband Iain usually brings Constance.  I’m not much of a church-goer myself.  But Constance just loves it.  She says she loves the singing most of all.  And I must say, you do have a wonderful singing voice.”

Normally the mention of a husband would have garnered an immediate shift in direction.  But Geoff found himself strangely undeterred.  There was something about this woman that kept him planted in his seat. It didn’t exactly feel like sexual attraction (although some of his friends would have called that healthy at this point in his life).  But now that he was seated with her, he found he didn’t want to leave.

“Thank you.”  He smiled sheepishly.  “I pretty much grew up around music.  My mother was in a barbershop chorus, a baritone.  She and my father divorced when I was a kid, and being a single mother, she dragged me around with her to practices.  I was a bored kid with nothing to do but listen.  Eventually I started singing along, off in my little kiddie corner.”  He laughed, absently toying with a napkin on the tabletop.  

“One night they heard me.  After a brief conference, three of them took me aside and asked me to sing something with them.  They must have liked what they heard, because before I knew it, they asked me to join the chorus.  I was their youngest member, and the only male member.  They put me in a little bow tie and everything, it was so cute.”  He chuckled again.  “That’s how it all started.  In an old church basement.  Now how do you like that.”

Laura listened to all this with amusement, but as Geoff went on, her smile faded somewhat.  A strange look unfolded on her face, with a hint of sadness.

He noticed and trailed off.  “What?  Did I say something?”

She took a sip of her coffee in silence.  She put her cup down.  She met his gaze.  “And how about now?  Do you just sing in a quartet?  How about family life?  Are you married?  Any little ones to bring up in the music business?”

He felt an unexpected sting at this.  She didn’t know.  Of course not, how could she?  He was so used to everyone in church knowing, and tiptoeing around the subject.  Friends not talking about certain subjects around him.  Subtly hinting that they could set him up with someone if he wanted, but not forcing the issue.  Not saying anything when he stopped wearing his wedding ring.

But now, to have it thrown in his face, even after years of dealing with the pain, thinking that he was over it and ready to move on...suddenly it was as though it was only yesterday.

He looked down at the napkin he was pushing around.  He took a slow breath.  “I had a wife, Carol.  And a little girl, Ginny.  They both died in a...in a car accident.”

Laura gasped and pressed her hand to her heart.  “Oh, Geoff, I’m so sorry.  I didn’t know.”

“Thank you.”  He nodded, lips taut, eyes firmly on the napkin.  “It was a drunk driver.  Oh, he was fine, of course.  They always are.”  He found he’d torn a corner of the napkin.  He picked at it.  “I had a few bumps and bruises, but otherwise...”  He left it there, suddenly unable to say he was fine.

Laura’s eyes narrowed just a fraction, but she remained silent.

“The church helped a lot.  They were really there for me.”  Geoff managed a small smile.  “I’ve been grateful to them ever since.”  He met Laura’s
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