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In one moment, he saw what could be.

When she sang, earth stopped, and Heaven extended its hand to him ... 
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DECEMBER 1968

Mark Davidson awakened in a cold sweat. He sat up and pressed his hands over his eyes to block out the image his dream left him with. If it had only been a nightmare ... Why did his memories have to torment his unconscious mind so very often?

He dressed quickly and shoved on a coat. Once outside, he watched his breath curl and dissipate on the wind. A black tomcat streaked across the front lawn. He tugged up the collar on his black wool coat, braced against the icy wind, and walked down the porch steps. He shoved his hands deep into his pockets as he trudged past college rental houses. The haunting image crafted in the workshop of his life followed him. He could not walk fast enough to get away from the ghastly specter. He ran past house after house, ignoring the burning in his chest.

Mark stopped at a park, leaned his hands on his knees, and hung his head, breaths coming in choked gasps. When his heart stopped thundering and his chest stopped burning, he stood erect. He found a park bench facing the Chippewa River and looked at his watch. Not quite seven o’clock. The chill of the morning forced him to move on. While snow swirled around him, he walked aimlessly until he came to a pathway leading to a small white church with a wooden cross on its simple bell tower. The chill of the snowy morning forced him down the path, up the five steps, and inside. Brushing snow out of his hair as the door closed behind him, he waited for his eyes to adjust to the dim lighting. He took off his gloves and stuffed them into his coat pocket.

As he lifted his hands to his mouth and breathed on his chilled fingers, he scanned the small foyer. Cherry benches graced both walls and above them hung parishioner mailboxes with the side panels carved in a rose pattern. A pair of ferns, resting on wooden pedestals, stood like bookends on each side of the double doors leading to the sanctuary.

The simplicity of the décor lent the church an unimposing atmosphere. Welcoming ...? Mark contemplated that thought a moment before he wondered how long it had been since he had stepped inside a church. Feelings of nostalgia mixed with his usual ones of inadequacy.

What is it about a church that at one and the same time draws and repels me? Mark sighed. He wondered anew that a simple building could pull out of him his deepest longings and yet scare away any wish to expose them. It was as if this building and others like it demanded for him to be known. The very walls of the foyer seemed to peer at him now in silent waiting ... and wondering ...

Mark walked toward the sanctuary. Through the doors’ stained-glass windows of diamonds of varying hues, Mark watched the blurry forms of the ushers passing the offering plates down each row. Still, he stood in complicated indecision.

Just what was pulling at him ... the people inside the sanctuary? No, they didn’t even know he was standing there. So, then it was something ... else. But what? God? But why would God want him here? Why would God want him at all? That was a question Mark could never understand.

The muffled chords of an organ drew Mark out of his silent musings. The Advent song stirred up a craving in him. Then he heard an exquisite feminine voice begin to sing:

Come, expected Jesus

Born to set your people free

Release us from our fears and sins

Mark swallowed back emotion. The words of the song ... the woman’s angel voice ... Mark felt an even more pronounced compelling. He pushed open the doors.

We will find our rest in you

You are Israel’s strength and consolation

Mark slipped inside the sanctuary, and as he did, his eyes fell on a beautiful girl standing on a raised dais to the right of the altar filled with other choir members. Hair of rich dark brown folds draped her slender shoulders. Her beautiful face was a study in contrasts. She had an olive complexion, but her chin and nose were both delicate. Her eyes were closed, but Mark imagined them to be a rich chocolaty brown.

He stood transfixed watching her and listening to her sing.

You are the hope of all the earth

The deepest desire of every nation

Her eyes opened, and even from his position in the back of the church he knew he had guessed the color of her eyes correctly. Sucking in a breath, he waited for her gaze to connect with his over the congregation. A startled expression hovered on her face when she saw him watching her. She smiled a bit self-consciously at him. Her voice wobbled slightly as she sang, 

You are our joy—

The joy of every longing heart

After an interlude, the choir added their voices to the girl’s.

You were born to save your people

To deliver us from all harm

Born a child to be our king

Born to reign in us forever

Mark knew his intense scrutiny had forced the flush of color to her cheeks. Almost anxiously, her eyes brushed his and darted away. Mark’s stomach knotted with an unfamiliar longing. This girl was more than beautiful, he realized. There was some elusive quality she seemed to possess which went far beyond her physical beauty. I want what you have. He thought, staring at her. Show me.

Bring your gracious kingdom

Bring your eternal Spirit

Rule in all our hearts today

She raised her hands. Tilted toward the heavens, a glorious rapture of joy filled her innocent face ...

By your sufficient merit

Raise us to your holy, glorious throne

Mark felt his spirit thaw forming drops on his cheeks. Her eyes opened on his once more. A tender smile hovered on her lips, as if she knew how his heart had been stirred.

The hymn ended and the choir members found their seats in the two rows of wooden pews on the dais. As the girl found her seat in the second row, her eyes fell on Mark’s with seemingly nervous expectation and confusion, forcing Mark’s mouth to curve in an awkward half-smile. Mark slid into the very last pew on the left next to one of the supporting beams of the balcony.

The pastor took his place at the pulpit. Late fortyish, wearing a black robe, he smiled warmly at the congregation and welcomed everyone.

Mark took off his coat and draped it over the back of the pew. The inside of the sanctuary was as simply furnished as the foyer. Maybe a hundred people sat in the two columns of no more than twenty rows of cherry pews. Mark discreetly shifted his eyes to see the girl looking at the pastor with a serene expression. Mark leaned forward in his seat, wishing she would look at him again. He clutched the back of the pew in front of him so tightly his knuckles turned white.

The girl looked at him for a moment. Her eyes quickly darted away.

Feeling his heart racing unnaturally, Mark dropped his head and raked his fingers through his thick, black hair. This is insane. He thought to himself. His eyes lifted and caught on hers again. This time she held his gaze a long moment before looking away.

All through the service their eyes found each other, and each time Mark felt the ecstatic surge of his heart. I must know you. What is your name?

Hope swelled, making it hard for him to breathe. He guessed her to be no more than seventeen. Looking at her he felt far more ancient than his twenty-one years. He could not look away from her. He could not turn away from Heaven as it reached its hand to him ...

The dizzying swirl of wishing dissolved in a sea of disillusionment. Before the minister said “Amen,” Mark slipped from the pew, left the church, and stepped into white. The wind chafed his cheeks and snow collected in his hair, but Mark noticed none of these things.

I’ve seen an angel ...

But the demons in his mind howled at him and called him a fool.
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KRISTINE PLAYED WITH a curl of her hair while she listened to her father open his sermon. Her stomach felt anxious and her heart still seemed to race even though she had finished her solo ten minutes earlier. Whenever she sang in front of church, she felt separated from herself as if her body disappeared and all that was left was voice and spirit. Today, the spiritual and emotional high had seemed even more intense. When she had closed her eyes, she had seen a golden light and warmth tingled through her. She had felt almost swept up in the arms of Heaven. And when she had opened her eyes, she had seen him standing at the back of the church looking at her. It was rather disconcerting, really, the way his eyes never left her.

Is he looking at me now? Kristine wondered as she sucked in several ragged breaths, willing her heart to stop racing. She darted a quick look to the back of the church and saw him seated next to the supporting beams of the balcony. His eyes snagged on hers, and she could hardly tear her eyes away from them.

She forced herself to look at her father, who was well into his sermon. The lights of the Christmas tree winked at her. Is he still looking at me? Kristine didn’t dare look again to find out. Instead, she compelled her eyes to admire the Chrismons on the tree. She had helped hang the white and gold crowns, fish, doves, lambs, crosses, and stars just the day before.

She couldn’t help it. She had to look at him one more time. This time she allowed her eyes to hold his a little longer. She took in every detail of him. His thick black hair was a bit too long, but nice just the same. She admired his broad shoulders, straight nose, strong chin, and square jaw. His eyes, however, went on and on. Were they blue?

She looked at her father, then at the Christmas Tree. In the quiet of her heart, she heard a still small voice. “It is him, Kristine.” She almost doubted the whisper, but it came again in the quiet knowing place in her heart. “It is him, Kristine.”

A few minutes later, she turned her head to look at him again. When he smiled at her, her heart did a little dance.

Again, she heard: “It is him.”

Why? She asked and felt an answering chuckle. “It is him.”

During the final prayer, she bowed her head. Her wild thoughts were focused on the man at the back of the church, wondering if they would meet. She didn’t know what she would say. Should she be witty? Maybe just a little hard to get? It was probably too late for that. Kristine bit her bottom lip and under her breath prayed, “Please, God?”

When her father said, “Amen,” Kristine’s head swung up, searching for the man at the back of the church and realized he was gone.

Confused and disappointed, her spirits sunk. She understood nothing, but she felt drawn to this man, who was most likely in his early twenties. Her youth gave her pause, and the impossibilities screamed at her.

* * * *
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“DADDY?” KRISTINE ASKED, flouncing down on top of the faded and well-worn olive-green divan in her father’s church office.

“Yes, Kristine?” Reverend Peter Cavanaugh asked as he finished hanging the last of his vestments before sitting down behind his desk. “What is it?”

She sighed, inspecting her nails.

“Kristine,” Peter said, humor lacing his words. “Do you have something to say?”

“So, Dad, how did you know that you would marry Mom?”

“Oh, that’s what’s on your mind.”

Kristine blushed.

“Well, I saw her at a public beach and just knew.”

“You just knew. Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

“How did you know?”

He scratched the back of his neck. “Maybe God whispered it in my ear.”

“Does he whisper it in everyone’s ear?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so. Or if he does, maybe you can only hear the whisper if you are really listening.”

“Ok, Daddy.” Kristine stood and retrieved her coat from the closet and slipped it on. While she was pulling on her gloves, she glanced at her father and spied his dumbfounded look. “What?” 

“Is that all you are going to ask me?”

“Mm—hmm.” Kristine walked over to her father and kissed him on his cheek.

“That’s it?”

“Yup,” she said. “Don’t work too long, Daddy. I’ll have lunch ready in an hour.”

* * * *
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KRISTINE LISTENED WITH delight at the crunch of snow under her feet. She tilted her head back, closing her eyes and opening her mouth. When her mouth felt the tickle of cold wet snow, she smiled. It was a glorious day. Perfect snow-laden evergreens and juniper bushes, stately maples, oaks, and elms covered in white fluff—the white world beckoned to her.

She pictured him as he sat in the church that morning. He reminded her of a sleek black jaguar. His shoulders were broad, and she imaged him with sinewy muscles. She wondered what it would feel like to run her fingers through his thick, black hair. She giggled and sighed. His eyes were striking. She thought they looked like sapphires, but she would have to be closer to him to be sure. She had never in her life seen a more beautiful man. She just had to write about him.

She ran two blocks to her house. After entering, she flung off her coat and gloves. The coat landed five feet from the door, her left glove next to it and the right one on the first step of the stairs. Upstairs in her room, Kristine sat down on her bed covered by a rose-patterned quilt her mother had made for her the summer before she died. Kristine reached for the journal on the nightstand by her bed. She wrote.

December 17, 1968

I saw him today, God! My heart pounded in my chest at the sight of his handsome face. I heard You whisper to me that he would one day be mine. How could I know this for sure? I can’t, but I believe You spoke. I believe that You whispered it to me just as You had whispered it to my dad when he met my mom. He’s incredible, God!

Kristine closed her journal. Holding it to her chest, she lay back on her bed. She sighed and closed her eyes conjuring up an image of him in her mind.

He was utterly perfect.
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Mark did not believe in love at first sight, he argued with himself as he spooned the last of his chili and lifted it to his lips. No, love was not something that happened at a glance. He drank the last of his coffee and pulled his wallet out of his right back pocket. He laid down a couple dollars and some change on top of the bill and exited the booth. He nodded to the waitress as he walked by and brushed past a pair of giggling teenage girls who whispered behind their hands to each other.

“Isn’t he dreamy?” Mark heard one girl say as he pulled open the door of the café and stepped into the cold. The girl’s comment brought out a mildly amused smile as he strolled down a street close to his college rental. The lightly falling snow lent the storefronts and streetlights decorated with brightly lit wreathes, sleighs, and Santa Clauses a storybook appearance.

In the front window of a gift shop that doubled as an antique store, Mark saw a porcelain doll he knew Lizzie, would adore. He smiled both at the doll and at the thought of his surrogate mother. Forever Mark would be grateful to John and Lizzie Jacobson who took him into their home as a lost and scared runaway boy of fourteen.

Mark entered the tidy store, picked up the doll to check the price tag and grimaced. He pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and fingered through the bills. He had enough to buy the doll but little left to buy anything for John without dipping into his grocery money. He ran his finger over the smooth glass face of the doll dressed in an ivory gown with an emerald overlay. The green eyes were nearly the shade of Lizzie’s and the curly auburn hair was a near match as well. He could picture Lizzie setting this doll on her mantle next to two of her other ones.

Gently, he smoothed the fabric of the doll’s dress with his fingers while he carried it to the counter. As he set down the doll, a hard covered book caught his eyes. He picked it up noticing it was a collection of poetry by Michal Rhodes. He had not heard of this particular poet before, but he scanned through the poems and one caught his eye: Haunted Rooms.

“The mind has rooms and corridors

surpassing tangible place

Inside—furniture – 

memories

regrets

Far safer is a ghostlike meeting

Than the meeting of

myself—to myself

an inner confrontation—

Far better is a gallop

in darkness

Than me to encounter me

Concealing me behind myself

Murderers for hire

Unarmed opposition

The body unlocks the door...

Haunted rooms

Not only houses own”

“Haunted rooms,” he uttered, sighing as he related, “not even houses own.” He read the poem again. He read through other poems and liked this man’s style. John would love this book, he decided, and he could enjoy it before giving it to him. He shut the book and turned it around in his hands to find the price. The book and the doll would chew into his food budget, but it would be worth it to see smiles on his best friends’ faces. He laid the book down next to the doll and waited for the gentleman behind the counter to help him.

Once the gifts were purchased, he walked past a display case of jewelry. His eyes caught on a flash of emerald and white. He paused and looked down at a ring. Flecks of diamonds shaded where the gold of the ring formed a delicate rose, and emeralds cut to the shape of leaves graced its edges.

“Lovely ring. Isn’t it?” a soft female voice startled him.

He continued looking at the ring that reminded him of the girl he had seen that morning.

“It would make a lovely engagement ring,” the woman suggested. When he still did not respond, she asked, “Do you have someone special in mind?”

Uncertainly, Mark nodded.

“In that case, you need a closer look.”

When the clerk presented the ring on a black velvet board, Mark looked intently at it. Delicately, he picked it up and turned it with his fingers to admire its detailing.

“I think that she will love it,” the clerk said.

Mark nodded and put the ring back. He turned and began walking away.

“Wait,” the woman called to him. Mark turned around and met the clerk’s eyes, now widening with belated appreciation over his handsome form. The words, “Don’t you want the ring,” came out with a hint of disappointment in her voice.

Finally noticing the attractiveness of the girl, Mark quickly took in her pale blonde hair curling softly by her decadent face and her indigo eyes. Mark knew a pretty girl when he saw one. Her earthy beauty was as tantalizing to his eyes as sugar was to his taste buds. The clerk’s smile was a bit dazed, and Mark could tell he had captivated her, too. His smile broadened, and he chuckled slightly, feeling the first flush of physical interest.

The girl’s grin was quizzical; she seemed to recognize the tell-tale spark in Mark’s eyes. Presumably knowing her allure, she pursed her lips as she gave him a sidelong look. Mark could read her thoughts by the worldly cynicism in her eyes. How many already spoken for men succumbed to this young woman’s charm? Perhaps this girl attached the perfidy of men with wandering eyes to the entire male species. Mark felt the sudden urge to explain himself, but anything he would say would make him look bad. Mark swallowed a groan of discomfiture as a melody of thoughts played. I guess I’d rather her see me as some kind of libertine than a fool. I mean, why would I be looking at a ring if I don’t even have a girlfriend? ... Why do I even care what this girl thinks at all? She’s drop dead gorgeous, that’s why ...

She said, “We have a payment plan, if you are interested. You can pay a little every week. Or we could put the ring on hold for you with a bit down.” With a pointed look she added flirtatiously, “I’m sure your girl would just love this ring.”

Mark weighed his options. Should I tell her I don’t have a girlfriend and ask her out for coffee? But what about the girl I saw this morning who made me look at the ring in the first place? This is insane! 

To Mark, the young girl of the morning seemed as untouchable as mist. Looking at her was a mystical experience that stirred up his spiritual cravings. In her eyes he saw the man he wanted to be ... but wasn’t. With their eyes dancing together across a crowded church, Mark felt somehow connected to the girl in spirit. A transcendental moment to stir up his awareness ... What was it about the girl that reached out to him? Mark shook his head at the unreality of the entire experience, but still, he could not dislodge the hope that he would see her again. And just maybe ...

“I’m sure she will love it,” Mark said all of a sudden. In a state of unreality at what he was about to do, Mark asked, “How much will it take to hold it?”

* * * *
[image: ]


THE SUN DIPPED LOW in the sky when Mark exited the antique shop to begin his long walk back through town to the place where he lived—he could not call it home exactly. With a fluttering in the pit of his belly he pictured the way the girl appeared that morning as her eyes met his. Her face. Her smile. She had intoxicated him with a glance. Why am I still thinking about her? She can’t be more than seventeen.

Frustrated with his mind’s fixation on the girl, Mark chose to think about the pretty salesclerk, named Adrianne, who had helped him put the ring on hold. He stood chatting with her for a good half hour afterwards. He discovered she was a student at UW Stevens Point like he and was also studying English Lit. Only she was a couple years behind him.

I should have asked Adrianne out instead. Mark rubbed the back of his neck. What possessed me to hold that ring? What am I going to do with it once I buy it? Fool. What am I going to say to the girl? This ring reminds me of you, and I think you should have it? Mark’s jaw clenched. He crossed a street and had to trudge through a bank of snow left by a snowplow. I’ll have to take the ring off hold and tell the store I don’t want it, and when I go back, I’ll make up something to tell Adrianne and ask her out. Mark sighed with relief at his decision and brushed snow off the bottom of his pants.

Mark walked briskly along the sidewalk and saw a pair of boys amid a snowball fight. Mark winked at the little sister, around five, trying to build a snowman by herself. She grinned back at him. A stray snowball caught Mark squarely on the back of his head. He turned around to see the wide and frightened eyes of the boy who threw it. Straight faced, Mark scooped up a generous amount of snow. Packing it tightly, he watched the boy squirm nervously. With a teasing grin, Mark aimed and tossed the ball at the boy’s retreating backside. The mirthful giggles warmed Mark’s heart as he continued toward home.

Mark thought about having children of his own one day. Truthfully, he had never considered it before; he had been far too busy with his studies to give a thought to one day having a family. In the first two years of college, he had a string of first dates with girls from his classes, but none of them interested him enough to go for a second. Also, his natural reserve prevented him from cashing in the “good looking” card. He just didn’t want to get too close to someone, no matter how much the girls seemed to want to get close to him.

But now, something had shifted in his mind. The thought of a family was intriguing. Was it because he’d be finished with school at the end of spring? Sure, he still didn’t know just what he wanted to do with the rest of his life, but at least this milestone would be achieved. Besides, he could always make a career in photography. His boss said he had an eye for it. So, the thought of a family was not as unwelcome to him now as it may have been at one time.

I wonder what the girl’s name is.

Mark grumbled in irritation.

* * * *
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MARK GLANCED AT THE full moon shining through his bedroom window and contemplated its dark dips and valleys. The sky had cleared of snow clouds and stars twinkled in the sky. He had studied at his desk for hours and was now too tired to go on. His roommate’s snores filled the small confines of the room. Mark was tempted to throw a pillow at him to make him stop, but he didn’t. Instead, he rested the side of his head on his arms folded across his desk.

Mark thought about the sermon he had heard that morning. Even though the girl had captured much of his attention, a few of its words slipped through. The pastor had talked about Peter walking on water. What kind of faith does it take to walk on water?

Mark opened the desk drawer and reached inside for the Bible his mother had given him. Just holding it in his hands again felt right. He had carried it with him since she had given it to him so many years before. How many nights had he turned its onion-peel pages wondering what it said? How many times had he traced with his eyes his mother’s rounded and slanted handwriting on the inside cover until his tears blurred her last words to him? Why hadn’t she known he did not know how to read?

Because he was an unruly student, teachers passed him to the next grade and the next. But despite it all, nothing had ever squelched his desire to know how to read. When John and Lizzie took him in and he started high school, he struggled in his classes despite his determination to do well. Lizzie quickly figured out that he couldn’t read well, so she offered to teach him.

Learning quickly, he became ravenous for books.

She encouraged him to read the Bible, but he wouldn’t.

He blamed his mother for the life she had born him into—for the years of beatings from his father—for the acts he committed out of rebellion. He wanted to hate his mother for who she created him to be. So, he would not read the book she gave him nor any other like it.

But Lizzie was clever. She read Bible stories to her infant daughter while he worked on his lessons at the kitchen table. He tried his best to ignore her, but there were times when the stories she read fascinated him. One day she read the story of David and Goliath, and, strangely, he remembered it. Out of a lifetime of horror, he found one distant memory of happiness. He remembered sitting on his mother’s lap and her smiling down on him. She had read him this story.

What love had inspired his mother to read that story to him? And why didn’t she read more to him from this Bible as the years went on? Mark sighed. What does any of that matter now? You are more than a hundred physical miles away and more than a million in spirit, Mom. Are you even still alive?

Mark’s heart twisted with grief. Why do I still miss you? Why do I still care? What if, Mom, my father had not come home from the war in Korea ... What if he had not gone at all ...? Mark pictured the meager apartment where they had lived. He remembered falling asleep at night to the rattling of train cars on the tracks not more than thirty feet from his bedroom window. Our lives would have been so different. Poverty would have been bearable if only ... if only ...

Mark gritted his teeth as fresh anger bit into him. His knuckles whitened as his grip tightened on the Bible. Why did you give me this Bible, Mother? What secrets does it hold for me on your character? Who were you, Mom, that you would marry a man like him? Why did you leave me? Couldn’t someone have given you money? Why didn’t you tell the police? Why did you stay in the prison of your own creation when you could have found help? Was your mind so numbed from drink that you couldn’t think? Mark cursed under his breath.

Bit by bit, he found composure and sighed heavily. He had thought this through years ago. It was his mother’s love in his early years that formed him to the core of who he was. That is why he could never really hate her later on. Despite everything that happened to him, he still loved his mother. She was as much of a victim to his father’s drunken fits of rage as he was. And maybe she didn’t leave because she had loved the man his father had been before the war. Mark just wished he could have known the man his mother had fallen in love with.

Mark saw now that it was his mother’s initial love that softened his heart and gave him a nobility of spirit that would usually allow him to only go so far before his innate sense of right and wrong rebelled. Sometimes, though, he ignored his morals and went way too far ...

Mark forcibly packed away thoughts of his parents in a haunted chamber in his mind. He shut the
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