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  Chapter 1.


  The street light had just blinked a couple of times in an effort to brighten up the approaching night as Jenny turned into her driveway. Running on just a few hours sleep she managed to get earlier in the day, she had finally finished her errands and now she only had about 20 minutes to change clothes and get to work at the diner. The cleaners didn’t get the spot out of David’s shirt. Only one lane was open at the bank and so that little chore took 30 minutes longer than expected. The credit card reader wasn’t working at the gas station so she had to go inside and pay. That wouldn’t have been so bad if Mrs. Hensley hadn’t been in there and insisted on showing Jenny several new pictures of the latest grandbaby that had somehow managed to be the very last thing she pulled out of her purse.


  At least she was home now. She glanced at the seat beside her to make sure that she didn’t leave her phone. No, it’s not there. Bolting from the driver’s seat, she opened the back door of the car and grabbed the starched but not actually clean shirt. Why would they starch a shirt that they couldn’t even get clean? She closed the door almost catching her purse as it swung around her side. Its contents nearly dumped out when she reached for the newspaper. The rubber band was stretched beyond its capacity so she quickly tucked it under her arm. Inserting the key, she dropped them onto the brick threshold.


  Jenny sighed as she picked up the keys and juggled the newspaper under her arm and the few pieces of mail she picked up at the post office. The television was blaring with no one in the room when she finally got inside. She sucked in a deep breath and exhaled in a sigh as she scanned the room. She restrained from kicking one of Caitlyn’s toys as she marched to the kitchen, her lips pursed. She tossed everything in her arms on the kitchen table and hung the shirt on the handle of the cabinet over the stove with the hope that whoever went upstairs first would take it to the closet.


  As expected, the rubber band broke just as she laid the newspaper down. A cascade of coupons scattered onto the floor. Jenny rolled her eyes and muttered under her breath as she collected the coupons. Jenny’s husband, David, was totally immersed in the computer screen. Caitlyn had not yet noticed her mother until hearing her voice.


  “David, I need your help. I’m exhausted. The house always seems to be a mess!” David rolled his eyes. What is her problem? What does she think I do all day?


  “What mess? I’m on the computer non-stop looking for a job –”


  “I can’t do it anymore. I try to keep the house clean and I work all night at the diner.”


  “Don’t forget, I watch Caitlyn while you sleep all day. I didn’t ask to be laid off from the plant.” He slammed his palm down on the table. The sound startled Caitlyn who started to whimper.


  Jenny stomped toward the high chair. “Great, now look what you’ve done.”


  “You should try getting an interview with a child screaming in the background!”


  “I just need some help, is that too much to ask?” David exhaled loudly as he stood up snatching the newspaper from the table and leaving her question unanswered. She obviously thinks I sit on the couch all day watching the game shows or something.


  Jenny opened the refrigerator for a soda. Caffeine, I need caffeine. After a few sips and several deep breaths, she walked to the edge of the tile stopping just before entering the living room where David was sitting.


  “David, I’ve only got a few minutes before I leave. I’m not just talking about getting a job. I need help around the house.” David looked up at her.


  “What do you want me to do? When Caitlyn’s awake, I’m chasing her around the house to keep her out of stuff. When she’s asleep, I’m on the computer applying for jobs. I can’t do YOUR job, too!”


  “My job,” Jenny’s mouth gaped at his comment. “Did you really just say that doing all the things that need to be done around OUR house is MY job?”


  “And when she’s awake or asleep, I can’t be on the phone because it either wakes her up or it sounds real professional to have a kid screaming in the background while trying to discuss my resume!”


  “I didn’t read anything on the marriage certificate that said that your only obligation in this marriage was to work ‘now and then’ and take the trash out once a week!”


  The silence hung like a thick blanket between them. Putting the newspaper down, David’s cologne briefly stirred her heart with memories as he walked past her to sit at the table. With his back to Jenny, Caitlyn squealed with joy as he fed her from a squeezable bag of baby food.


  Jenny walked back to the table opening the bank statement from the stack of mail. “David, how do you expect me to pay the bills when you are constantly taking money out? Six withdrawals in one week?” Feeling his blood pressure rise, David turned around in his chair to face her.


  “Seriously? Well, let’s see. I leave the house only if I have to get stuff for Caitlyn and it takes gas to do that. Would you prefer I walk everywhere with her in a stroller?” He picked up the late notice from the stack.


  “Great! You are so concerned about money but I see you didn’t pay the electric bill. It’s late… again.”


  “No, I didn’t pay it. Instead, I had to pay the phone bill so they didn’t cut it off and you could still use it to find a job.” Ouch. Do we really have to argue about this again? What does it accomplish? Why can’t we find a solution? David mumbled something and returned his attention to the computer. Caitlyn repeatedly slammed her hand on the tray jabbering something as if to make a point as well. She reached for her juice knocking it to the floor. Without removing his eyes from the screen, David picked up the bottle and returned it to the tray obviously having done that a thousand times.


  “Finally! This blasted online form has been driving me crazy all morning. I can’t call about the job until I fill out the form and I can’t fill out the form if their server keeps timing out! Maybe it is our internet connection. Should we get rid of the phone here at the house and get wi-fi through one of our cell phones? That’d be one less bill.”


  “That’s fine, but David I need you to understand that it wasn’t that I didn’t pay the electric, I couldn’t pay it last Friday. I had to buy diapers, groceries and that was after paying the house note. But I will pay the electric bill before it gets cut off. I always do.” How many times had it been cut off so far? None, that’s how many. It’s always taken care of somehow before it gets to that point. Sometimes I have to wait until I have enough tips to pay it and I can’t control how many customers come in at night or how much they tip. I can only do what I can do. I’m trying. Does he think that I forget? How can I forget when all the bills I have to pay are constantly on my mind at work, at home, even when I am trying to get to sleep? My mind just won’t shut down.


  She fought against frustrated tears by going to her purse for the original bill to be paid. She didn’t like using the termination notice to make a payment because the giant red letters always gave her a knot in her stomach.


  “I do understand. I’m just sick of not being able to pay all of these bills myself.” It is just so frustrating to have a wife and baby that you can’t take care of. It is impossible without a job. Right? Once again he hears the voice in his head of one co-worker who generously reminded David he was not getting any younger. Before that comment, he never thought much about his age. However, he had completed so many employment applications over the last few weeks. There it was in black and white. He honestly wondered at what point being 30-something was so old. He never had trouble getting a job. He could do just as much now as he had ever done and with much more experience than those young squirts being hired all around him the last two years. I have t-shirts older than they are.


  “David, we only have 82 dollars in the account –“


  “Stop complaining,” David raised his voice this time. “And I don’t want to hear anything else about money right now!” Shoving his chair back into the wall behind him as he stood, he threw Caitlyn’s bowl and spoon into the sink. Jenny picked up the termination notice and stuffed it in her purse with all the other ones haunting her memory just so it was out of sight. They still hadn’t made eye contact with one another. He knew that his tone upset her but he just didn’t want her to see the look of failure he knew she would see if he did look at her. He was doing everything he could to find work. Yet, if he was working, who would keep Caitlyn during the day while Jenny slept. In a strange way, it had been helpful for him to be at home. Well, it might have been helpful physically but definitely not financially.


  The frustration for both of them simmered just under the surface as Jenny found herself replying back to him in the same firm tone. “I didn’t say anything like that. All I said is that if you’re going to take money out of the account, at least let me know. Can you do that?” she snapped.


  “I shouldn’t have to be accountable to you. I’m not a child,” David said like a teenager being told he was grounded. “So stop treating me like one.” David’s father had always had a tendency to do that to him even though he graduated college with honors. He tended to get very defensive when he felt he was receiving the same attitude from his wife.


  “I’m not saying you’re a child. I just need to know,” Jenny walked to the refrigerator to put away the soda she didn’t finish. Jenny never had the luxury of her parents treating her one way or another because they were stripped from her life at a very young age. She was in a decent foster home until she became old enough to get out and that was just what she did. She never looked back. Trust was a big issue for her because of her childhood experiences with other foster kids that came and went almost as often as the seasons. She trusted David but also had a deep need to always know what’s going on. She admitted it openly. This conversation would have to be continued later because right now she had to get dressed for work. The red smock that she wore with Sal’s Diner embroidered across the front was in the dryer when she left to run her errands. She had no doubt that was where it still remained.


  “Well, I know one thing. I’m hungry. I haven’t been able to get away from this computer all day. I filled out five different online applications asking all the same questions. What’s for dinner?” Caitlyn was restless having nothing and no one in front of her. She looked back and forth between her parents like she was wondering why the attention wasn’t centered on her. She began to cry which only added to the tension in the room. Still standing at the refrigerator, Jenny opened the freezer and took out an aluminum container that she had filled with chicken pot pie the previous weekend setting it on the table beside David’s computer.


  “Put this in the oven for 45 minutes at 350 degrees. I’m late for work,” Jenny headed around the corner to the laundry room to retrieve her smock for work from the dryer. She may not feel pretty in it but at least she didn’t have to worry about buying fancy suits or trendy clothes with money so tight right now. A uniform was actually a good thing. David heard the dryer door open and close. Still standing at the sink, David didn’t want to fight with Jenny any more so he rinsed Caitlyn’s bowl and put it in the counter top rack to dry without saying another word. Jenny entered the kitchen again having slipped into the smock and a clean pair of jeans. Sal doesn’t care if his employees wear jeans as long as there are no holes or rips in them. She walked right past David to Caitlyn.


  “Mommy will be back in the morning,” she kissed Caitlyn on the forehead and picked up her purse and keys once again. She spoke in David’s direction but didn’t look at him. “Her shirt is wet and her clothes are still in the dryer. At least put her in something dry before she goes to bed.” She walked toward the front door and exited before David had a chance to comment about the bedtime battle he had ahead of him.


  In an effort to get to Caitlyn quickly and stop her crying, he shoved the tin containing his dinner immediately in the oven. Picking Caitlyn up he said to her but mostly to himself, “She leaves me with a crying baby and a frozen dinner while she goes to work and sits for hours ‘visiting’ with her friends.” He got a pink sleeper with ballet shoes printed on it from the dryer. As he carried Caitlyn toward the front door to go upstairs and get her diaper changed, he grabbed the shirt off the knob in the kitchen to carry upstairs. He looked out the window of the front door as he went by seeing headlights in the driveway. He noticed Jenny was still there. He wondered if something was wrong. Having his hands full already, he assumed she was fine and headed upstairs to change Caitlyn’s diaper and get her ready for bed. “Mommy was right. You got your shirt really wet. Let’s go take care of that”. He snuggled her neck. Caitlyn giggled.


  Jenny hated it when she felt like she let David down. He had always been a good provider and a wonderful husband. She had to remind herself of that quite a bit with all she was juggling. She knew full well on most any other day she’d have no trouble at all recalling good memories they’d shared and how wonderful he treated her. It has to be the stress he’s under. I know in my heart that he loves me and this is just hard on him as a husband and father to not be working. David’s parents taught him to put education first. He had a great work ethic and never met a stranger. People found themselves drawn to his warm smile and blue eyes that seemed like you could swim in them instead of the ocean. More than that, there was just something different about him. She couldn’t put her finger on what it was even though they were married. Often times while in the grocery store or somewhere, he would recognize someone he had not seen in years and still made them feel like he had just talked to them the day before. It was special. He was special. Something had happened when he lost this job that put a blanket over all that. Jenny knew all the things that attracted her to David from the very beginning were still under there somewhere. She just had to be patient until it resurfaced. Some days were easier to wait than others. Today was not easy.


  Jenny sat in the car fighting back tears. I don’t understand. How can he expect me to do everything? How can I explain to him that I need his help without sounding like I’m complaining? I really am trying so hard to work and take care of everything. It’s just not humanly possible most days. I really need his help. I’m so exhausted from cleaning the house and running errands and now I still have to go to work for the next 10 hours when all I really want to do is just go to sleep! We had such big plans when we got married and we were so happy. I know he’s frustrated and doesn’t like not having a job, but sometimes things happen in life that are beyond your control. We’ll get through this. I know that we will. Yet, I don’t understand why he’s so hateful to me and expects so much! If anyone has a right to be angry, it’s me. He barely helped around the house before Caitlyn was born, but lately he has helped even less. After my parents were killed, I was so angry that I didn’t want to do anything or talk to anyone. Yet, I never took that anger out on anyone else. I didn’t have good role models growing up like David did. I had to learn a lot of stuff all by myself. It’s frustrating for any kid who, for whatever reason, doesn’t have a participative parent or guardian to provide direction and instruction while growing up. Adults need to take time to teach and listen. I wasn’t born knowing how to be a wife or mother. I am learning every day. In every foster home, I had chores to do so that’s how I learned to clean and to even cook a little bit. If I could survive moving from place to place in different foster homes, I know we can get through this rough patch. Does he think I am ‘Superwoman’ or something? She took a deep breath and backed out of the driveway.
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  Chapter 2.


  The bell on the door of the diner jingled as Jenny came rushing through it. “Any news yet?” Hazel was cleaning off one of the tables by the door. Hazel had worked for Sal’s Diner for years. Even through all three pregnancies, she had worked the night shift and only missed about five weeks with each child. Her favorite part of working there had always been talking to the customers. She adored Jenny and often times acted more like her mother than a co-worker. Jenny didn’t mind.


  “No, girl! I ain’t heard nobody saying nothing. You really think Sal is going to move you to the day shift?” Hazel asked. “He sure enough should because you work hard and never do you whine about having too much to do.”


  “Yeah, I thought I would’ve heard something by now,” Jenny was still trying to calm the frustration she felt with David before leaving the house. In one swift motion, Jenny put her purse under the counter and began clearing dishes off another table.


  “You tell that husband of yours that you aiming to be a day shift boss lady?,” Hazel asked while drying off drinking glasses that she brought in from the kitchen just before Jenny arrived. As she cleaned glasses, the towel squeaked with each swipe of the cloth.


  “No! He’s so disappointed right now – actually angry – that he hasn’t been able to find a job. I know when you work at a plant the jobs pay really well. That is, when you have a job. But waiting to be hired on for another one is so stressful. It has never taken this long before. Working the day shift would help us so much with more money and I would be home at night. I think that somehow David resents taking care of Caitlyn when I sleep a few hours during the day and then he’s with her at night again by himself. I try to help by taking her with me everywhere I can during the day by myself, but he… well, he says doing all the house work is MY job!”, Jenny blurted out.


  “Are you kidding me?” Hazel lifted one eyebrow. “He said that? Honey, he best be thankful to God that he didn’t say that to me! I would have told him to…” Her words were cut off as the bell on the front door rang when a customer came in. The two women made eye contact with a full understanding of what Hazel didn’t say.


  “Hey, Nathan!”, Jenny greeted the tall, green-eyed friend she had known since Mrs. Cummings’ class in sixth grade. “The usual two scrambled eggs on toast and some coffee?,” she asked just like she did any night he came in from working at the print shop. Nathan walked to a table on his own nodding because he was too tired to even answer. Jenny turned toward the kitchen and yelled “Sal, we need an Adam and Eve on a raft… wreck ‘em… and a cup of mud.” Nathan changed his mind.


  “Hey, make it wheat toast, would ya?”


  “No problem at all,” Jenny smiled and then yelled the change to Sal, “Wheat down.”


  Nathan had officially worked for his dad in town since his freshman year of high school. His dad had owned and operated the print shop as long as he could remember. Nathan never planned to work there after graduating high school, but he just felt it was best for his family. Maybe obligated was a better word. Sometimes he did feel like it was almost assumed he would work there to help his family but that was okay, too. He had helped out after school by moving boxes of paper from the warehouse in the back to the shelves in the press room. He learned how to run the Heidelberg press when he was 12 years old. He knew the sound of the razor sharp paper cutter as much as the sound of his mom’s voice. Both were unmistakable. His parents did well most of the time but they didn’t live a millionaire’s life.


  Today Nathan was really tired. It had been a very busy day. He liked to come to the diner just to unwind. Plus, the conversation was always pleasant. It was usually busier this time of evening but not tonight and he was actually thankful for the peace and quiet. Working all day running the press in the print shop was hard work and the machines were so loud. If it’s not the paper whipping through the press and the feeder popping each time it released the paper on the other end, it’s the loud noise created by that monstrous paper cutter chopping the edges off of large blocks of printed newsletters so they appear to be printed edge-to-edge. Of course, there were also forklifts moving the paper and supplies around and buzzers going off periodically to alert him that the machines were hungry for ink, paper or something else in order to continue production.


  Most people despised eating dinner by themselves, but sitting here at the table alone was something Nathan actually relished. Jenny brought the coffee to him noticing he looked exhausted. He lifted his head when she stepped towards him. “How are you today, Ms. Jenny?”


  “A little bit ready to get out of here and get some sleep but then again what else is new!”


  “I understand that,” Nathan acknowledged, “I had three huge print jobs that had to be finished before I could leave the shop today. That’s why I have been coming in here so late all week. As usual I’m starving! Breakfast is the easiest thing on my stomach this late at night.”


  “Here’s your coffee,” Jenny said setting the mug on the table.


  “And… how is little Miss Sunshine?” Nathan asked referring to Caitlyn. The last time he saw her she was smiling from ear to ear with 4 teeth shining at him. Her eyes twinkled just like her mother’s so he decided at that very moment what he would call her. Little Miss Sunshine fit perfectly.


  “Caitlyn is doing better. She had an ear infection last week when the temperatures dropped so fast but she’s doing a better now”. The bell behind the counter rang following by Sal’s voice, “Order up!”


  “Bet that’s yours.”


  “Good bet since I’m just about the only one in here not already eating!” he joked with her and motioned with his hand toward all the empty tables. One man was reading a newspaper in the last booth. Jenny looked around realizing the few other folks had left while she was carrying a tub of dirty dishes to the kitchen earlier. She brought the food back to his table. “Got a question for you. Is your Dad still looking for a delivery driver? I had heard that you were doing it sometimes in addition to your job running the press.”


  “I think so. We have a driver but sometimes we have to make local deliveries plus still get print jobs boxed and carried out to the airport for overnight shipping. It gets tough some days. The overnight company has a strict deadline as you can imagine. I was so busy in the shop today that I wasn’t able to deliver one single thing. I guess Dad drove the truck to the airport today. He wants to hold off for a couple of weeks until he sees if business picks up. Well, let me rephrase that. Business is fine, mind you. Like I said, I’ve been working long hours. I just mean business with the local folks. He’s trying to decide if we should stop making local deliveries and have customers come pick up their stuff when it’s ready. Seems that might allow our driver to just run errands during the day and make the airport run each evening. Some days we don’t have any local deliveries and it works out great. Other times, it’s a zoo around there. It’s kind of sad that we do more business and ship it out somewhere else than we do for our own town. Guess that’s the nature of this digital world we live in.” Jenny heard Sal yell “order up” again as Hazel motioned to Jenny that she would get it and headed to the window. Jenny’s attention returned to Nathan.


  “Isn’t that the absolute truth? We’re definitely in a digital world. I scanned the barcode on Caitlyn’s medicine earlier today and it somehow ‘magically’ went directly to the pharmacy so I can pick it up in the morning! Who knew 10 years ago that we’d be able to do something like that with a gadget we hold in our hands!” Jenny pulled her phone out of her pocket and stared at it. “Anyway, I just wondered,” she continued after pausing a second to figure out how and if she should say what’s on her mind to Nathan. “David might be interested in the job if your Dad decides he needs a driver or even an outside sales person. He has always been good with people.”


  Nathan looked at her quizzically. “Is that you saying that or would David really want to do that kind of work? It’s not very mentally challenging to drive around town all day but quite physical when we’re busy.” Without skipping a beat, Jenny replied “A job is a job and he is dependable. Please let me know if the position is available.” She refilled Nathan’s coffee mug as a couple of customers entered through the front door. The bell chimed twice as much from the heavy winds that stealthily rushed in when the door was opened.


  “Be right with you. Sit anywhere you like,” Jenny directed the new folks with her head. She put the carafe of coffee back in place as Hazel grabbed menus and silverware and headed toward the table of new arrivals.


  “I got it. Welcome to Sal’s Diner. What can I get you to drink?” Hazel said as she passed out the menus. The gentleman with the bright red scarf and overcoat replied “I’ll have coffee with no cream or sugar. What kind of delectable dessert you got?”


  “I reckon the best apple and caramel strudel pie you ever put in your mouth, Mister!” Hazel replied.


  “That sounds perfect!” The taller man sat down in the booth.


  “And for you?”


  “Almost talked me into that pie as well. I’ll have decaf and make it the biggest cup you got! It’s been a long day!” the thinner man answered.


  “You got that right,” Hazel agreed. “Be right back.” She retrieved the menus from both fellows and yelled the order back to Sal.


  “Sal, need a pair of drawers, draw one dark, one all arms and legs and an A-Pie.” The phone rang as she approached the counter. She answered it. “Sal’s Diner, you got Hazel.” After a few seconds, “One moment. Jenny, phone for you.” Jenny walked to the phone carrying a large bucket of sugar packets she’d been carrying around to each table refilling the holders.


  “Hello, this is Jenny.” It was David and his voice was very loud.


  “I can’t get her to stop crying. This is ridiculous. I have tried everything and she won’t drink a bottle or anything. Nothing is helping. When I pick her up, she just keeps pushing away from me and crying!” Jenny wanted so much to ask what he wanted her to do since she was at work. Instead she remained calm. Think Jenny. What would you do if you were there with Caitlyn?


  “Well, first of all, soften your voice.” She was trying so hard not to sound condescending but she definitely did not like his tone either. “You know that scares her, David, even when she feels good. She’s doing better but her ear is likely still hurting and it makes it hard for her to take a bottle or get comfortable. I’ll be picking up more of her medicine on my way home in the morning.”


  “That’s great but that’s several hours from now. What do you want me to do right now? How can I get any rest if she won’t stop all this racket?” he said over Caitlyn’s whining and saying “Da-da-da”. Jenny tried not to raise her voice where others could hear but she was so frustrated thinking how she can’t rest right now either because she’s working all night.


  “What do you want me to do, David? At least you’re at home. I’m at work and there’s nothing I can do. There are customers here.” She turned her back toward the dining area so as not to interrupt customers’ meals with her personal call. Jenny tried to think of something that would help. She hoped her advice worked. “Just turn on her teddy bear that plays music and lay her on the other side to try to make her comfortable so she’ll go to sleep.”


  “Alright!” Jenny wasn’t sure if he was talking to her or Caitlyn from his tone. “Where’s the stupid teddy bear?” She closed her eyes trying to recall from memory where she saw it last.


  “It should be on the changing table in her room. It may be under one of the blankets in her bed though.” Jenny turned around and realized Nathan was standing behind her to pay his bill. She became a little uncomfortable when she realized he was listening.


  “I have to go,” she explained to David. “Sal doesn’t like us on the phone with customers here. I’ll see you when I get off work.” David was still juggling Caitlyn and the phone. That was only partly true. He didn’t care unless they were busy.


  “Oh, right! Sal needing you out on the floor is more important than me… and Caitlyn… Bye!” She greatly wished she had not made that comment about him being at home.


  “David, that’s not…” Suddenly she realized there was a dial tone and David had hung up on her. Trying to sound like everything was okay, she finished her conversation anyway. “Okay, I’ll be home in a few hours. Bye.” She hung up and took the ticket and the twenty dollar bill Nathan handed her.


  “Everything okay?” he asked. “You look stressed.” She entered the order into the register pretending she needed to concentrate in order to avoid answering the question. She felt a bit flustered but was trying so hard to pretend she was okay. She acknowledged the cost of the meal and that he gave her the twenty. The register drawer opened for her to get his change and she slammed it closed as though trying to shut out the thoughts running through her head.


  “It’s fine. The baby is just a little fussy. Sometimes it’s harder for her to get comfortable at night when her ears hurt. That’s all. I’ll have the medicine to give her in the morning. I have to wait until I get off work in the morning to run by the pharmacy and pick it up,” she said also as a mental note to remember to do that. Nathan took his change from her.


  “Oh yeah, the one you scanned on your high-tech phone!” he joked to lighten the tension that was so obvious on her face. The tension turned to a smirk as she realized he was trying to be funny. He was always the class clown but she hadn’t seen that side of him in years. She may have found it easy to forget her foster home but there were a few friends she still had contact with in town and Nathan was one of them. Most of the other kids in school just dismissed her as another unwanted kid. Nathan always treated her like a ‘normal’ kid in school. She realized he was just trying to cheer her up like he always did when she came to school upset about one the kids in the home stealing from her or someone making fun of the clothes she had to wear. She smiled. “Are you sure that’s all?” he pressed a bit further.


  “Yes, I’m sure,” embarrassed that her face always betrayed her words. Nathan put the dollar bills in his wallet and change in his pocket.


  “Okay, but I’m going to pray for you anyway. Can’t hurt – especially if there’s nothing wrong, right?” Jenny picks up her bucket of sugar packets again.


  “Yeah, guess it can’t hurt,” she said dismissing him to leave. Nathan headed for the front door.


  “And I will pray Caitlyn feels better real soon!” Jenny put the bucket down on the first table needing attention.


  “Thanks, Nathan!” Several things went through her mind but she decided not to say any of them.


  “It’s just hard when they are so small and can’t tell you when something hurts. It gets to be a guessing game sometimes. See you next time.” Nathan opened the front door to leave.


  “Tomorrow?” he asked.


  “Whenever!” she quickly replied. She turned her back to him as she heard the bell on the door jingle in the breeze. Why does my face feel so flushed? Why does the mention of him praying for me seem odd? He has always been very kind hearted. She decided she must be flushed from being tired. That must be it yet maybe it was from getting upset because I want to be there to help with Caitlyn. It’s hard to know how to be a mom when you never had a real one – or at least one you can remember. It’s difficult to make decisions about the well-being of your child when you were never allowed to make decisions for yourself growing up because, more often than not, some stranger you lived with always made decisions for you. Go here. Go there. Don’t eat this. You can’t have that. Sit here. You’re eighteen so time to leave. Good luck. That’s all they said to me.


  ‘She’ll be fine,’ Jenny assured herself under her breath.


  Hazel approached her customers who had finished eating and were watching the storm clouds through the window beside their booth. “Did I tell you what’s the truth about that pie?” she asked the one guest. “Can I get you some more?” The man put his hand on his stomach and pushed the plate toward her. “It was amazing but I can’t possibly eat any more.” Hazel picked up the plate that was so clean it looked like he must have licked it. The other man could do nothing but nod when Hazel took his cup and balanced both empty cups on top of the plate.


  “Be right back with your ticket folks,” Hazel continued speaking over her shoulder as she headed to the kitchen. “I told you that pie was the best! That’s rightly what I said. Ms. Hazel knows what she talking about! Yes, sir!” The men gathered their coats preparing to face the approaching storm.
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  Chapter 3.


  David hardly ever needed an alarm in the morning to wake up because the tiny one in the other room insisted on laughing and singing, at least he called it singing. As soon as the morning sunshine broke through the daisy-filled pockets of Caitlyn’s curtains in her bedroom, she’d be awake. However, it could also be the sound of the school bus stopping outside each morning to collect the neighborhood kids. Nonetheless, he suspected she was wide awake and likely needing a diaper change. Rubbing his eyes he threw back the down comforter Jenny bought last Christmas. The heater wasn’t working right last winter and she fell in love with the softness of this particular blanket. He certainly didn’t mind the warmth it provided either. Thinking back six months ago, Caitlyn was smaller and he could always manage to be out of bed and get a cup of coffee before she woke up. Not anymore. It seemed like she woke up early afraid she might miss something. The first rule in her mind was if she was awake then everyone else should be, too!


  He stood at the doorway just out of sight listening to her sweet voice say something obviously only she could understand to the teddy bear in her crib and thinking about her entrance into their little family. The last three weeks of Jenny’s pregnancy were pretty rough but she was a trooper. The doctor decided to induce labor with Pitocin. It didn’t go well so Jenny had to stay at the hospital overnight for fear that she may go into labor at any moment and be too far from the hospital. She told him the story many times about laying there all night listening to the other women scream and moan delivering their babies. If she wasn’t scared coming into the hospital, that almost did it. Day 2 of Pitocin finally produced some contractions. When her water had been broken for over 10 hours, the doctor decided to give Jenny an epidural and take the baby by C-section. In the delivery room, Jenny received another epidural in preparation for the surgery. Unfortunately, the bag of solution was still cold from the freezer. The moment it went into her spine, she began shaking violently. The nurses realized what happened and began stacking heated blankets on her while the doctor attached a monitor to the baby’s tiny head. Both Jenny and the baby were in danger of hypothermia. They restrained Jenny to keep her on the table and 45 minutes later the doctor delivered their precious angel into this world. Caitlyn was whisked away to be checked by the pediatrician and his staff without Jenny even seeing her. For the next several days, Jenny had such a high fever that she could not hold or even see Caitlyn. David would go to the nursery and feed her and bring back pictures for Jenny to see. It was so hard for her but she was so thrilled when she finally got to hold Caitlyn in her arms and sing to her. They had survived and she was even happier when David got to take them home.


  He peaked around the door frame and she immediately looked up giving him that huge smile that melted his heart every time. Her curls were scattered carelessly on her head crumpled from a good night’s rest. She had Mommy’s rosy cheeks and his dimple that could be seen even if she wasn’t smiling from ear to ear.


  “Good morning, Sunny Bunny!” He walked over to the dresser to get a diaper and some clean clothes. “Are you asking Mr. Bear what he wants to do today?” She stood in her crib and began jumping up and down in excitement that her daddy was there. “Let’s get you dressed and we’ll go downstairs and get some applesauce.” Caitlyn pointed to something across the room and jabbered. “Okay, we’ll play later,” David replied like he understood. “Daddy has a really busy day. So we’ve got to get going.”


  Picking her up out of the crib he grabbed the collapsible clothes hamper after dropping her pink rosebud nighty in it. He knew he wouldn’t have much time to do anything else but he could at least get it to the laundry room for Jenny. Hey, I can do my part. She doesn’t even realize what all I do in a single day. Halfway down the stairs he remembered he was going to carry the sheets to the laundry room too but since his hands were already full, he decided it would have to wait. Caitlyn held her hands up in the air as he clamped the tray onto her high chair. “Mine!” she sputtered.


  “That’s right. This is your chair. Hold your hands up so the tray doesn’t pinch and hurt you! Good girl!” He grabbed a bottle of juice and some applesauce out of the refrigerator only to realize there was not one single spoon in the drawer when he opened it. Finding one in the dishwasher, he finally sat down to feed her when the phone rang. He gave her the bottle but moved the other items out of her reach until he answered the phone.


  “Hello?”


  “Hey, Son!”


  “Hey, Dad. How are you?


  “Good. I’m on my way to Seattle this morning. I just love airport traffic,” he said sarcastically but David could hear his Dad’s smile in the familiar voice.


  “Not fun.” David got a mental image of cars sitting bumper-to-bumper.


  “Just wanted to call before all my meetings got me distracted and see if you’d like to go play golf in a couple of weeks. I’m playing in a tournament and we need a fourth if you want to go. It’s about 30 minutes from your house,” he tried his best to encourage David to do it and get out of the house a little while. He knew it had been tough on David since his last job ended and staying cooped up in the house had likely not helped at all.


  “I haven’t really played in quite a while. Are you sure you want me to play with you guys?”


  “Absolutely. This is a fundraiser and our company’s donation has already been made so it’s a great time to just go and relax. What do you say?” he prodded. David always enjoyed playing golf when he was on a job doing shift work and had a day to actually go. Of course that was before they had Caitlyn.


  “I don’t know. Usually Jenny doesn’t work on Sunday but I should probably check with her to make sure.” Why shouldn’t I go? Jenny can switch with someone else if she has to work, I need a break. “You know what, I’ll go.”


  “Great! I’ll call you when I get back and we can talk more about it.” Mr. Boyd pulled into the parking garage at the airport. “Hey, gotta go so I can get parked and catch the shuttle to the terminal. I’ll chat with you later.”


  “Okay, Dad. See you!”


  “Bye, Son!” He almost dropped his phone as he pushed the big red button on the machine so it would spit out a ticket showing the date and time he pulled into the airport parking garage. Whipping into a parking spot on the row the attendant directed him to, the shuttle driver pulled into the aisle and stopped behind his car right on time. As the shuttle driver hopped out to help him aboard, he grabbed his luggage and overcoat since it would most likely be raining while he was there. Within minutes they headed to Terminal B.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  The television on the wall constantly chattered the latest world news. Most of the time Jenny and Hazel hardly noticed it was on but the customers seemed to enjoy it. Local folks often came in and headed toward one of the tables or booths near the ‘squawk box’ as Hazel called it whether for the purpose of getting caught up on the latest news and weather or just for company while dining alone.


  “Turn that up,” one of the customers called out. Hazel pulled the remote control from under the counter and increased the volume.


  The reporter on camera managed to keep calm during the report but the video being shown during the story left an uneasy feeling for everyone that watched. Several hundred young children were seen fleeing from their school building frightened of the gunshot heard within their normally safe environment. Before long, every customer in the diner was paying attention to nothing else but the images being broadcast. The announcer introduced the reporter who quickly began to explain the scene.


  “We are live from Boydston Elementary School where a teacher and two students have been injured. It appears that an 8-year-old student brought a weapon to the school for ‘show and tell’ and did not realize that the gun was loaded. The gun was carried into the school in the child’s backpack. It is not believed at this time that the child intended any harm whatsoever. The name of the teacher killed has not been released. Our sources tell us that the injured students were not involved in the shooting but were actually hurt escaping from the building. The father of the young boy who brought the weapon into the school is out of state at the moment but has been contacted by police. No word yet on where the youngster found the gun. We will keep you updated as we receive more information. Back to you, Carlos.”


  Hazel turned the television back down although it could still be heard by the customers sitting near it. Coming out of the kitchen, Jenny was headed to the pharmacy when she heard the reporter describe the horrific scene.


  “Another one? What kind of parent leaves a weapon of any kind out where a child can get to it?” Hazel shook her head. “Obviously one out of town. The poor family of that teacher, too! Lord, I hope that they have Jesus because that’s the only way they’ll get through this!”


  “The world is a scary place, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, it is.”


  “Don’t think for a second that God ain’t unhappy with all this garbage going on in the world. He created us to commune with Him and have peace in our hearts. The world’s version of peace is to not be fighting. That ain’t peace. When my momma passed away before my kids were born, I felt like my world ended. I nearly grieved myself to death, I tell you. It was awful. I couldn’t eat or sleep. I couldn’t even think straight most days. I was a newlywed and still trying to grow up. Suddenly I was going to have to do just that, grow up, without the one person who was not just my Mom but my best friend. I knew about God and Jesus but only from what I was told. But when she died, I didn’t want to even get out of bed. I didn’t want to talk to nobody and my poor husband thought he done married him a crazy lady. I was useless. I mean it.”


  “I can’t imagine that,” Jenny sounded skeptical.


  “Oh, no child. I was not the same woman you see today. No, one day I saw a big old black preacher on television and for some reason I listened.”


  “What was he talking about?”


  “His message was in front of millions of people but it felt like it was just for me. ‘Tell my people, Be still and know that I am God. Tell them to stop crying about the difficulties in their life because I already know about their situation. They need to walk in my peace knowing I am with them always and in all situations.’ Now he wasn’t saying I shouldn’t grieve about losing my mother. He was saying that I shouldn’t let it consume me to the point that I’m not productive and accomplishing His will for my life.”


  “His will? What did you do?” Jenny asked.


  “In Matthew Chapter 6, it talks about flowers. It says ‘Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they toil not, neither do they spin. And yet I say unto you, that even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these.’ King Solomon was said to be one of the richest men that has ever lived and yet the flowers have no money and are beautiful. It goes on to say that ‘if God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and gone tomorrow, how much more will He do for you?’ What it was reminding me of was that God was… and is… my provider. Oh, girl! Let me tell you that I realized real quickly that He gave me my Mom to take care of me as His hands and feet. Yet, God knows me even better than my Momma and had already made provision for everything I needed. I just needed to trust Him and give Him control of my life instead of trying to do everything myself or relying so completely on Mom.”


  “I never thought about it that way. I didn’t have a Mom who loved me like that. She died when I was pretty young.”


  “I am so sorry, darling. I knows how it feels. Let me tell you though, when that man finished preaching, he looked into that camera and said that God wanted everyone listening to call on the name of the Lord and give Him control that very minute in order to be saved and have the peace everybody’s searching for. It was powerful, girl! I got up off that couch and fell smooth down on my knees right there in the living room all by myself and I gave my heart to Jesus. I can’t even describe to you the difference I felt. Now, I missed my mom but I realized I’d not just been grieving. I was really worrying about how I was going to go on. Suddenly, I realized that I still had God on my side and I knew there was nothing that could happen that He wouldn’t be aware of and be ready to help me with.”


  Jenny felt a deeper friendship with Hazel after hearing such a personal story. She never knew that Hazel had experienced such a deeply tragic event in her life. Hazel is always so happy all the time. How could she have gone through all of that and still be smiling all the time? Jenny began to realize that they had something very much in common. So that means she raised her kids without her Mom, too. Sometimes I really wish I had a Mom to call and ask stuff about Caitlyn. Sometimes it’d be nice to have someone to call just to confirm that I’m not losing my mind. “That’s amazing!”


  “Yes, God’s grace is amazing. He gives me joy. Did you know that there’s a difference between joy and happiness?”


  “No, not really.”


  “Well, there is. Now the dictionary hardly distinguishes between the two but describes them as being different levels of emotion. Not so. There is a huge difference. Happiness does feel pretty great and we can laugh up a storm but it’s temporary like that little flower in the grass from the scripture. On the other hand, Honey Child, joy comes straight from the Lord and its everlasting. Nothing can take it away. It’s always there even if you have a bad day or something really bad happens. You might be sad over it or even cry, but when that passes… and it will… joy remains! In Psalm 30 it says that ‘weeping may endure for the night but joy comes in the morning’! Hallelujah!”


  “You sound like a preacher!” Jenny smiled at the contagious feeling Hazel spilled onto everyone she met.


  “I know that’s right! I love my Jesus and God’s Holy Word!”


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Right on time the coffee pot finished making the strongest brew he could find at the corner store the other day when he stopped to put gas in the car. For an off brand, it sure smelled good. David poured a cup and took a small sip trying hard not to burn his lip even though he’d be the first to tell you he loved it piping hot. No cream or sugar for him. He liked it strong. His boss used to say that David liked it if it was so strong you could ‘cut it with a knife.’ He took Caitlyn out of her high chair and put her on the floor with her basket of toys which she promptly gave her undivided attention. He also put the baby gate up so she would stay in the dining room with him then opened his laptop to tackle filling out some more online applications. After three attempts, he was finally able to connect to the internet to check his email. Most of the messages were junk mail promptly sent to the trash can. Wait, here’s one. I recognize that name. He read out loud the email from a company that he sent a resume to over a month ago indicating they were ‘looking for an individual with his qualifications and would appreciate a call at his earliest convenience’. Well, this is the earliest I can do it since I just got the email. I haven’t heard anything about this company before but I want to go to work. He picked up the cordless phone he always put beside him when he was working and dialed the number provided in the email addressed to ‘Dear Applicant’. That is so impersonal. How do they even know my qualifications if they don’t even know my name?


  “Preston Piping & Welding, this is Sinthar. How may I direct your call?” the friendly voice announced.


  “Yes, this is David Boyd. I received an email this morning to contact your company regarding a position I applied for online.”


  “Okay, sir. Let me transfer you. One moment please.”


  “Thank you,” David replied. The nice lady put David on hold forcing him to listen to Styx for so long that he almost forgot who he called and why. Finally, a man answered at the other end, interrupting David’s thoughts of where he was the last time he heard that song.


  “Grant Preston.”


  “Good morning, my name is David Boyd. I completed an online application with your company and this morning I received an email requesting that I call. The lady that answered the phone, Sinthar, directed my call to you.” David was so glad that he wrote her name down when she said it. Most business people like to hear a name repeated because it shows you are paying attention to even small details.


  “Thank you for calling Mr. Boyd. We’re seeking individuals with a particular skill set that would be interested in a position we have available in our Operations Department. Basically, this individual would plan and schedule the work and coordinate associated permits for an ongoing project for a minimum of two years at one of our client’s facilities. After the project is completed, they’ll be hiring anyone interested from that pool of employees to stay on for maintenance of the plant after completion. I believe you were contacted because you have chemical plant experience, is that correct?”


  “Yes, sir. I do. I have worked in various positions with two major chemical companies in our area. Although I have not held the title of Scheduler, I am familiar with the responsibilities and the permits that are required for various projects.” David was getting a little excited at the possibility of going back into his same field but in a different position. I can do it. I know I can if they will just give me a chance. He had a guy he worked with just eight months ago that was a seasoned worker who scheduled projects and David had heard enough stories to know what had to be done and the headaches that could go along with it. A job is a job though. “I don’t know what educational experience you are looking for but I have a degree as a Mechanical Engineer,” David added trying to inch his way above any competing applicants that may already be in Mr. Preston’s mind.


  “That’s good. Although not a specific requirement for this job, it’s definitely a plus. We offer health and dental insurance; 401(k) options and this position would be subject to overtime during certain phases of the project. We also offer educational expense reimbursement. So if you take additional training that is pertinent to the job you’re doing and successfully complete it, the company reimburses you for 80% of the cost associated with that training.”


  “That’s wonderful. I’m very interested.”


  “Great. I will get with my assistant and have her contact you to set up an interview here at our offices in Louisiana. We can discuss further details about the job at that time.” David is not thrilled with having to fly out of state but the job sounded like something he would be good at doing and would last for a minimum of two years. That’s better than doing the jobs that only lasted a few months at a time. He didn’t lie. He had only worked for two companies but on 27 projects or shutdowns. When a chemical company needs to clean out the tanks or pipelines and when they need to do maintenance, they have to shut the unit down. Since the company is not making money if the unit is not working, they want the project done quickly. This time constraint creates an environment requiring many people doing a tremendous amount of work. Typically, it doesn’t take very long and then the workers are laid off or have to be moved to a different project, if another one is available.


  “Thank you, Mr. Preston. I can be reached at this number.”


  “Talk to you soon.”


  “Yes, sir! Goodbye,” David formally ended the conversation. “Yes!” David said out loud to no one. Caitlyn looked up at him and clapped. He saw her and smiled. “Yes, that’s right. Daddy is getting an interview.”


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Although the volume was down, Jenny heard the reporter come back on. She reached for the remote and turned it back up as two more customers came in the front door taking their seats and turning toward the screen.


  “Thank you, Carlos. It is confirmed that one teacher has been killed at the Boydston Elementary School this morning. Her name is Caroline Bruce. She is a divorced mother of two teenage girls and has been a teacher at the school for over ten years. Our thoughts and prayers are with her family. We are told that the school officials will be issuing a statement later this morning. We will be back in a moment.” The station cut to a commercial and Jenny turned the volume back down. She took menus and silverware to the new arrivals and greeted them.


  “Isn’t that horrible,” said the woman with the big earrings as she took the menu from Jenny.


  “Yes, ma’am it is!” She removed a dish cloth from of her pocket and wiped off some crumbs that were missed earlier. “Sorry about that. Can I get you something to drink while you look at the menu?”


  “We both want water with no lemon, please,” the husband replied. Jenny headed back to the counter for glasses to fill with ice and water. She couldn’t help but think about that teacher and her girls. The two daughters must be so upset, if they even know yet. They might be in school this morning and not even know what has happened. Surely someone would get to them before it appears on the news? If she was divorced, maybe their Dad lives nearby and can be there for them. If not, what will happen to them? Jenny understood their pain and that’s why her mind went directly to their thoughts. She understood the ache inside that you can’t describe, the emptiness that something was robbed from you and the numbness felt after the rollercoaster of emotions that occur with the loss of someone so close. Her parents were loving and kind. Nothing like the adults she was forced onto in the foster homes. Those people were not parents. She was convinced that they were just in it for the money they got from the state to take care of all the kids. Most of the time, she didn’t even have lunch money while they drove expensive cars and had top-of-the-line electronics constantly coming into the house. She refused to get bitter. She used to always tell herself ‘it is what it is’ and one day I won’t have to be here anymore. She took the glasses to the couple who had closed their menus.


  “What can I get for you folks?” Glancing at the television in front of her, she checked to see if the reporter had returned yet.


  “Yes, ma’am,” the man spoke up. “I’ll have an order of biscuits and gravy with extra gravy on the side. My wife would like a BLT with no mayo or mustard.” He picked up the menus from the table and handed them to Jenny. The woman seated opposite him just smiled.


  “I will get that order in and be back shortly.” Jenny glanced back one more time but it was just regular news. She briefly thought how she hoped Caitlyn never had to go through that. She couldn’t even think about it.


  “Heart attack on a rack with more in the alley and a BLT high and dry,” Jenny called out to the kitchen. She put the menus in the rack and pulled out the coffee filter holder to dump and make some fresh coffee before she left to go to the pharmacy to get Caitlyn’s medicine.


  “Hey girl,” Hazel said coming from the kitchen with a tray of glasses to dry off and put away. “You heading out?”


  “Yes, in just a minute. I got one more order to deliver to the couple in the corner gallery so I thought I’d make some coffee while I’m waiting. You need anything else before I go?”


  “No. Angela will be here in a few minutes. I’m staying a little bit longer today to make up for having to go to MJ’s school the other morning. So, I’ll be here until just after lunch. We’ll be fine. You go when you get ready and I’ll see you back here again tonight.”


  “Okay. While you were in the back, the reporter came on again and said that teacher that was shot had two teenage daughters.”


  “Really? I wonder if they go to school with my kids?”


  “I don’t know.


  “She was divorced so I hope the Dad is in the picture somewhere to be there for them.”


  “Me, too.” Hazel finished drying the last glass and put it in the rack with the all the rest. “I’ve never been divorced but I hear that it’s real hard. If your spouse passes away, you’re sad and grieve but know you have to go on without them. But if you divorce, you’re constantly aware that they’re still around… but where and with who? I imagine you’re still sad and grieve, but if you have kids you still find yourself seeing the “ex”. So they’re gone, but not really gone.”


  “Right? This won’t be easy for them no matter what the situation.”


  “We just need to pray that their daddy has got his head on straight and not some poor excuse of a human being that spends more time in prison than out!” Hazel shook her head at the thought.


  “You hear stories about that all the time.”


  “That’s because it happens all the time. I ain’t judging nobody,” Hazel added, “I just know folks like that in my own family. They are so selfish that they don’t seem to even care that their actions affect everyone around them. They think it’s their life and they gonna do what they want to no matter what. But I got news for them, one day they are gonna stand before an Almighty God and answer to Him for not taking care of their babies!”


  “That is sad, isn’t it?” Jenny knew the answer. Sal yelled from the back that her order was ready. She grabbed it from the window and carried it over to her customers.


  “Here we go! We have a BLT with no mayo or mustard for you ma’am. Biscuits and gravy with extra gravy in this bowl for you, sir! I will bring back some more water. Can I get you anything else?”


  “That ought to do it,” the man said unfolding the napkin to retrieve the silverware bound inside.


  “Wonderful. Be right back.” Jenny returned with the water pitcher and refilled their glasses. “Now take your time, but here’s your ticket when you get ready for it. My daughter is sick and I need to get to the pharmacy, so Ms. Hazel there at the counter will be happy to check on you in a few minutes.” She pointed toward Hazel who waved at the couple.


  “No problem. Hope she gets better,” the lady finally spoke.


  “Thank you! Have a great day.” Jenny went to the counter for her purse. “See you later, Hazel!”


  “Bye! You be careful.” She was not old enough to be Jenny’s mother but she always found herself saying stuff like that to her. Must just be the mother instinct inside her that caused it.
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  Chapter 4.


  The Pastor arrived at the church mentally prepared for the meeting about to take place with his staff. A founding member of their church had really been struggling both financially and emotionally. A deacon recommended a meeting be held to discuss what the church could do to help this family. Once they had a plan, they would take it to the next business meeting for further discussion and approval. There were several other cars in the parking lot when the Pastor pulled into his spot which correctly read ‘Reserved for Pastor George Morrison’. He always felt a little guilty having a spot so close to the front doors when other folks had to walk so far from where they had to park. Then he would remind himself, it’s not because he was being selfish. He knew it was because he spent so much time there. His wife joked with him that the members wanted him to park there so they’d know if he was there on Sunday to preach or not. Truth was if not, they would go home. He had to admit he wondered if there was some truth to that. All joking aside, most days it was truly a blessing to park there because he did come and go throughout the week visiting folks in the hospital, discussing arrangements for funerals for church members, taking clothes to the homeless shelter, or a host of other things he did on any given day. He came in the back door to his office to pick up some notes he had left on his desk the day before. Soon as the door closed, the church Treasurer came and knocked on his door.


  “Come in,” he said trying to stay focused on what he wanted to take with him to the meeting held in the Counselor’s conference room. He looked up when he realized someone had entered but not spoken yet.


  “Good morning, Eileen.”


  “Pastor Morrison, I heard the door open and I knew you’d want to come see this for yourself!”


  “What is it?”


  “We have the television on in the conference room. Sir, there has been a shooting at the school this morning.”


  “Been a what?” He left the papers he had been gathering and immediately walked around his desk to join her heading down the hallway. “What happened?”


  “All we know is there was an accidental shooting at the elementary school just a short time ago.” They walked into the room of faces that were pale from watching the news unfold before their eyes and those of the entire nation.


  “Morning, Pastor.” He nodded to the eldest deacon then turned his attention to the screen as well.


  “Thank you, Carlos. It is now confirmed that one teacher has been killed at the Boydston Elementary School this morning. Her name was Caroline Bruce. She is a divorced mother of two teenage girls and has been a teacher at the school for over ten years. Our thoughts and prayers are with her family. We are told that the school officials will be issuing a statement later this morning. We will be back in a moment.”


  “Oh my,” one of the ladies in the room began to cry. The others in the room could not move. They were stunned by the words they had just heard. The Pastor, being the leader, collected himself first.


  “Folks, this didn’t surprise God. In fact, I now clearly see He had us gather this morning so that we could hear about this as a group and respond even more effectively than we may have done otherwise. I had spoken to Caroline just last week and now she no longer needs our help. She is resting in the presence of the Lord.” Another woman sobbed getting a box of tissues for the conference table. “However, her girls need our help more than ever before. We need to pray for them right now.” Bowing their heads the Pastor began.


  “Father God, we gather here together with heavy hearts. It’s so difficult to understand when something like this occurs. I trust that You have a reason and purpose for the loss of your child, Caroline. I believe that You have a plan for each of our lives. You had a purpose for Caroline and it was obviously accomplished, so You have taken her home. God, we thank You that she is resting in You and we’ll see her again when we step into eternity in Heaven one day after a while. You prepared the way for us to be here in Your house, Lord, to receive this devastating news together and be comforted by You together. But Precious Jesus, as You already know, my heart hurts for the two young girls that she leaves behind. I believe with all my heart that nothing surprises You and so I know that You, God, will give Tamika and Corrina the strength they’re going to need during this difficult time in their life. I also ask You to be with those who are going to have the responsibility of delivering the news about losing their mother. I give You praise this morning because You gathered this particular group here this morning to discuss how we can help both of Caroline’s girls. We still have that desire in our hearts and ask your specific guidance on how we, as the church body and Your hands and feet here on earth, can provide assistance. Father, any plans we had up to these very moments that are outside of Your will, we lay them all aside. Lord, I also cannot help but believe that we need to pray for this young boy who has put himself and his parents in a very bad position. I would like to think that he didn’t mean any harm, but only You know God. Regardless, this tragedy will be difficult, if not impossible, for him to overcome. I pray that You will put folks in his path that will give him the Godly help that he is going to so desperately need. Be with his parents as they face the public, the media and the consequences ahead of them. We sit at Your feet willing to be a vessel. Speak to us, God, that we may be obedient and found faithful to do Your will. We ask these things in the precious name of Your Son, Jesus Christ. Amen.”


  “Amen,” the rest of the room echoed. There were several more moments of silence before anyone could speak. The two women who were sobbing were still consoling each other. One had been Caroline’s Sunday School teacher when she was younger. The other one had helped babysit the girls when they were smaller. Both women felt Caroline was like an extended family member. Neither woman had seen Caroline for a few years, but still felt the loss.


  “I want to ask each of you to do something,” the Pastor said. “I’m going to go over to the high school and see if I can be of assistance to the school officials. Peggy, would you mind calling over there and asking them if that would be alright?”


  “Yes, sir! I’ll do it,” she jumped to her feet picking up all the used tissues she had piled in front of her.


  “This is not the first school shooting to happen, but it’s the first in our immediate area in quite some time. There will be folks who are angry. There will be folks who will place blame in all directions. I need the rest of you to seek the Lord with a clear mind and open heart. Then, if you can, I want you to clear your calendars and meet back here after lunch. James, I’d like you to meet with everyone and put together a plan. If I’m back in time, I’ll join you. Contact the committee chair and ask that they take food to the girls the next few nights while we determine what else is needed. Keep praying for strength, folks. Trust God for He is still on the Throne and He’ll make this trial a blessing that will help others and in such a way that He will receive the Glory!”


  “Pastor,” Peggy spoke standing in the doorway, “The principal says that they would appreciate you coming. The news reporters are starting to gather outside the school. She sounded relieved to know you were willing to come. They have not told the girls anything yet. All the surrounding streets are blocked off trying to keep sight-seers away. She said she would let the police know what vehicle you will arrive in so they could help facilitate getting you onto the campus without any problem.”


  “Thank you, Peggy. I’m on my way.” He walked back to his office having not even turned on his computer. Everything on his desk could wait. He grabbed his keys and headed out the same back door to his car. God, grant me the right words to say to these tender-hearted girls and to the school faculty. I know they have questions I cannot answer. Questions that only You can answer. I know You are with me. I trust You. Use me as a vessel to honor You in all I say and do.


  He backed out of the parking spot and headed toward the scene. He knew there was nothing he could do for Caroline at the moment. The time would soon come when he would be required to meet with the family to make arrangements for the burial of Caroline’s empty shell. His focus at the moment was on her daughters.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Maybe she was drained mentally from thinking about the shooting, but Jenny couldn’t seem to keep her eyes open. Most likely she was actually tired because it seemed there were only a few quiet moments at the diner all night after Nathan left which admittedly helped the night go by faster but wore her out. Either way, Jenny was exhausted as she sat in her car before going into the pharmacy to get Caitlyn’s medicine. She was also thinking about her conversation with David and regretting her attitude with him. What could I do though? I don’t always know what to do when Caitlyn is crying either. All I can do is keep trying to figure out what Caitlyn wants or needs. Does he think I have all the answers when it comes to Caitlyn because I am a Mom? Kids don’t come with instruction manuals. She laughed to herself wishing they did. She knew he was doing his best. She knew without a doubt that David was just frustrated and so desperately wanted to go back to work. Something had to work out soon. She pulled out her phone to call David and apologize but checked to see what time it was first. Would he even be awake yet? Normally, he would be up with Caitlyn bright and early but if her ears made her restless last night, they may still be asleep. Maybe she shouldn’t wake them. She got out of the car and dialed the phone deciding Caitlyn likely woke him up already. She didn’t want to think about what kind of mood David would be in when she got home if that’s the case. She put the phone to her ear and locked the car with her remote. At the same time, she heard a man speak to her.


  “Everything okay? You look stressed.” It was Nathan. She hung up her cell phone before it even had a chance to ring at the other end. The tall figure she had known for years got out of his company truck and stepped up on the sidewalk when he saw Jenny getting out of her car.


  “Yes, I’m fine,” she insisted. “You keep asking me that.”


  “Well, you keep looking stressed!” Nathan thought he saw a smile that time. Maybe not.


  “I am picking up medicine for Caitlyn. She has had an earache for a few days. I thought she was getting over it but David said he had difficulty getting her to sleep. I suspect it might be her ears still hurting.” She realized how early it was and Nathan was already in the delivery truck. “You are up early this morning! Are you making deliveries for your dad today?” she asked looking back at the truck. They both walked toward the entrance of the pharmacy as the door automatically opened.


  “As a matter of fact, today I am. Seems our driver’s wife got an offer to transfer to Charleston. Now they’re moving so she doesn’t lose her retirement. That means he’s only going to be working with us for a few more days. Dad called me last night after I got home and wanted me to learn the routes and some of the customers while he was still here. Of course, now that also means I may never know from day-to-day what I’ll be doing at the shop. However, today… it’s deliveries. I’m going to swing by the shop and pick him up so he can introduce me to a few new folks I have not met yet. As far as I am concerned, that’s actually a good thing.”


  “Right,” Jenny remembered the conversation they had the night before about his Dad wanting local business to pick up. “I remember… local business… that’s great news!”


  “Yeah, that’s why I don’t mind. We’ll miss Joe but I’m happy for him. Charleston, he told my Dad, is actually closer to where their grandkids live so it was a great opportunity all the way around.” Nathan beamed with joy. He always felt like Joe was a second father to him and he certainly wanted him to be happy. He had always believed that nothing could be better than living near kids and grandkids. If he ever gets married and has kids, he knows he would want to be near his parents. That ‘if’ keeps getting bigger and bigger.


  “How sweet,” Jenny agreed. “Well, I better get this medicine and get home.” Jenny started to walk away.


  “Before you go, if David is interested, I think Dad would be ready to talk to him about the possibility of driving for us. Although I am going around with Joe the next couple of days, we’re still going to need someone. Dad really wants me to be in the shop as much as possible to keep the press going. He likes to oversee the projects and the day-to-day stuff and really doesn’t like being tied to the press all day.” Nathan suspected David’s job situation was the key contributing factor to her stress even more than Caitlyn being sick with an ear infection. He acknowledged it could be a combination.


  “Are you sure?” Jenny said with a gleam of hope in her eyes. “That would be great. I’ll ask him to stop by. Is there a certain time?”


  “Being out of the office this early, I don’t know what Dad has scheduled. So have your husband call him at the shop after 9 am tomorrow morning and they can set up a time,” Nathan looked at his watch and turned to get what he came in for and get back on the road. “I will give Dad a heads up.”


  “Thanks so much! I will.”


  “Hope it works out,” Nathan said over his shoulder. “Talk to you later.”


  “Okay,” Jenny said as she headed toward the back of the store to the pharmacy counter. She stopped along the way when she spotted a box of bandages she forgot to get at Allen’s grocery. At the counter, Jenny patiently waited her turn. There was only one employee behind the counter. Jenny could tell the young girl was overwhelmed but doing the best she could. Closing her eyes a moment, Jenny began to think about the last conversation with David and whether or not she should try to call him again. The clerk thanked the customer at the drive-thru pick-up window and turned to help Jenny.


  “Can I help you?” It startled Jenny back to reality.


  “Yes, please. I need to pick up a prescription for Caitlyn Boyd,” Jenny put the box of bandages on the counter. “The doctor’s office should have called it in as a refill because she’s not quite over an ear infection.” The clerk went to a bin on a shelf to get a sack. Returning to the counter, she looked at the computer.


  “It appears the insurance has denied payment for this prescription.”


  “Really?” Jenny asked. “Why?”


  “I’m sorry. It doesn’t say why, Mrs. Boyd.”


  “Well, how much is it? I’ll just pay for it myself. She really needs it.” Jenny reached in her purse to find her wallet.


  “That will be $104.00,” the clerk replied.


  “Let me see what I have.” Jenny tried really hard not to look shocked by the amount. She fumbled through her purse and reached into her smock just to make sure she had not overlooked some money in there fully knowing even as busy as it was last night, most folks just weren’t in the giving mood. She thought of the jar in the pantry she kept ‘emergency dollar bills’ in. “I just don’t have that much with me. I’ll come back later today. How long can you hold it for me? I can pick it up later this evening before I go back to work.”


  “That’ll be fine. I’m really sorry for the inconvenience. I’ll make a note on your record so they’ll hold it for you,” the clerk smiled.


  “Thank you, sweetie! Thank you so much!” Jenny smiled back and told the clerk she would get the bandages at the same time. Now why would they deny her medication when they allowed the same medicine last week? It’s just a refill. She put her wallet back in her purse and located her keys. Nathan must have already left the store because she didn’t see him anywhere when she walked back to the front of the store and out to her car. She was so tired, she didn’t check to see if his truck was still there.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  “Good morning, Mr. Boyd. I am calling from Preston Piping & Welding. My name is Yari. Mr. Preston asked me to give you a call to set up an interview for our Scheduler position.” The woman was very professional sounding on the phone. He imagined she was definitely in a position of authority.


  “Yes, thank you for calling,” David said trying to give Caitlyn a cloth doll to play with instead of the wooden blocks she was banging playfully on the tile floor. She happily hugged the baby and David moved the noisy toys to the side so he could hear the woman with a thick accent speaking on the phone.


  “Mr. Boyd, our Corporate Headquarters are located in Louisiana. I realize that meeting with us will require some traveling. When would you like to set up an appointment? I have available time slots on Mr. Preston’s calendar for tomorrow afternoon anytime between 1 o’clock and 6 o’clock in the evening or next Tuesday is also available.”


  “I am very interested in the position so I’d like to come as soon as possible. Unfortunately, my wife is not home yet. I’ll need to check with her to make sure we can work it out to be there in time for a meeting tomorrow.”


  “No problem, Mr. Boyd. The position will not be available for a couple more weeks as we are trying to set up all the travel arrangements with the Embassy in Kuwait.”


  “Did you say Kuwait?” David asked very surprised and somewhat disappointed to hear mention of a foreign country.


  “That is correct. Did Mr. Preston not mention to you that the job opening is in the Persian Gulf and will be based out of Kuwait?”


  “No, and I guess I just didn’t think to ask at the time. I’m not sure I’m able to go overseas right now. I have a small child. I would really need to discuss it with my wife.”


  “I understand, Mr. Boyd. I am sorry for the miscommunication. I will let Mr. Preston know. However, if you decide you are still interested in the position, please give us a call. Thank you for your interest in our company.” The woman’s voice sounded like she had already hung up the phone.


  “I’m sorry as well. Thank you for your time and I will let you know.” When he hung up, David felt like a wet rag. He was so excited thinking this was the perfect job and now there was no way. It was completely out of the question. Would Jenny be okay if I was gone for two years? When Mr. Preston said two years, it never crossed my mind that the job was overseas. Why didn’t I ask? Why in the world didn’t I think to ask him where the job was? I should have asked. I get so mad at myself for not asking all the questions I should or at least the right questions I need to ask. Even if Jenny would agree for me to go, who would take care of Caitlyn while Jenny is at work all night? Never mind. It’s not going to happen. I just can’t go. I want to go because the salary is likely very good being overseas. However, once again, another golden opportunity goes down the drain.


  He went to the refrigerator and got a bottle of juice for Caitlyn. Sitting down at the computer again he took a sip of coffee. Great, it is already cold which is par for my day. What else can ruin this day?


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Walking in the front door of her house without the medicine, Jenny was curious to see if David and Caitlyn were awake and what the mood was in the house. Caitlyn was in fact not asleep. She was playing in the floor trying to feed her bottle to her baby doll mumbling something sweetly. David heard Jenny’s footsteps on the cream-colored ceramic tile as she entered the kitchen.


  “About time you got home,” he said in a manner that set the tone immediately.


  “David, I’m sorry! I tried to call you when I stopped by the pharmacy to get the medicine for Caitlyn and apologize for – well, I could have been nicer to you on the phone last night and I wasn’t. I love you and I know we’re both just under a lot of pressure right now.” Jenny waited almost holding her breath to see if David’s mood softened. It didn’t.


  “Tried to call? The phone didn’t ring!”


  “No, I…” she paused to gather herself and not snap back at him. “I decided not to call so it wouldn’t wake up Caitlyn if you were both resting after a rough night.” She tried to say it in a way that would show she was trying to do the right thing.


  “It’s okay.” David looked at her and his face did soften a bit. He half hugged her but then walked on past her into the kitchen with Caitlyn’s ‘Pretty Princess’ bowl and matching spoon. “I guess I have been kind of down on myself.” Jenny followed David. She didn’t comment on his statement because any comment would have seemed as though she agreed with him. She opened the cabinet, got a drinking glass and added ice from the refrigerator. Pouring herself some tea, she was trying to figure out how to break the news.


  “So, when I went to get the medicine,” she said timidly, “they said that the insurance company denied it. I thought I had enough in tips to pay for it but it was over $100.” The brief warmth David showed quickly disappeared and anger returned.


  “Why in the world did the insurance company deny it?” he asked as though he thought she should know. Jenny explained what the clerk said.


  “The computer simply said that the insurance company had not agreed to pay for it this time -“


  “I can’t believe it cost that much,” David continued to speak as though it was Jenny’s fault. At least that’s how she heard it. “I would bet you that the insurance I had through my company ran out at the end of last month and that’s why they denied it.” He knew he had paid for coverage through at least the month after he was laid off. It must have ended and he forgot.


  “I thought the insurance was good through this month?”


  “Obviously not,” David said sarcastically. “Guess I messed that up, too!” David jerked the cabinet open, grabbed a glass and set it down hard on the counter. “I just can’t catch a break.” He wasn’t trying to intentionally break the glass in his hand but was at his limit of constant problems.


  “Don’t say that, David!” Jenny said trying to comfort not correct him. “We were lucky we had insurance. Lots of folks don’t have it at all.” It was true. They both had friends with good jobs yet the coverage their companies offer is too high. It always comes down to the ancient question of whether to pay the high monthly rates and not use it or risk not having it and something happening. It’s a hard call to make sometimes. Suddenly she remembered the conversation she had with Nathan.


  “Hey, you know that print shop in town?” Jenny casually asked trying to redirect. “I heard they’re looking to hire a driver. All you have to do is call the owner any time after 9 o’clock this morning and set up a time to meet with him. His name is Milton Calloway.”


  “A driver, huh? Like running errands and make deliveries I guess. Is it local or long haul?” David said thinking about the condition of his car and tires and whether it would hold up.


  “You can do it! I think most of it is local with an occasional run to the airport for overnight deliveries. Once you run the route a time or two, it’ll be a breeze. I know how much you hate a desk job. I’d imagine it’d be something different every day.” Jenny hoped it wasn’t obvious she was trying hard to sell the idea to David. She was also trying to sound positive about it to circumvent his tendency to be negative. After pausing a moment, she continued, “I don’t know what the pay rate is but I know the guy that is leaving was with the company for years. He must have liked it and I’ve always heard that it’s easier to find a job when you have one. So you could give it a try even if it’s temporary.”


  “I don’t know.” David was hesitant only because he was so tired of trying and failing to get hired.


  “They also have a company truck,” Jenny added knowing that David likely wondered that very thing. He had a good late model car they’d only had for three years and nothing major had gone wrong with it so far. However, the possibility of driving lots of miles every day was enough for that thought to cross David’s mind. She was trying to think ahead. She waited to hear his response. The silence seemed like an eternity. Please, please! Just try it!


  “I guess I could call. Leave the number on the counter before you go lay down to rest. I’ll call him later on. Calloway, you said?”


  “Yes, Milton Calloway. He’s the owner. The shop is over on Oak Lawn Drive. It’s a big blue metal building just a couple of blocks behind Allen’s grocery store. Remember, that’s the only place we used to find Caitlyn’s sensitive formula when she was an infant.”


  “Yeah, I know the place,” David picked up Caitlyn from the floor where she had been playing with a bright yellow rubber duck and her pacifier. He remembered the original conversation. “How much money do you need for the medicine?”


  “Oh yeah,” Jenny said almost forgetting about it herself. “Well, I made about $86 dollars last night so twenty will be enough.” David told her to get a twenty out of his wallet on the dresser. That will only leave him three dollars but he wanted the medicine so Caitlyn could hopefully rest better.


  “Thank you, David!” She wasn’t sure if she was thanking him for the additional money for the medicine or for at least calling Mr. Calloway about the job that Nathan had told her about. She had committed that he would call and now she was just thankful he was going to actually do it. “I’ll pick up her medicine on my way to the diner tonight. Once you talk to Mr. Calloway, you’ll know if you need to go meet with him. It’s no problem for you to take Caitlyn to the ‘Mommy’s Day Out’ at the church on the corner. They have kept her for me up to four hours at a time when I had errands to run on my day off. If I’m already at the diner when you get done, then swing by and I’ll give you the medicine to give to Caitlyn before bedtime.”


  “Except wouldn’t that make it ‘Daddy’s Day Out’?” David said. Jenny was trying to figure out if he was complaining or trying to be funny. “I am sure that I’ll be the joke of the week. And I’m not going to get my hopes up about this job just yet. We’ll see. You go rest.”


  He carried Caitlyn into the living room to watch a movie so she’d be quieter for Jenny to sleep. He knew she had been up all night and needed to rest so she didn’t wear herself down. She couldn’t afford to get sick miss work. They were already struggling so going even for a few days without getting paid would make things even more difficult. He thought about asking her if she heard about the school shooting, but she looked tired. He’d rather her go rest before she had to turn around and go back again later that night. Maybe he would find a job that paid enough and she wouldn’t have to work so many hours or maybe she could switch to part-time. He knew she was a saint for putting up with his disappointment and pitiful attitude lately. He decided he needed to tell her that when she got back up later. He couldn’t remember the last time he had told how much he appreciated all she does and he knew working the night shift was not her first choice but she was willing and together they made it work.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  The playground was empty but the children’s swings moved individually in the breeze like they were rocking invisible babies gently back and forth as Pastor George arrived on the scene. Normally, kids were scrambling around on the grassy area beside the elementary school. Instead, the school buses had taken the children home early today. Having heard about the chaos on their phones or televisions, parents who would usually be at work this time of day were instead picking up their kids and going home to spend the day with them.


  Without warning, Boydston Elementary had suddenly been thrust into the collective minds of the entire nation. Anytime something happens at a school, it was newsworthy. However, this was the country’s fourth shooting at a school in the last 10 weeks. The flashing lights of all the county Sheriff and local police cars down the street leading to the elementary school was almost blinding even in the daylight. Numerous newspaper reporters as well as a local television van were being held at bay a block away. An ambulance was parked out front tending to several children with minor injuries sustained while getting out of the school. The video the television reporter was describing earlier while Pastor George was at the church replayed in his mind. He cannot imagine how those precious kids must have felt. They had to have been so frightened. Lord, this is a crazy, crazy world. The things going on in this world today are just unbelievable.


  “I’m Pastor George Morrison. The principal is expecting me,” he said as he pulled up to the first deputy guarding the entrance.


  “Yes, sir! Pull through this way and up to the handicapped spots. An officer will meet you there to escort you into the building.” The deputy pointed toward the entrance of the high school. Following the directions provided, the Pastor was greeted by the officer as anticipated.


  “Sir, I’m Officer Vinson and I’ll be taking you to the principal’s office.”


  “I spent several times in the principal’s office in my day,” the Pastor said trying to lighten the heaviness of heart so evident between them.


  “Yes, sir, and I as well.” They walked silently together to the front desk where the Officer dismissed himself having delivered the clergy to the designated office. Pastor George thanked him for his service. The young civil servant tipped his hat.


  “Hi, I’m Mrs. Goldwin,” the petite blonde said as she walked toward him from behind her desk. “I’m the Principal and I appreciate you coming today. I’m not sure how much you know about the incident this morning. A teacher in our elementary school was shot by accident by a student. She has two teenage girls who attend classes here with us. Now, thanks to cell phones, the students are aware that there has been an incident at the elementary school and Mr. Guyton, our Guidance Counselor, has Mrs. Bruce’s daughters in his office. We have tried contacting their father but he has refused our call. It is a…” she pauses searching for the most appropriate word, “…difficult situation. Pastor, I appreciate you coming here. To minimize the trauma, we pulled the girls from their classrooms. We’d also greatly appreciate your assistance in speaking to the girls.”


  “So they don’t know their mother is deceased?” he asked realizing that was a tough question to say much less hear. He could not count the number of times he has had to ask that question and it never got easier. Although he had learned how to separate his emotions enough to be the pillar of strength for everyone else, he wondered if they could see the sweat beads forming on his forehead. “Please, show me where they are.”


  Mr. Guyton was sitting in a chair beside the girls in an effort to make their conversation more relaxed rather than formal. Pastor George approached the door and Mr. Guyton motioned for them to come in. “Morning, Pastor. It’s a pleasure to see you again. You conducted the wedding of my niece a couple of years ago. Doesn’t seem like that long ago though.”


  “Yes, good to see you.” The Pastor did vaguely remember his face but couldn’t have matched a name with it.


  “Pastor, this is Tamika,” Mr. Guyton directed with his hand. “And this is Corrina.” The Pastor nodded to each of them. Both girls were obviously confused so he needed to be as gentle but straight-forward as he could be. The counselor asked Pastor George to take the chair he had been seated in earlier.


  “It’s nice to meet you both. My name is Pastor George Morrison,” he said quietly sitting down beside the girls whose eyes followed his every move. “Ladies, your Mom has been in an accident this morning.” They both looked at each other and then back at the Pastor. Tears filled their eyes.


  “What do you mean?” Tamika said very scared but wanting to know.


  “It appears that a young boy at the elementary where your Mom teaches brought a gun to school. Now, he didn’t mean to hurt anybody from what I am told, but somehow the gun went off.”


  “Is Mom okay?” the youngest asked immediately. “She’s okay, right?”


  “Sweetheart, I’m afraid not. The bullet hit her and she was killed instantly.” There are no words gentle enough to be used in this kind of situation. He had contemplated all the way over to the school what words to use. He didn’t want to talk down to them like they were very young. Yet, he didn’t want to be so forward that he sounded unconcerned. The truth was often hard to hear but the girls had people in the room that they knew and who could provide comfort. The older one sat there in the chair looking at the floor. The youngest girl stood and tried to leave the room but Mrs. Goldwin caught her and pulled her to her side. She normally had to be firm and appear unemotional in situations regarding the students in her school, but today the motherly instincts in her went into action and she jumped in the way. The girl broke into uncontrollable sobs. The cry of grief that poured from her ripped through the heart of every person in and around the office who heard it.


  “No,” Corrina kept saying. “This can’t be happening!” She pulled away from Mrs. Goldwin and fell to her knees on the floor in front of her sister with her head in Tamika’s lap. Tamika stroked her hair like her Mom would have done. The others in the room fought the emotional wave that had slapped them as they witnessed the poignant scene.
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  Chapter 5.


  The pharmacy was really busy when Jenny pulled in that evening on her way to work. It’s the time of year when it seems that everyone had a cold or the flu. Jenny walked toward the pharmacy section of the store once again to purchase Caitlyn’s medicine. She remembered to pick up the box of bandages and decided she had enough money to get some more toothpaste while she was there. She pulled out her wallet containing the tip money she had and the twenty from David.


  “Hi, Mrs. Boyd” the clerk said when she stepped up to the counter. “Good to see you again. Sorry for the wait. It’s been a crazy and busy afternoon. I have your daughter’s medicine right here. I tried to call you at the diner but they said you had not arrived yet. I told the lady I would call back but I just didn’t get another chance to call. Then I remembered you were coming by anyway.”


  “You did?” Jenny said. “Is there another problem?”


  “No, not at all. I was calling to let you know that your daughter’s medicine was paid for.”


  “Really?” Jenny looked at her very puzzled. “The insurance company found an error and called you back after I left?”


  “No, it wasn’t the insurance company. Someone else called right after you left and paid for it.”


  “Who?” Jenny’s mind jumped around trying to figure out who did this.


  “I don’t know. I was really busy helping customers and then I went to lunch. When I came back from lunch, there was a note for me that the medicine had been paid for and it said to make sure I contacted you as soon as possible.”


  “And you are sure it was for me? For Caitlyn?” Jenny was confused.


  “Yes. The note specifically said that it was paid in full for Caitlyn Boyd. So, here it is.” The clerk hands Jenny the sack containing the orange bottle of grape flavored medicine. Jenny took the sack from her still in a daze. She looked inside and saw it was the same kind of bottle she had picked up before and thanked the clerk.


  “You’re welcome, Mrs. Boyd. But it wasn’t anything I did.” Jenny quickly turned and kept walking straight to the front of the store almost as though she was afraid the clerk might change her mind. All the way to the car she still couldn’t stop thinking about who could’ve done this. It was so strange. Who would do such a thing? David obviously didn’t do it because he didn’t even know it wasn’t paid for until I told him. No one else was standing there at the counter with me and I didn’t mention it to anyone else. I have to admit that it couldn’t have come at a better time. Jenny was excited because she now had $106 to go toward the electric bill she promised David she’d pay but up until now, she had no idea how she was going to do it.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Hazel was standing at the counter when Jenny entered the diner. It was the first time in several weeks that Hazel had seen a smile that big on Jenny’s face. Hazel knew the reason for the lack of a smile. Jenny had been so anxious to hear about the day shift manager position plus she worried because David had not been working for a few weeks. Caitlyn being sick surely didn’t make it easier. She knew all of that combined together had Jenny looking unhappy lately. However, today was completely different. Hazel couldn’t help but notice the bright twinkle in Jenny’s eyes as she literally bounced through the door.


  “Wow! It’s so great to see that beautiful smile again!” Hazel said as she jokingly blocked her eyes from the brightness of Jenny’s smile.


  “You’re funny! I’m still thoroughly amazed at what just happened at the pharmacy.” Jenny explained what happened and how she was absolutely certain that she didn’t know who could’ve done it but she was really happy for the help.


  “That happened tonight, huh?” Hazel said with a twinkle in her eye now. She had been praying for Jenny the last few weeks and now she recognized it was not in vain. Deep inside she knew it never was. “That is really awesome!”


  “Isn’t it? I just couldn’t believe it. I just walked out of there and didn’t have to pay anything!”


  “Amen! That kind of stuff happens to me all the time. God is always doing something in my life that just reminds me how he knows the very desires of my heart. It’s such a blessing when He surprises me with something unexpected but turns out it is always just what I need. Prescriptions can be expensive so I know that was a blessing to you.”


  “Yes, it was over $100 for this one medicine. I didn’t think much about the cost last time I picked it up because the insurance covered everything over my co-pay. I don’t like to think I take things for granted, but that really opened my eyes to how blessed we truly were to have medical insurance and that it covers most prescriptions.”


  “Girl, I know it. I wish we had insurance here. I know Sal would provide it to us if he could. If it wasn’t for the state insurance for my kids, I don’t know what I’d do trying to take care of all three of them. My youngest boy has managed to be in that hospital emergency room no less than eight times since he came into this world. My husband would always tell the front desk nurse to go ahead and put that child’s name on the door with a permanent marker!” They both laughed picturing Norman actually saying that. Norman passed away a few years ago but Hazel talked about him all the time like he was still around. For her, he was. Jenny didn’t mind. Somehow that gave Jenny comfort knowing that love lives on after death.


  “Oh, and Sal wants to talk to you when you get a minute.” Hazel’s eyebrows lifted as she spoke. Hazel was so pleased to hear that things were starting to turn around. She internally thanked God for being so good and pointed to the ceiling giving praise to her Savior. She turned around when she heard the bell on the door and a couple of kids slid into a booth. “I’ll be right with you,” Hazel greeted the newcomers. She turned back to Jenny while grabbing menus and silverware carefully wrapped in a napkin. “You go on in the back to see Sal. I’ll take this one.” Jenny looked at her a little bit nervous. “Go on!” Hazel playfully swatted in Jenny’s direction with the menu as she headed to welcome the younger customers.


  “Okay, okay!” Jenny said wiping down the counter and then straightening her smock like she was trying to make herself more presentable though not necessary. Taking a deep breath she went through the kitchen door. “Sal, floors are clean and Hazel is covering the gallery. You wanted to see me?”


  Hazel approached the young lads and handed them a menu. She asked what she could get for them. The taller youth with a goatee just beginning to make an appearance, ordered black coffee. It was obvious he was the leader of this crew.


  “And for you?” Hazel asked the larger but younger boy.


  “Double chocolate milkshake,” he said shyly.


  “You kids go to Hamilton High?” Hazel asked.


  “Yes ma’am. We do.”


  “You know MJ?” The boys looked at each other uncomfortably for a second and then the leader spoke again.


  “Yeah, we know him.” The younger one’s eyes moved to his menu.


  “What’s your name?” Hazel said just making conversation with the youth. Again, the boys looked at each other for a moment. The leader spoke as though the other kid lost his memory.


  “I’m Andrew, ma’am. This is Bradley but we call him ‘Big Boy’.” The younger one finally looked at Hazel and mustered a small smile at the obvious reference to him being several pant sizes larger than Andrew.


  “So you know my boy, huh?” This time Big Boy felt a little more comfortable and joined into the conversation.


  “Yeah, we know him alright! He is…” Andrew interrupted.


  “He is, um… He is in my 4th period English class with Mr. Collingsworth.” Hazel acknowledged that she knew Mr. Collingsworth. She realized the time.


  “What you boys doing out this late at night?” She looked between the two boys who seemed lost as to how to answer her. Taking the lead again, Andrew explained that he works part time at Allen’s grocery store and sometimes he helped Mr. Grady in the evening.


  “I stock the shelves when he needs it,” Andrew completed his story.


  “Uh huh. Well, that’s real nice. He’s a nice man, Mr. Grady!”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Andrew smiled as though he was proud of coming up with an answer. Hazel saw Jenny come back through the kitchen door beaming.


  “Alright. Be right back with your coffee and milkshake and you can decide if you want anything to eat.” Hazel yelled the order knowing Sal was available now and could hear her order since Jenny was back behind the counter wiping down the splash guard on the orange juice machine. “Sal, I need a cup of mud and a double black cow!” She walked back toward Jenny at the counter. As she walked away, Big Boy confronted Andrew in a hushed but determined voice.


  “Why you tell her that story? That ain’t where we been.”


  “I know that and you know that and… well, I didn’t lie. I do sometimes help Mr. Grady in the evenings… it just wasn’t this evening!” Big Boy shook his head like he got it.


  Back at the counter Hazel asked, “How did it go?” unable to hide her curiosity any longer. Jenny was smiling but trying not to make a scene in the dining area.


  “I got it!” Jenny said with an even bigger smile than before. “I am moving to the day shift as the floor manager!” The two women hugged each other. Neither one of them could contain their excitement. Hazel was so thrilled to witness yet another prayer answered. Jenny finally felt a glimmer of hope now that things were turning around for the better. “David is going to be so happy! He has never liked me to work the night shift anyway!”


  “That is awesome, girl! Yet, at the same time, I am going to miss you! Wish I was going with you, but Angela has been on day shift for over ten years.”


  “Well, as a matter of fact, Sal said he had waited to tell me anything because he was waiting on Angela. She is expecting a baby and she’ll only be working here for another six weeks. Her doctor has recommended that she not work all day on her feet. So, in about six weeks, you can apply to the day shift manager… that would be me… for that position! Isn’t that wonderful!”


  “Hallelujah! God is so good! I have never minded working in the evening because I had you here… oh, I would have missed you so much!” Hazel was practically dancing with her hands raised in the air praising Jesus.


  “No one is more excited than me! Don’t say anything because Angela has not told anyone yet. She just wanted to give Sal notice and since I’ll be the new manager, he let me know. He’s going to bring in another waitress for us to train until Angela leaves.”


  “Mum’s the word, girl! Praise the Lord! Ain’t God good? Yes, he is!” Hazel answered her own question. She got coffee for Andrew and grabbed the milkshake from the window and headed toward the two teens.


  “I just hope I can do it!” Jenny said quietly so Sal wouldn’t hear her as she carried a tray of dishes to the kitchen.


  Hazel pushed her excitement aside so she could get back to work. It would be a few weeks before any of that would happen and there was work to be done before then. She put the drinks down in front of the two young men. “You sure you should drink this coffee this late, son?” she asked Andrew. “Don’t you got school in the morning?” as the momma in her kicked in.


  “Yes ma’am. Thank you for your concern. My mom has been giving me coffee since I was a little kid,” he said even though it was just a few years ago. “It’ll be fine.” Andrew picked up the cup and sipped some just to prove his point even though it was piping hot and stung his tongue. Big Boy was too busy diving into his milkshake to pay any attention to the waitress or his friend.


  “Okay,” Hazel said, “So do you want anything to eat?”


  “No, thank you. We have to head home in a little bit to get some homework done.” Now he wondered if he sounded like he was trying too hard.


  “I’ll be at the counter if you need anything else. I’ll have your ticket up there when you get done.” She turned to pick up a used plate, glass and silverware off the table next to the boys. She wiped the table off before heading back to the counter with the items in her hand.


  “Thank you, ma’am,” Big Boy said suddenly remembering his manners.


  Hazel returned to Jenny. “So, let’s go back to your story. You went into that drug store and somebody done paid for that baby’s medicine? And you don’t even know who it was?”


  “That’s what the girl at the counter told me.” Jenny continued wrapping silverware in fresh napkins.


  “Praise Jesus, girlfriend! That is awesome! The Bible says, ‘My God shall supply all your needs according to His riches in glory by Christ Jesus!’ Whoo-shy! Two good things in one day!” Hazel was doing her little praise dance once again while wiping down the menus and putting them back in their slot behind the counter. She didn’t even care if those kids from her son’s school saw her.


  “It’s weird, huh?” Jenny asked.


  “Oh, now that ain’t weird. That’s a God thing!”


  “What does that mean, a ‘God thing’?”


  “That’s what my Pastor calls it when there ain’t no other explanation for why or how something happened… except it was God doing it! Happens to folks all the time but most folks just don’t notice it much less give God credit for it. They think it’s all about how good they are! Yet, it was God helping them the whole time. You know what? I think that you’d really like to hear my Pastor preach. He’s so funny one minute and got you dabbing your eyes the next. He has no problem telling God’s Word like it is… no doubt about that! Why don’t you come with me this next Sunday morning? We got a nursery for that pretty little angel and, Honey, we got some great music!” Hazel had never had trouble speaking her mind but she always tried to wait on God’s timing to say it. This was that moment. She could feel it in her bones. This was the moment to share with Jenny that God has a plan for her life. But she knew she couldn’t dump the ‘whole load of hay in front of the cattle’ as her dad always said. It was best to talk to her a little bit at a time.


  “Well, I’ll think about it. David and I take Caitlyn there for ‘Mommy’s Day Out’ when we both have somewhere to be… at the same time. She likes it.” Jenny tried to sound appreciative without committing to it.


  “Come on then,” Hazel put the towel she was using in the dish water in the sink at the end of the counter out of sight from customers. “Service starts at 10:45 and the nursery is – well, listen to me – you know where it is. Miss Caitlyn will love being with all the kids, singing songs and hearing stories about Jesus.”


  Andrew approached the counter to get his ticket with his cell phone stuck to his ear and apparently his left shoulder since he hadn’t moved it since Hazel left the table. Big Boy waited at the door but spoke for Andrew this time.


  “We gotta go. A friend, um, needs a ride.”


  “Okay, son! That will be $4.27.” Andrew handed her a five dollar bill. She pulled the change from the drawer when it opened but he waved his hand for her to keep it because he was still on the phone.


  “Thank you, boys! You be careful now!” Andrew nodded. Big Boy started out the door. The bell on the door rang. The boys ducked out and jumped into Andrew’s car as David came in. Out of habit, Jenny looked up when she heard the bell on the door ring. She was surprised and happy to see David.


  “Hey you!” Jenny said picking up all the napkin-wrapped silverware and stacking it in the basket beside the menus. “It has been a long time since you have been in here!” David walked up to the counter and took a seat. Hazel moved away to clear the table the boys just left and give David and Jenny some space to talk. She waved at him when they made eye contact as she went by. Jenny noticed that David didn’t look excited so he must just be there for the medicine. She reached under the counter for her purse.


  “I called Mr. Calloway like you asked me to,” David said softly.


  “And…” Jenny could hardly wait to hear how it went. She opened her purse and laid the sack on the counter trying to not appear too zealous in case it didn’t work out. David’s face suddenly broke into a smile. “I start on Monday!”


  “Woohoo, that’s awesome!” Jenny couldn’t help herself but leaned over the counter and hugged him. She spotted Hazel looking her way and put her thumb up behind David’s back in excitement. “That’s a God thing!” Hazel heard Jenny tell David and smiled even bigger as she picked up the coffee mug and milkshake glass to wipe down the table.


  “A what?”


  “Well, it’s when something happens that seems like it never would or could. It’s like what happened to me this morning.”


  “What happened?” David was sure he was going to hear something to spoil his good news.


  “Well, I went into the pharmacy to get the medicine for Caitlyn. When I walked up to the counter, I pulled out my wallet to pay for it. I was so surprised because the clerk said it was paid in full!”


  “What? Did the insurance go through?”


  “That’s what I asked. She said no. Somebody called her right after I left and paid for it!”


  “Who?”


  “That’s just it. She didn’t know. She’d been busy and then went to lunch. When she came back there was a note saying it was paid in full and to make sure someone called me. Isn’t that amazing… Hazel calls it a ‘God thing’.” She glanced toward Hazel who raised her hand in praise and then kept on wiping down the booth.


  “Well, I’m not sure about all that!” David replied. “I’m heading to pick up Caitlyn. I actually had Mrs. Johnson next door watch her because I wasn’t sure how long I’d be and I was afraid it would take longer than four hours. I’ll give the new medicine to Caitlyn before she goes to bed. Maybe she’ll actually get to sleep tonight! I know I could use some, too!” Jenny picked up the sack again and handed it to him. She gave him a peck on the cheek from across the counter. It was so good to see him without a scowl on his face. He almost looked like the guy she used to know. Like the guy who once was so full of life and loving every minute of it with her and their precious baby girl. Maybe he just might be on the road back to her. Hazel came back toward the counter seeing that he was leaving.


  “Hey, David. Jenny is thinking about going to my church on Sunday. You can come with us. We got an awesome Pastor,” Hazel said still not shy when it came to the Lord.


  “Not able to this weekend. I’m going to play golf with my Dad Sunday, but thanks!” This was news to Jenny but she was too excited to think about it right now. He was happier and that was all that mattered at the moment.


  “You love to play golf!” Jenny added. “That is awesome! You have not done that with your Dad in quite a while. Are you excited?”


  “Yeah, I have kind of missed it. We’re going to practice for a tournament the 23rd of next month,” David said. He was hoping this was a better way for her to hear about his plans so she could start adjusting her schedule as necessary. He really didn’t want to have a fight about the money it was going to cost. The truth was the tournament wouldn’t cost anything but he was certain that Jenny wouldn’t even ask before assuming it would.


  From the kitchen Sal announced another order was ready and Hazel headed to the window to pick up the salads her latest customers ordered. David quickly made his way to the door a bit uncomfortable with Hazel’s invitation. “See you when you get out of here in the morning!” David said to Jenny as he exited. Jenny waved. She was still smiling with contentment seeing her precious husband so happy.


  “Good try,” Jenny said as Hazel came back to the counter to get more crackers for her customer. “I didn’t even get to tell him my good news! Well, I’ll tell him when I get home. I’m just glad to hear excitement in his voice again. I want to bask in that for a while. Yes, I’m kind of glad I didn’t get to tell him yet. I’d rather not take anything away from his good news!”


  Outside the diner, David got in his car to go get Caitlyn. Being in the restaurant for the first time in a long time reminded him just how busy it could be. Someone is constantly asking for more of something, an empty tea glass needs to be filled, an order is ready at the window or tables have to be cleared off for the next visitors to arrive. Maybe he had been a little harsh on Jenny about working all night and doing all the chores in order to keep the household from being total chaos. There were so many people in the diner eating when he left that he decided not to interrupt her again by calling to tell her. He decided at that very moment he would apologize when she got home.


  He stopped by the grocery store for a few things having decided to make Jenny a good breakfast as well. She was usually too tired to fix anything and would eat a bagel or something light. He would make her a wonderful Sunday morning breakfast before he headed off to play golf and he would tell her how much he appreciated all she did. Since he was going back to work, there was a sudden urgency in his mind to get a couple of things done around the house so he headed to the hardware store first so the groceries he needed to buy did not spoil. He made a mental list of the items to purchase. The toilet in the master bathroom sounded like it was dripping inside the tank. With Caitlyn crawling around so much and likely to be walking any day now, he didn’t want her or Jenny to get hurt on the loose tile in the laundry room so he needed glue to fix it. The dishwasher had come loose from the cabinet so much that when the door was opened it tipped forward so he needed a new bracket and some longer screws to fix that. Lastly, he really needed to change the lock on the side door of the garage. It wouldn’t cost much for the stuff he needed. He knew Jenny had asked him to let her know before spending money but he really wanted to surprise her with everything working correctly. The plan was to knock those things out when he got home from playing golf with his Dad on Sunday afternoon. There would be plenty of time.


  He pulled into the driveway making sure to grab the sack with the medicine and the few groceries. He’d come back for the toilet tank kit, screws, door knob, and the tile glue. He knew he had to put it all away before going next door to get Caitlyn. He would love to work on a few of the items but didn’t want to press his luck with Mrs. Johnson since he knew exactly what even a few hours watching Caitlyn could be like and Mrs. Johnson hadn’t been around young toddlers in quite a few years. She loved kids though and was so happy to get to spend the afternoon with the tiny one. He grabbed a loaf of banana nut bread he bought at the store to give to their sweet neighbor for keeping Caitlyn because he knew she would in no way allow him to pay her. It might not be homemade, but at least it was something.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Word had gotten around to the members and nearly 40 people were at church for the ‘special’ business meeting. The head of the Deacons stood at the microphone first and prayed over the proceedings. He called for the Treasurer to present the monthly financial statement and it was voted on and passed. He asked if there was any old business to discuss. Several folks gave a testimony of how the Lord had provided just what they needed and thanked the church for their prayers. Others shared prayer requests for the coming week. No further old business.


  “We’d normally open the floor to discuss any new business at this time,” the deacon continued. “However, tonight our Pastor has asked to have the floor to discuss the event that recently occurred here in our fine community. Pastor?” He motioned to give Pastor George the floor. After taking a few moments of silence to pray that the Lord would direct his words and open their hearts, the Pastor began to describe briefly what took place at the elementary school. Most folks had already heard. He began by laying out the plan that God had given both him and the committee to help the young girls’ whose lives were turned upside down in a single shot.


  Several people were blowing their nose and wiping tears as their leader shared all of this information from his heart. He explained that he had not had the privilege of meeting Mrs. Bruce, but the Lord commanded in the book of James that His church help the widows and the orphans. These teenage girls had a father but for whatever reason he wished to be absent from their lives. He admonished the group not to judge this man and to encourage others not to as well. God would deal with the heart of this father.


  “Our job, Church, is to go and tell a lost and dying world about Jesus. One way we do that is by our actions. Everyone has heard the saying that ‘actions speak louder than words’. Actually, it’s very true. So we should do everything we can to be the hands and feet of Jesus to people who are hurting and in need. These girls are hurting. These girls are in need. Each of us has a gift to offer that will help other people. Some people share the gospel by singing. Some people teach a Bible study or class. Just know there are also plenty of other gifts, folks. Now, I will not call out any names, but several people in this very room have shared with me how they’re not sure what gift God gave them. Maybe you’re one of those folks who doesn’t know what it is that God has called you to do. Well, that is between you and God. However, I know that some of you can cook. Some of you are encouragers. Whatever it is you can do, it’s up to each of us to find ways to help these two young hearts get through this tragedy.” A few people who had gotten off from work late slipped in the back of the room not wanting to interrupt but interested in hearing the discussion.


  “Now, I’m not sure if any extended family will reach out to take in these girls permanently, or if they’ll be turned over to state custody at this point. I’ve been told that there is an Aunt on their dad’s side who may be willing to stay with them temporarily. That being the case, they’re going to need food until all of this is sorted out. Some of you have kids that attend school with these girls. I would encourage you to help your kids find ways to be supportive at school. Teenagers can be cruel even in the most inappropriate moments. Unfortunately, friends are going to treat them differently now. It shouldn’t be that way, but it’s just human nature. Peer pressure can be very strong but so can peer support.” A lady raised her hand and asked a question about how to discuss this event with their younger children. The Pastor offered a few suggestions to the group. He simply said not to give detailed information about what happened and why. Answer their questions and let it go for now.


  “Let me ask you a question, Church. What if this happened to your children and they were left alone in this world without you? What would you want someone to do for him or her? I am asking you to pray and seek God for how you can help this woman’s babies. As soon as we’re aware of their options and/or living arrangements, we’ll implement a plan to help with bedding, toiletries or whatever is needed in that respect. Keep in mind; though it goes without saying, these girls need our prayers. Thank you, Church.” He stepped away from the microphone. The room remained silent. Half of the people were still trying to absorb the magnitude of the tragedy and the other half were quietly praying for direction from the Lord as to what they could do to help like the Pastor requested. The deacon came to the front again.


  “We will not take a vote on anything tonight. Pastor has truly brought out some really good things to think about. He has asked us to pray and seek God. Let’s do just that. We’ll postpone making any motions or voting on anything regarding this situation until Pastor finds out more information. We’ll call for a special meeting and anyone interested can be present at that time. Would someone like to make a motion to dismiss?” A gentleman in the back made the requested motion and another one seconded it. “You are dismissed.”


  Several folks found their way to the front to thank the Pastor for his words of encouragement and faith. He kept his seat as each one spoke. He remained on the front pew until almost everyone had left. The deacon who conducted the meeting asked him if he needed anything else.


  “No, Earl. I’ll lock up. I want to just take a few minutes here.”


  “Go right ahead, Pastor. Have a good evening.”


  “You, too! Be careful going home.” When he heard the door going into the foyer close, the man of God got on his knees at the altar. “God, no situation like this is ever easy. It’s just not easy for us to understand why things happen the way that they do. But, I do know without a doubt that You have a plan in all of this. Help this church body and me, Lord, to reach these young folks who have lost their mother. They apparently have no father in their lives and so asking them to trust in You as their Father is going be a challenge. If they both have a distorted view of what a father is and a strong sense of rejection, help us find a way to show them that You love them beyond words and You will always be there for them, even without their Mom. They need to know they’re not alone! This is such an overwhelming situation if we look at it with our physical eyes. As human beings on this earth, we tend to feel helpless to know what to do. Guide their steps, Lord, that they may cling to You. You brought me here to this church to be their Shepherd. But You, Father God, are the Great Shepherd. I want to give them something from Your Word to encourage them in their daily walk. They are each going through so many things in their own families. Help me to have the right words to say in the coming days. I ask You to give me the message this Sunday that will help them understand the importance of trusting You no matter what the situation looks like. We all have to keep our eyes on You and trust that You will provide. Thank you, God, for using me as Your servant.”
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  Chapter 6.


  The birds were chirping and the weather could not have been any prettier on this beautiful Sunday morning. It was her first day off in a long time. David thought Jenny was off from work because he had mentioned playing golf with his Dad but actually her co-worker needed to take an extra shift. Jenny didn’t mind since things were finally starting to get better. David was excited to be starting a new job. He found it no trouble getting out of bed early enough to make Jenny some breakfast and head out to play golf with his Dad today. He definitely wanted to get some practice before the tournament. Jenny woke up after David left. At first, she thought maybe David had not left yet because she could smell breakfast and coffee. Putting her robe on and heading downstairs, she was a little disappointed to find that he had already left. She didn’t get to talk to him about moving to the day shift as a manager or that she would be making more money. Jenny’s heart was so happy knowing they both had something to look forward to. Just as she was about to make herself a plate of scrambled eggs, toast and bacon, she heard Caitlyn and went to her room to get her out of bed. Caitlyn loved the scrambled eggs and ‘toes’ as she called it. Once they were finished eating and both got dressed, they headed out the door to Hazel’s church. She realized while getting in the car that she was actually a little bit nervous. She had not been to church since Vacation Bible School in elementary school when a bunch of the neighborhood kids just wanted something to do that summer. Well, of course there was their wedding. She didn’t really count that as going to church though. The ceremony was less than 15 minutes and the reception wasn’t even held there at the church at all. Instead, everyone gathered at the community center in town. If she was being perfectly honest, it was all a blur. Growing up, she actually believed she would never find someone who would love her after all the terrible experiences she had in foster homes during her childhood. She had decided that she must be unlovable. Until one day, she realized David loved her. He didn’t try to change her or condemn her for some of the poor decisions she made by not having anyone in her life to provide guidance and encouragement. He loved her for just being herself. She was never happier than on her wedding day, but with so many people in attendance and so much activity going on, she honestly just wanted it to be over and get on with their life together. Every now and then she wished she had spent more time enjoying the moment. But that was then and this was now. She knew it was a great lesson to learn though because now she found herself taking notice and enjoying every moment with Caitlyn. She didn’t want to miss any more than necessary due to her work schedule. Thankfully, now even that situation was about to change. Working the day shift would allow her to spend more time with the love of her life and their bundle of joy. Caitlyn was not planned but very welcomed. They had always said they would wait until they felt they were ready to have a child. However, shortly after finding out she was pregnant with Caitlyn, she wondered if anyone was ever really ready. Their precious baby girl provided such joy and yet managed to be a challenge at times. Jenny never dreamed she could love and be loved as much as she felt when her husband held her close or when her baby girl’s face lit up seeing her walk into the same room. It felt amazing to be happy.


  Jenny pulled into a spot in the church parking lot. It really seemed strange not to pull straight up to the door like she did when she dropped Caitlyn off for just a few hours. She pulled the visor down and checked to make sure she didn’t have lipstick on her teeth. Her favorite sunglasses were pushed to the top of her head out of habit as she got out of the car. Opening the back door, Caitlyn was grinning and waiting patiently to get out of the car seat. It almost seemed like she recognized the building. Other folks were arriving and walking towards the door of the church. Jenny closed the door taking Caitlyn’s hand and headed in that same direction. She walked slowly with Caitlyn trying to help her balance in her new shiny shoes. She was so grateful that her sister-in-law had sent Caitlyn such a beautiful dress last month. Money had been tight the last few months so she’d been unable to buy anything dressy for church. Now was not the time to think about money. To distract herself, she spoke out loud both to Caitlyn and herself.


  “Daddy left early this morning, huh? I wish Daddy would’ve come with us, but we’re here like we told Ms. Hazel. Don’t worry. We’ll talk Daddy into coming next time.” In an effort to get the little one to the front door a little bit quicker, she finally picked up Caitlyn so they could get inside. “I think you’re going to like this! Want to go see other kids?” Caitlyn clapped her hands still clinging to her baby doll under one arm.


  “Good morning!” the greeter on the sidewalk said as they approached the glass door of the church foyer. The smell of fresh flowers and paint could be detected immediately when the beautiful lady in purple opened the door for them. “Look at this big girl! You look so pretty! What pretty shoes, too!” Turning to Jenny she continued, “Welcome. We’re so glad you’re here today. Who do we have here?”


  “This is Caitlyn and she’s 13 months. She comes here for ‘Mommy’s Day Out’.” She put Caitlyn down to walk. Caitlyn automatically walked toward the nursery.


  “Excellent. Ms. Becky is the teacher and it looks like she knows the way.” Jenny nodded and walked Caitlyn to the door where the kids were already singing ‘Jesus Loves Me’. She blew a kiss to Caitlyn who did the same while the nursery aide put a name tag on her dress. Together they walked toward all the other kids and the aide smiled at Jenny. The big smile Caitlyn had in the car had not left her face yet.


  “Sing pretty,” Jenny said as she watched Caitlyn marvel over all the kids singing. Jenny headed down the hall to the sanctuary as Hazel came in the side door. Hazel was dressed in a beautiful peach colored suit with a matching hat. Jenny had actually never seen her dressed in anything other than the smock they had to wear at work. Hazel looked so beautiful when she smiled spotting Jenny.


  “Hey girl! I’m so glad to see you. Miss Caitlyn all settled in?” Jenny nodded. “Alright then, my little ones are, too! Come on in and you can sit right by me!” Jenny followed Hazel down the aisle to the pew where Hazel liked to sit, all the while looking around at how beautiful it was inside the church. It was so large but felt so comfortable at the same time. The two women remained standing and immediately started clapping with the rest of the congregation as the choir and song leader were singing an up tempo song.


  What a mighty God we serve;


  What a mighty God we serve;


  The angels bow before him,


  Heaven and earth adore him,


  What a mighty God we serve.


  Jenny loved music although her last foster mom always said she couldn’t carry a tune. Everyone was seated as a lady from the choir began to sing.


  When we walk with the Lord


  in the light of his Word,


  What a glory he sheds on our way!


  While we do his good will,


  He abides with us still,


  and with all who will trust and obey.


  Trust and obey, for there’s no other way


  to be happy in Jesus, but to trust and obey.


  Not a burden we bear,


  Not a sorrow we share,


  but our toil he doth richly repay;


  not a grief or a loss,


  not a frown or a cross,


  but is blest if we trust and obey.


  Trust and obey, for there’s no other way


  to be happy in Jesus, but to trust and obey.


  But we never can prove


  the delights of his love


  until all on the altar we lay;


  for the favor he shows,


  for the joy he bestows,


  are for them who will trust and obey.


  Trust and obey, for there’s no other way


  to be happy in Jesus, but to trust and obey.


  Then in fellowship sweet


  we will sit at his feet,


  or we’ll walk by his side in the way;


  what he says we will do,


  where he sends we will go;


  never fear, only trust and obey.


  Trust and obey, for there’s no other way


  to be happy in Jesus, but to trust and obey.


  When the song ended, the Pastor thanked the lady for sharing such a powerful message through her song.


  “Good morning, Church. Our community has suffered a terrible tragedy. Many of you are facing troubling situations in your families. There are several of you experiencing medical issues that you can’t understand. Church, the truth is: Bad things happen to good people. We’re simply not meant to understand everything. Having the ability to understand everything is reserved for God and God alone. So, He asks us to trust Him when we can’t see ‘why’ something has happened or what the future holds for us. He asks us to abide in Him. We can trust Him because He is God and He cannot let us down. I just love that word abide. It means to remain. Life will bring us constant change. But God… God remains the same; yesterday, today and forever. We must ‘choose’ to trust God to be our Provider, our Comforter, our Physician, our Foundation and ultimately, our most precious Savior.” Several members of the congregation have no problem saying ‘Amen’ to that statement.


  “If you have your Bible this morning, turn with me to the book of Ruth, Chapter 1, and verse 6. Today, we begin a study of one of the most beautiful stories I have ever read about honor, loyalty and trusting God,” the Pastor said as he opened his Bible. “It’s a story about two women who face unbelievably difficult situations. You see, in those days a woman couldn’t work in order to earn a living. As was their custom, a woman was forced to rely on her husband to provide for her needs.” He paused a moment for that comment to sink in since most every woman listening remembered the battle fought for women to have equal rights.


  He continued, “Naomi’s husband, Elimilech, made the decision to take her and their two sons to Moab to avoid a famine that was inevitable. There was one problem. He didn’t ask God if he should go. That, Church, was a poor choice. Instead of escaping the famine, he led his family out of the land God was protecting and directly into the very place were the famine did occur. While living in Moab, their two sons married Moabite women, Ruth and Orpah. It was not an easy life. Every day was a constant struggle to survive during those difficult days and sadly Elimilech was killed. Within just a few short years, both sons were killed leaving their wives to survive alone. Three women were left all alone and forced to decide what to do next in order to survive. The Moabite women knew nothing about God, only the worship of idols. Naomi, however, loved God and trusted His divine protection.” Although the Pastor was reading the scriptures, Jenny listened as though she was watching a movie right before her eyes.


  Naomi:


  My husband, Elimelech, had good intentions when he moved us here to Moab because there was a hope to have more food and many more opportunities to flourish. Sadly that did not happen. Then when he died, I did not know if I could go on. But I had my two sons to take care of me. One son married you, Orpah. The other son married you, Ruth. Now ten years later, we are all three widows with no one to provide for us.


  Ruth:


  Yes, Naomi. That is true. Not one of us could possibly have imagined losing our husbands. We struggled day to day even with them present. What shall we do now?


  Naomi:


  After praying, I have decided to go back to where I used to live in Bethlehem. My God will provide. Yet, I cannot expect either of you to go with me having no hope of a future there. So, I humbly ask that you both go back to your family. Go back to where you used to live. Orpah, go back to your people. Sweet Ruth, may God show you kindness as you have shown me.


  Orpah:


  No, mother! I don’t want to leave you!


  Naomi:


  It’s alright, Orpah. I will be fine. Do this for me. I have nothing to fear. My God will provide.


  Ruth:


  We have always obeyed your wishes. However, we simply cannot allow you to leave and make this journey all alone. It is a long distance. It would not be right.


  Naomi:


  You do not understand. Bethlehem is no place for Moabite women. My people will no doubt have great difficulty accepting you. I plead with you to do my bidding. You have both already been hurt and I fear it to be my fault. I cannot ask you to join me in a land where nothing is familiar. It would not be good.


  Ruth:


  That’s not true. Your God is good. You said so yourself. And you are good.


  Naomi:


  Do as I ask sweet daughters. Do not worry about me. Go and return to your people.


  Orpah:


  It saddens me to leave you. Yet, deep within my heart, I really do miss my family. I have not seen them in many years. I have younger sisters that I have never met at all. Please know that although I choose to return to them again, I shall miss you both so much.


  Naomi:


  Be safe in your journey, Orpah.


  Ruth:


  Please don’t ask me to leave. If you are going to Bethlehem, I am going, too. I will not leave you. I left my family many years ago to be married. I have no regrets. Now, my husband has died. You are my family.


  Jenny felt like she was part of the story as the Pastor continued. “Left a widow with no means to take care of herself, Naomi had heard that the Lord had visited his people and provided food for them. She knew in her heart that she must go back home to Bethlehem and the Lord would be her Provider. It was likely an act of courtesy for the two younger women to offer to accompany their mother-in-law to the border of their own land. Naomi, acting with similar courtesy presses for them to return home to their own mother and family. She prayed over the women and asked God to give them rest or peace with her decision but they cried at the thought of leaving her. They loved Naomi. Neither one could picture themselves being separated from her. But in verse 11, she reminds them that she is too old for a husband and has no sons to offer them. It was safer and wiser to go back to their homeland and families.


  There is an interesting spiritual parallel here relating to the choices Christians make today. Orpah loved Naomi but not enough to forego the opportunity to run back to what was familiar and comfortable to her. She likely had homesick memories from her past that called for her to come back and experience what her mind decided were happier times. In fact, what she was accustomed to back home was the practice of worshipping idols. She may not have had enough knowledge about God to truly desire to live for him.


  This is similar to Christians who say they love Christ, yet come short of salvation by Him because they cannot find it in their hearts to forsake other things or people in order to live daily for Him. They love Him, and yet consistently choose to leave Him, because they do not love Him more than other things. Folks today worship idols such as their work, car, boat, hobby, etc.


  On the other hand, Ruth loved Naomi and although given the same opportunity to return to her native home of idol worshipping people, Ruth chose to make a commitment to remain at Naomi’s side regardless of the circumstances, or outcome. Ruth also had a limited knowledge of God except for what she had observed through Naomi, but she recognized the provision Naomi’s God had made even during the famine. This is similar to Christians who whole-heartedly make a commitment to the Lord and no matter what problem arises or how fierce the unknown storms become, they are committed and determined to follow Jesus and remain in God’s will for their lives.


  Here in verses 16 and 17 we find some of the most beautiful words ever spoken by one friend to another, in my opinion. Ruth genuinely pours her heart out to Naomi and says ‘Entreat me not to leave thee, and to return from following after thee: for whither thou goest, I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will lodge: thy people shall be my people, and thy God my God. Where thou diest, will I die, and there will I be buried: the Lord do so to me, and more also, if anything but death part thee and me.’


  Ask yourself, Do I love Christ? Have I made the choice to forego things that feel good but are of no lasting value and instead give my heart to Jesus and receive eternal life? Do I love Him in such a way that I long to be in His presence every moment of every day? God is committed to being there for you anytime and anywhere. Are you committed to Him today? Every head bowed and every eye closed as the choir sings. You come. He’s waiting for you.”


  I have decided to follow Jesus;


  I have decided to follow Jesus;


  I have decided to follow Jesus;


  No turning back, no turning back.


  Though none go with me, still I will follow;


  Though none go with me, still I will follow;


  Though none go with me, still I will follow;


  No turning back, no turning back.


  After the service, Jenny thanked Hazel for inviting her. She went to the nursery to pick up Caitlyn who was enjoying a story in the lap of one of the ladies she had seen at Mommy’s Day Out. Caitlyn obviously must have remembered her, too. She slid down from the woman’s lap and ran to Jenny. The friendly lady followed her and picked up Caitlyn’s doll along with a couple of papers that Caitlyn had colored depicting several bible stories.


  “Don’t forget this,” she said holding the doll out for Caitlyn.


  “Oh yes, thank you! She’d be a miserable little girl without that later today at nap time.” Caitlyn looked up at Jenny when she heard the word ‘nap’. She clutched the doll under one arm and took Jenny’s hand. As they walked hand in hand, Jenny admired the amazing mural of Noah’s Ark with all kinds of beautiful animals. The facial features of each animal appeared so real. Jenny was fascinated by the display. She wondered who painted the walls. There were giraffes, elephants and peacocks on the land. There were sharks, fish and turtles under the water. There were ducks, seagulls and doves in the sky. Actually, there were more animals than she could determine without stopping and studying it. It was amazing.


  Finally, they reached the door being opened by the greeter. The sunshine was very bright and Jenny pulled her sunglasses down from her head and placed them back where they belonged so she could watch for traffic going to the car.


  “Thank you!” she said to the kind gentleman.


  “I bet you are hungry aren’t you, Caitlyn? Let’s go home and get something to eat. Maybe daddy will be home soon.” She knew he would be tired since he hadn’t played golf in such a long time. She’d get dinner ready for him and just relax with Caitlyn. She decided to wait until the next day to tell David about her promotion.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  David wouldn’t say it out loud but he missed the smell of the freshly cut grass on the green and the crisp breeze on his face that typically occurred early in the morning. By mid-morning, it had warmed up but that was okay with him. Just being outside was wonderful. Playing golf was so peaceful.


  “You played really well for not holding a golf club in so long,” David’s father said to him as they headed toward the 15th green. “Are you enjoying it?”


  “Yes, I am. It feels good to get outside again. I’ve been so tied to my computer lately that I don’t see much daylight. I try to take Caitlyn out in the back yard now and then so she can enjoy the sunshine and fresh air.”


  “How’s the job search going?” his Dad asked trying not to sound pushy but rather making conversation.


  “Good. I guess. I have filled out a ton of applications online.”


  “I cannot imagine how employers hire folks without meeting them. Guess I am just old fashioned but I’d have to look them in the eye to see what they are made of.”


  “Oh, it’s just the application process that’s online.” David was trying to decide whether to even tell his Dad about the opportunity overseas. There was really no point since he couldn’t take the job right now. He stepped out of the golf cart when they arrived at the tee box. He looked at the lie and figured out which way the wind was blowing before deciding on the best club to pull out of his bag. He decided a five iron should work. His dad might not agree, but even if he didn’t, nothing was said. He positioned his feet and assumed the proper stance. He rocked back and forth on each foot a few times to sink his cleats into the grass for stability. He swung the club over his right shoulder and then followed through to his left hitting the ball with a very solid hit. David’s Dad was impressed but still said nothing. He was always proud of his son. He just didn’t always tell David figuring a son always knows his Dad is proud of him. Walking up to his bag, the older man completed the same routine. With one swift movement, his golf ball went a little to the left but was still in a decent spot to reach the hole. The two players got in the cart and headed down the path to where they would take their next shot.


  “Have you ever worked overseas?” David finally ended the debate going on in his head. “I mean, I know that you were in the military and traveled a great deal, but I mean in your career?”


  “Had an opportunity in my younger years but I decided that the timing just wasn’t right. Your mom still had another year of school to get her Masters and she didn’t know if she could do it with two small children. Since she had always wanted to get her degree, I decided to stay in the States and let her accomplish her dream. Why do you ask?”


  “Well, I had an opportunity to interview with a company a few days ago in Louisiana. I didn’t go.”


  “Why not? That’s local enough,” his Dad said a bit confused.


  “I know. The headquarters are in Louisiana but it was a two year job in Kuwait. The benefits were great and all but I just didn’t know if it was good to be gone over there for two years.”


  “I understand. Caitlyn is still pretty young,” his Dad acknowledged.


  “The lady said that if I changed my mind, I could call them back,” David said half wishing that his Dad would tell him to call them back. Instead there was silence again. “Just another opportunity lost,” David concluded. Was he talking about the job or the conversation? He wasn’t sure.


  “Don’t worry about it, Son. Everything happens for a reason. If it’s meant to be, there’ll be another job opportunity and it could end up being better than that one. You’ve heard me say this a million times, but it bears repeating. When God closes a door, He opens another one. I believe that this means that He has a better plan. If God tells me ‘no’ about something, it simply means He has a greater ‘yes’ for me.”


  “Maybe,” David said. “I’m going to start working for the print shop in town in the morning. Jenny says that sometimes it’s easier to find a job when you have one. So, we’ll see how it goes. I know it isn’t a dream job, but it’s something to pay the bills.” David glanced at his Dad to see if there was disappointment on his face for taking such a “less-than-impressive” job. Either there was no disappointment or his Dad was too worn out to tell.
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  Chapter 7.


  Grabbing the coffee cup from the kitchen table where Jenny left it moments ago so she could search for her car keys, she was mentally making a list of things she needed to get done at the diner. As expected, David had come home from playing golf and was exhausted. At least she chose to interpret his quietness as being tired. As they both ate a quick bite of dinner together, David chatted a little bit about the day he spent with his father and Jenny told him about how much she enjoyed the sermon and the music at church. He was glancing over the newspaper at the same time, so Jenny didn’t want to interrupt him. It was pleasant enough just to get to sit at the dining room table with him a few minutes. All she could think about was how it would be only a few more weeks and she would not have to leave at night any more. She was so excited. When they finished eating, he thanked her for dinner and told her about the items he had purchased at the hardware store. He said he wanted to bring everything inside to work on it after she left for work.


  Hearing that, Jenny looked at her watch and realized she had about 15 minutes to get dressed for work. Caitlyn was still taking a nap as David came back from the garage with his tool belt on ready to make the needed repairs. Jenny smiled to herself when she saw him. He looked like he used to when he would get all excited about working on the lawn mower or installing a ceiling fan. Jenny took a load of towels out of the dryer and decided to put a load of whites in the washer. She could move those clothes to the dryer in the morning when she got back home. Hopefully it would be a quiet night at work. She had taken a quick nap while Caitlyn was resting but still felt tired. She could hear David working on the toilet upstairs.


  Deciding not to wake up Caitlyn by yelling goodbye to David from downstairs, she headed out the door thinking she would call him later that evening. When she got to the car, her left front tire was flat. She knew she had no choice but to get David to help her. She carried all her stuff back inside to the kitchen table and headed up the stairs just as David was coming down with a wet towel.


  “I thought you left already,” David said when he saw Jenny.


  “I did. I know you’re busy and I’m sorry to ask, but I have a flat tire. Would you help me so I can get to work?” she said very apologetic.


  “Are you serious?”


  “Yes, I’m sorry!”


  “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”


  “It was fine when I came home from church earlier. I didn’t notice it until just now.”


  “Ok, no problem! Let me put this wet towel in the washer and I’ll be right there.”


  “No problem. I’ll take it and put it with the white clothes in the washer.” Jenny went to Caitlyn’s room to check on her. She was sleeping peacefully. While David was doing that little chore, Jenny decided to take advantage of having a few minutes to get additional bottles ready and clothes laid out for Caitlyn. She also put a bowl and some baby food on the table for David to feed Caitlyn when she woke up. No doubt she would be hungry. Since David was starting his new job in the morning, his younger sister was coming over to keep Caitlyn a couple of hours between the time David had to leave and Jenny got home from the diner.


  Normally, Dana had a full schedule taking college classes but she didn’t even think twice about offering to help with her favorite niece, Caitlyn, for a few weeks until her semester of classes started. Jenny figured that would work out great for her as well because she would be on the day shift by that time.


  David went upstairs to put on an old shirt that wouldn’t hurt if he got it dirty. Jenny added some bibs to the towel and other whites already in the washer and heard Caitlyn stirring upstairs in her crib. She grabbed a bottle and headed for Caitlyn’s room before her tiny girl got wound up crying. Already running late for work even once the flat tire was fixed, all she could do at this point would be help David by keeping Caitlyn happy until time for her to leave for work. David came down the stairs pulling an old college t-shirt over his head just as she was going up the stairs with the bottle.


  “I’ll get Caitlyn while you change the tire,” Jenny said. He didn’t answer as they passed on the stairs. “Thank you, David! I appreciate your help!”


  “At least we have a spare! But you’ll need to be real careful because it’s going to be smaller than the other tires. What time is it?” he said as he got to the front door and realized it was getting dark outside. “Aren’t you going to be really late for work?”


  “Yes, but I can call Hazel and tell her what’s happened. It’s okay.”


  “No, don’t do that. On second thought, you are already running late so just go ahead and take my car to work. It’s almost dark anyway and that will make it really hard to see out there in the driveway making it take even longer. I’ll just change the tire before I leave in the morning. It’ll be daylight before I have to leave and I’ll have way more time than you have right now. Plus, Dana will be here with Caitlyn. Mr. Calloway said the very first thing that I’ll be doing is spending time filling out all the employment paperwork and then learning stuff in the warehouse. I figure if I need to deliver something, I’ll be going with one of them in the company truck and I really don’t want you driving your car with that spare.” He took the bottle from her, kissed her and headed up to get Caitlyn.


  “Go on, honey. I got this. The key to my car is over there on the hallway table.” He motioned with his head toward the long table along the wall at the front door.


  “Are you sure?” Jenny asked. He stopped at the top of the stairs bending down so he could see her.


  “I know! You don’t like to drive my car because it’s standard, but one time won’t hurt you! And I’ll change the flat in the morning and driving your car won’t hurt me either.”


  “I know. It’s just that… well, just when you think things are starting to get better, something bad has to try to spoil it. Hazel says that it happens to her all the time and it is just the devil trying to ‘steal her joy’! She’s so funny.”


  “Well, I don’t know if the ‘devil’ gave you a flat tire… but David will take care of it,” he said with emphasis on the beginning consonant of each name.


  “Thank you, sweetheart!” Jenny replied.


  David smiled and rushed toward Caitlyn’s room with the bottle as her volume increased. Jenny grabbed her stuff once again and the key to David’s car heading out the door to work. She found herself smiling both for David being so sweet and for hearing him call her ‘honey’ for the first time in months. It still melted her heart. She knew he loved her. He had just been so stressed and had so much on his mind.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  The night went by quickly and quietly at the diner. She did not receive any calls from David. Hopefully, Caitlyn’s medicine helped this time and they were both able to sleep. A two hour nap yesterday afternoon was a good sign that her ear wasn’t hurting as much. It was about time for Dana to arrive at Jenny’s house. She picked up the phone and called home. Dana answered.


  “Perfect timing, Jenny! I just walked in the door.”


  “Morning, Dana! I appreciate you helping out.”


  “Happy to help. Wait, David just headed outside in shorts and his hair is a mess. What’s he doing? Doesn’t he start work today?”


  “Yes, he does. He’s probably going out to the driveway to change a tire on my car. I was heading out to work last night and noticed I had a flat tire. David said it would take too long for him to change it since it was already getting dark. It would’ve been too hard for him to do it and me to get to work on time. So he told me to use his car and he would fix the flat this morning. He’s probably doing that before he gets in the shower!”


  “Fun!” Dana said but not in a good way.


  “Right? Hey, I was going to leave a note but decided to wait and call to thank you personally,” Jenny smiled knowing Caitlyn would be in good hands so David wouldn’t worry about her either. “Caitlyn’s food is in the pantry. Juice is on the second shelf. She needs a dose of her medicine about an hour after she eats breakfast. The instructions are on the counter and the medicine is in the refrigerator. Its grape flavored so she shouldn’t give you any trouble taking it. She likes grape. She has a toy basket in her room and in the dining room. Just feel free to make yourself at home. I’ll be there in just a few more hours. If you need anything before I get there, you can always call me here at the diner. I left my number on the counter, too.”


  “Don’t worry, we’ll be fine. Did you need to talk to David? He’s still outside but I can go out and get him.” Caitlyn squealed loud enough to hear from downstairs.


  “Uh oh. That’s my cue! I hear the little angel now! I’ll go get her before David hears her all the way outside! See you in a little while. Bye.” Dana hung up when she heard Jenny say goodbye without answering her question. Well, Jenny can talk to him later. Dana bounded up the stairs to get her one and only niece. It had been a few months since she came to visit and she was so excited. “Good morning, Buttercup!” Caitlyn laughed out loud when she saw Aunt Dee.


  David came back inside and greeted them at the top of the stairs. He tried to kiss Caitlyn. Dana quickly informed him in her cartoon voice that he was ‘too dirty to kiss the beautiful princess’ and ‘what does he think he is? A frog?’ Caitlyn giggled and buried her head against Dana. David tickled Caitlyn and then headed off to get a shower and get ready for his first day of work. He was so ready to get back to a daily work routine and yet a little anxious, too. Dana changed Caitlyn’s diaper and dressed her in the outfit obviously laid out by Jenny the night before. She took Caitlyn downstairs to her high chair to fix breakfast. She put bread in the toaster for herself and opened a container of applesauce for Caitlyn. Jenny had said that was her favorite. Caitlyn smiled when Dana put the bright yellow bib on her and reached for the spoon when she saw it in Dana’s hand.


  “Wait just a minute so I can get the applesauce open!” she said pulling on the tab at the corner of the container trying hard to open it but not spill it in the process. She heard the shiny metal box on the kitchen counter pop up the wheat toast. After giving Caitlyn a bite of the applesauce, she scooted her dining room chair back, walked to the toaster and put both pieces of toast on a plate trying not to burn her fingers. She added a little bit of peanut butter from the pantry. That’s a trick she learned in high school to help give her energy in the morning without a heavy breakfast or a load of sugar. She took the plate back to the dining room table to continue feeding Caitlyn who had successfully grabbed the spoon herself. Dana took a bite of the toast and Caitlyn easily gave up the spoon instead reaching for what Dana was eating.


  “Oh no, ma’am! You’re not ready for peanut butter yet! Open up for another bite of your applesauce. Here it comes.” Caitlyn opened her mouth like a little bird grinning really big when Dana praised her for cooperating.


  After a quick shower and putting some gel in his hair, David came down the stairs in a button down shirt tucked into brand new blue jeans. He looked very nice and Dana told him so.


  “Thanks, kiddo!”


  “Do you want anything for breakfast?” Dana asked.


  “No. I appreciate the offer, but I need to get going. Changing that tire took a bit longer than I anticipated and I certainly don’t want to be late for my first day!” Patting Caitlyn on the head, “You be a good girl for Aunt Dee. Okay?” Caitlyn smiled knowing daddy was talking to her. “I don’t know what my day will be like so call Jenny if you need anything,” he said pouring some coffee in a large thermal mug with a lid and looked around to see if he forgot to do anything else before leaving.


  “I understand. Jenny just called and told me where everything is so go on… get on the road! She’ll probably call you later. Be careful and have a blessed day!” She always looked up to David and not just because he was 8 inches taller and almost 10 years older. Their parents were stricter with David than with Dana and she always thought he resented that fact. Regardless, he was always looking after her no matter where she was or what she was doing. He was such a good man and so blessed to have his little family she thought to herself as he headed out the front door.


  “Bye, sweet girl! Daddy loves you! Bye, Sis!”


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Jenny was standing on a chair pouring ice into the fresh batch of tea she just made as Hazel put fresh donuts in the display case. It seemed Sal was at war with the stove again so he was in the kitchen making all kinds of noise with his tools. It was almost as if the more noise he made, the faster it would get fixed. Jenny jumped every time it got really loud.


  “Do you think we should have a repairman on standby?” Jenny asked Hazel only half kidding.


  “Right? One can only pray that man don’t knock out all the electricity. He’s good at cooking on the equipment but not so good at fixin’ it!” Hazel glanced towards the kitchen as she heard another really loud noise. Trying to take their minds off of it for a moment, Hazel asked, “So, what did you think of my Pastor’s sermon on Sunday? Wasn’t it wonderful?”


  “I enjoyed the whole service. Caitlyn loved it too. She was worn out from playing and singing! That girl slept for at least two hours when we got settled in later that afternoon. Actually, it gave me a break to take a nap and then put some clothes in the wash to get everything ready for Dana to come this morning. She is keeping Caitlyn until I get out of here and so David could get off to work.”


  “Oh, that’s right. Starting a new job! At Calloway’s print shop, right?”


  “Yes. He seemed a little excited. I mean except that he had to change that flat on my car this morning before he could leave and go to work. I told you about having the flat but I didn’t tell you that he was adamant that he didn’t want me driving on it. So that’s why he told me to take his car last night and he planned to put the spare on mine and then drop it off at the tire shop sometime this morning or this afternoon to get it fixed.”


  “Oh my! Just like that old devil to try to steal your joy today because you were in church yesterday!” Hazel said with one hand on her hip and the other on the counter.


  “That’s just what I told David last night!”


  “Oh, that devil tries all kinds of stuff on me but I just tell him ‘Satan, get thee behind me’ just like Jesus did in the book of Matthew when he was tempted by Satan. That sneaky snake just wanted Jesus to prove He was the Son of God. He didn’t need to prove anything. Now you need to learn to do the same thing I do! Tell that devil to leave you alone.”


  “I never heard a Bible story like the one Pastor talked about yesterday. Ruth was a brave and loyal woman. She chose to go with Naomi to a land completely unfamiliar to her knowing the people might not accept or welcome her there. That had to be scary. No one likes change or possible rejection, but she was willing to sacrifice what might appear to be the reasonable thing to do in order to help Naomi. She could’ve gone back home but was so committed to taking care of her mother-in-law even under such a tragic situation. People today are way too selfish to do stuff like that – even for their own families. And Naomi was so strong. I don’t know that I wouldn’t have just given up if my husband had died and I was left alone. I can’t even imagine what they felt.”


  “Well, just like Naomi said, ‘God shall provide’! I know God would do the same for folks today if they’d just ask Him. The Bible says, ‘I can do all things through Christ who gives me strength.’ I believe it. That means I don’t have the strength by myself, but with Christ in control of my life, He provides me with all the strength I need.”


  “You sure know your Bible.” Jenny truly admired Hazel’s knowledge of the scriptures. Some employers might not like it if Hazel worked for them and quoted scriptures in front of the customers, but Jenny always found it comforting to hear Hazel quote the Bible. Sometimes she wondered if that was what it would have been like to have a Mom to give her good and loving advice.


  “I read it as much as I can,” Hazel continued. “I know a lady at church that even has the entire Bible on her phone so she can read it anywhere she goes like waiting in the doctor’s office or places like that.”


  “I have tried, Hazel, but I just don’t understand it.”


  “Well, I said I read it as much as I can, but you know, I can tell you for sure that there are some things I don’t understand either. I just know God will help me understand the parts I need plus it makes me feel better when I say some of my favorite promises out loud.”


  “Promises? From God?” Jenny asked.


  “Yes, ma’am. God gives us lots of promises in His Word, the Bible. It is the very words of God recorded by men who were inspired by God to write it down. God can only say the truth and so His words are given to us in the Bible to use as promises that He’ll do what He says. One of my favorites is when God said in Hebrews “I will never leave you nor forsake you.” Now, there are lots of folks in this world going to let you down, but not my God! Hallelujah! In fact, do you know what really brings tears to my eyes? He loved me so much He sent His only Son to earth to die in MY place for MY sins so that I could have eternal life in Heaven. He loves you that much, too!”


  “Really?” Jenny suddenly found herself fighting back tears. She couldn’t imagine that kind of love.


  “I ain’t telling you nothing but the truth! Now, I got to go see if these folks are going to eat anything or just be staring at each other all day.” Hazel batted her eyes like a little school girl then headed toward the table with a young couple obviously only aware of each other’s existence in the whole room. “Can I get you two sweet lovebirds something to eat?” The girl blushed and the guy ordered for both of them as the diner phone rang.


  Jenny picked up the phone but didn’t hear the bell on the front door because both rang at the very same time. Nathan came in before going into work and headed straight to the counter like he had something to tell Jenny. Seeing she was on the phone, he took a seat to wait.


  “Sal’s Diner. This is Jenny.” She noticed Nathan sitting there and waved. She thought it was a bit strange to see him since he usually came in at night. She motioned with one hand like she was drinking and he mouthed ‘coffee’.


  “Jenny. It’s… it’s Dana.” She was crying so hard that she could hardly speak. “I’m so sorry. I just didn’t know… but I’m sorry!”


  “Dana? What’s wrong Dana? I need you to slow down and tell me what’s wrong. Is Caitlyn okay?” She didn’t hear Caitlyn crying just Dana.


  “Yes. She’s… she’s in my lap. She’s fine. We’re okay. Jenny, I promise. I didn’t know. I just answered.” Dana was sobbing so hard she couldn’t catch her breath. Caitlyn hugged her not understanding what was going on.


  “Answered who, Dana? Dana, I can’t… Sweetie, you’re not making any sense. Take a deep breath and tell me what’s wrong.” Jenny didn’t want to sound demanding but she needed to know.


  “The police called here and asked for Ms. Boyd. Without thinking, I said yes. But… But they didn’t want me. Jenny… I’m sorry. It’s my name, too! I didn’t mean to. How could I know? Oh, Jenny!” Jenny was doing everything she could do not to panic since there were customers present.


  “Did you say police?” Jenny’s voice became shrill and her heart was beating fast. “Dana, please tell me what you’re talking about.”


  “It’s David. He’s been in an accident.”


  “What? Where is he?” Jenny instinctively reached under the counter to grab her purse.


  “The policeman just said that he was taken to St. Vincent’s hospital. He asked me… I mean you… if I needed a ride or would I meet him there. I’m sorry… I’m so sorry!”


  “Dana, you didn’t do anything wrong. Can you stay with Caitlyn? Can you take care of her?”


  “Yes. Yes, we’re fine. Go!”


  “Okay. I’m going to the hospital.”


  “Please call me later,” Dana said faintly. They hung up. Nathan overheard Jenny’s side of the frantic conversation.


  “Jenny, what’s happened?”


  “David’s been in some kind of an accident. The police told Dana that he’s at St. Vincent’s. I’ve got to get there.” Jenny yelled to Sal through the kitchen window. “Sal, I got to go. It’s an emergency.”


  “You’re not going to drive this upset. I’ll take you,” Nathan insisted.


  “I’m fine. I can…”


  “I am not taking ‘no’ for an answer. Let’s go.” Hazel heard enough to know it was not good.


  “Jenny, go with Nathan. I’ll cover with Sal and I’m praying!” Jenny waved in her direction in appreciation as she and Nathan headed out the front door to his car. Hazel bowed her head and prayed as the bell on the front door rang when it closed behind them. “Lord, you know the situation. Only you know what is going on. I just ask you to please help David. Please help Jenny. I know in my heart that THIS did not surprise you and I know you love them both. I know Jenny is very scared right now so I ask that you give Jenny peace and the strength she needs right now. In Jesus’ name. Amen!”


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Jenny rushed through the door of the emergency room. Keep calm Jenny. Keep calm. She kept moving forward on pure adrenaline with Nathan on her heels straight toward the reception desk.


  “David Boyd, my husband, was brought here. I’m Jenny Boyd. Where is he?” She was fighting tears but wanted to hold it together and be strong when she went in to see David. Where is he? Hurry lady.


  “Mrs. Boyd, let me get some information from you,” the nurse’s aide reached for a clip board. That is going to take too long. What information? Where is my husband? Does this young girl not understand I need to see him?


  “I want to know where my husband is!” Jenny could barely control herself. She had never been one to have a temper even with all that she had been through in her life, but she had never been this afraid and it was pushing her patience to a new level.


  “You’ll need to provide your insurance information and then speak with the attending nurse.”


  “I don’t have insurance.” She realized she had raised her voice. She lowered it again. “We don’t have insurance. My husband just started a new job… this morning.” She looked at Nathan realizing the depth of what she just said. Or did he? Did he make it there? Where was he? How did his happen? “Please tell me what happened! Where’s my husband?” she pleaded with the nurse’s aide.


  “I don’t have any information, Mrs. Boyd. If you’ll have a seat, you’ll need to talk to the…” Overhearing the commotion, the attending nurse came out to the desk.


  “I’ll take it from here, Cindy.” Cindy handed the clipboard to the nurse. “Yes, ma’am.” Cindy was grateful not to have a confrontation at the moment.


  “Mrs. Boyd, please follow me.” The nurse looked at Nathan. “Sir, are you immediate family?”


  “No, I’m a friend of…”


  “No, he drove me here,” Jenny interrupted. “I want him to be here. Nurse, please tell me what’s going on!”


  “Mrs. Boyd, please follow me to the surgical waiting room so you can speak to the doctor. I’ll need you to have a seat and I’ll get him out here to speak to you as quickly as possible.” The nurse showed Jenny and Nathan to the waiting room. Jenny could hardly make one foot go in front of the other. Finally, they arrived in the large room filled with chairs and plants. It looked like someone’s living room with multiple seating areas. She took a seat while Nathan spotted the coffee pot and headed towards it. Coffee would be good since he didn’t get to have some before rushing out of the diner.


  “It’ll be just a few minutes,” the nurse added. Seeing that Jenny was unable to respond, Nathan called out from across the room. “Thank you, ma’am. We appreciate your help!” The nurse nodded at them both and then exited through the heavy metal doors to locate the doctor.


  Nathan extracted some coffee from the huge silver urn knowing it may not be the gourmet version he was used to but it would do. He glanced around seeing that no one else was in the room with them.


  “Do you want cream or sugar?”


  “Just a little cream,” she answered quietly. He wasn’t sure at first that she had even heard him but was glad he could do something for her. He didn’t really know what to say in the car on the way to the hospital. Normally he was good with people and could hold a conversation but he found himself not having words. That was probably a good thing knowing Jenny had no answers at the moment. He just drove and let her sit quietly. He had no idea how long they would have to sit and wait for the doctor and yet he still didn’t know what to say to her. Instead he prayed, “Lord, no matter what happens, I know you have me here for a reason. I ask you to help David and all those attending to him. I don’t even know what has happened so I don’t know what he needs, but You do. I ask you to wrap your loving arms around Jenny and give her peace that You are here with her, too. I ask you to give me the words to say. Thank you God for Your mercy and grace.”


  He walked back to Jenny and offered her the cup of hot coffee to counter the chill both in the room and the one racing through her body. She took a sip but her hands were shaking. She looked into Nathan’s eyes in complete fear. No words were exchanged between them but none were needed. Nathan wanted to step into the hallway and call his Dad but was not willing to leave Jenny. She wanted to call Dana but not until she got to talk to David and knew what had happened.


  Jenny did not like being in hospitals. She had only been in the hospital once when she gave birth to Caitlyn and once when she fractured her arm in school. Actually, someone pushed her to the ground at school. She tried to convince herself it was an accident and the kids weren’t trying to be mean but she was too scared to tell on them either way. She just got on the bus and went home. By dinner, the swelling had increased and the pain was so severe that it was making her nauseated. She finally decided she had to tell Mrs. Ellis what happened though she was terrified knowing the old woman was going to get angry. It was apparently an inconvenience for Mrs. Ellis to do anything for the juveniles in her house that was not on her schedule of events for the day. This was definitely not planned. Jenny had made up her mind not to cry but the woman practically broke the bone in her arm checking to see if she was really hurt. Jenny promised herself that night that she would not be a bother to Mrs. Ellis one day beyond turning 18 years old. She had kept that promise, too.


  After a few minutes of silence, except for the news on the television hanging on the wall, another family came into the room obviously upset. Jenny didn’t see them because she was staring at the television though not really listening. Even a brief repeat of the story about the shooting at the elementary school did not register with Jenny. She could not focus on anything but David being alright. He has to be alright. Lots of folks have a car accident and survive just fine. He might just need surgery and they need me to sign forms. That’s it. He’s fine. They will come out here and tell me something in a minute and then I’ll get to see him. Breathe, Jenny, breathe. Where is that nurse?


  A doctor emerged from the surgical hallway pulling a mask down from his face. All eyes in the waiting room immediately looked his way.


  “Mrs. Boyd” he announced in a deep voice. Jenny set the coffee on the table in front of her and stood to greet the doctor. Nathan followed but stayed back a bit to give them some degree of privacy. She shook the doctor’s hand and said “I’m Jenny Boyd. How is he? Can I see him?”


  “Your husband has suffered a severe head injury and his brain was swollen and bleeding upon arrival. Our team diligently worked on him trying to relieve the pressure. I’m sorry, Mrs. Boyd. There was nothing we could do.”


  Jenny gasped and grabbed her mouth with her hand. She surely thought her scream woke up the whole hospital yet in reality no sound escaped her throat. Nathan stepped up catching her as she crumbled to the floor. Is this a dream? Can this really be happening? No, he was starting work today. There has to be a mistake. Nathan? What just happened? The doctor turned with his head down walking away. This is the part of his job he’ll never get used to.
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  Chapter 8.


  Several large sprays of roses and carnations surrounded the closed casket. A beautifully framed picture of David with his usual charming smile was visible from the back door of the funeral home as guests arrived to pay their respects. That’s the way Jenny wanted folks to remember him. She didn’t know it until all this happened but David’s father had talked David into getting a life insurance policy when he was in college. Mr. Boyd told her that David had made her the beneficiary so that would help pay for the funeral. She was grateful for the help but really wished she could just have David back. Making all the arrangements was one of the most difficult things she had ever had to do. In fact, she didn’t really want to have a memorial service having to hear how much David ‘would be missed’ and what a good man he ‘was’. She already knew that. It was even less appealing since she had no family to be there for her. However, David’s parents really wanted it and she felt it best to honor their request. Seated on the front row with David’s parents and Dana, her mind drifted to Mrs. Johnson who had offered to take care of Caitlyn fearing she might get restless among so many strangers for that long. She agreed to meet them at the cemetery later and bring Caitlyn.


  During the service, Dana spoke to the small crowd on behalf of the Boyd family. Jenny chose not to speak but sat in silence as a swirl of words and music went on around her. Jenny couldn’t even concentrate on what was being said and she knew the hard part was yet to come. Her mind wandered back to the day she and Nathan were at the hospital after the accident. She remembered very few things about that day like the tiny red flowers in the fake plant sitting on the table in front of her when she was waiting for the doctor. The plant was real but the flowers were not. The price tag was actually still attached to one of the stems drawing her attention. She vividly recalled the smell of coffee that Nathan brought to her although she doesn’t remember if she drank any of it. And then, that awful moment when the doctor said he was sorry and they had done all they could do. She didn’t even know what had happened so she had no clue what they had done to try to help David. The next thing she remembered was Dana getting her some hot tea in the living room and Caitlyn playing on the floor with some brightly colored blocks. Dana had called her parents to let them know what had happened and they made plans to get there as quickly as possible. Jenny was thankful too because she had no idea how to plan a funeral, what papers she would need, or how she was going to handle payment through the insurance company. Even at this moment, her face flushed a bit recalling how ignorant she felt not knowing how to do so many things. Sure she could use the excuse that she didn’t have parents to teach her or that David never showed her any of that stuff, but the bottom line was she felt as helpless now as she did when her parents were killed. She hated that feeling. The difference now was that she did have David’s loving parents to be there for her as well as Dana. They had helped her go to the funeral home and plan the service but they picked out the casket. She couldn’t do it. Jenny couldn’t look at the caskets much less pick one out for her soul mate to be put in and placed in the dark, cold ground. Mr. Boyd handled that and Jenny didn’t mind that at all. She couldn’t begin to imagine what she would have done without them there. The Boyd family had always been so kind to Jenny and showed such love to her from the very moment she met them. There was just something different about them. She didn’t know exactly what it was, but she never heard an unkind word come out of their mouths. No matter what the situation, they were calm and handled it well. Even this terrible event was no exception. How can someone miss something they never had? Yet every time she was around the Boyd’s, she missed having her parents there with her when she was growing up. At one point, the funeral director asked about insurance and Jenny was unable to speak. Mr. Boyd quietly told the man about the life insurance policy and that the funeral expenses were covered. With tears in her eyes as she sat at the long conference table, she looked at Mr. Boyd and he smiled back. No words were necessary. However, very difficult words became necessary as they began to discuss cremation versus where to bury the body. The Boyd family had always been buried in their home state of Kentucky. Mrs. Boyd’s family was from Maine. They all agreed that there was no point in transporting him to either place since David had little connection to either location. It was briefly discussed that they could bury him where his parents currently live but for Jenny and Caitlyn’s sake, they chose a location just outside of town. No one ever wanted to talk about death and David truly did not speak about such things to Jenny. Additional decisions arose as to what kind of flowers and what clothes to bury him in. She truly had no idea what he would have wanted and therefore she had no answers when asked. Why didn’t we talk about this? I know it’s not something you bring up at the breakfast table but it’s part of life and I just wish I knew what he’d have wanted. At the same time, it’s just as hard to think about now. Still, we should’ve taken the time to discuss it. It’s so much harder making all the decisions when I’m already dealing with losing him so suddenly. How can anyone be expected to make these kinds of decisions at a time like this? Jenny felt overwhelmed that she had more questions than she had answers right now but she had to stay focused on today and getting through it.


  A long ride in the limousine from the funeral home to the cemetery followed the beautiful memorial service. As the driver slowly turned the corner, Jenny looked out the window to avoid making eye contact with Dana in the seat with her. She noticed a cluster of sprays still standing guard over a recently completed grave. She wondered who else had recently gone through this ordeal. Could it be the grave of that teacher that was shot?


  The chauffeur stopped the car in front of the small green canopy with six chairs. Jenny emerged from the extra-long black vehicle with sun glasses over her swollen eyes. Dana got out on the other side. She saw Mrs. Johnson who was standing beside the tent holding Caitlyn. Dana walked around and took Jenny by the arm as she got out of the car. They walked together toward the chairs lined up in a row in front of the casket which was already in place. Pastor George stood beside the casket. Jenny, Caitlyn and Dana, along with the David’s parents, were escorted to the front and seated. I don’t want to be here. Someone tell me this is not happening. Jenny tightly clutched the handkerchief in her hands like it was a wild animal trying to get loose. Several other folks, including Nathan and his father, approached the tent and leaned in to hear the Pastor. A small yellow butterfly entered the circle of friends and darted in and out of the flower arrangements delighting Caitlyn. The Pastor opened his Bible.


  “It’s never an easy thing when a loved one is taken from this life, especially so suddenly. May we find encouragement from Psalm 103. ‘The Lord is merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and plenteous in mercy. For as the heaven is high above the earth, so great is his mercy toward them that fear him. As far as the east is from the west, so far hath he removed our transgressions from us. As for man, his days are as grass: as a flower of the field, so he flourisheth. For the wind passeth over it, and it is gone; and the place thereof shall know it no more. But the mercy of the Lord Is from everlasting to everlasting upon them that fear him.’ Our time on this earth is brief in light of eternity. More often than not, we leave this earth sooner than anticipated. Today, we’re here to celebrate the life of a man who was a son, a husband, a brother, and a father. I didn’t have the privilege of knowing him personally, but I know from what the folks gathered here today have told me… he was a good man. I am told that he was very much loved by his family. But there is One who loved David Anthony Boyd even more than his parents, wife, sister, and daughter ever could. That One is Jesus Christ. God loves each of us so much, He sent His only Son to die so that folks, like David, could repent and receive forgiveness of sin as well as eternal life one day after a while. David will be missed by his family and friends on this earth. But one day each of us will face that portal to eternity that we call death. It takes more than being good. Each of us must choose to receive forgiveness and follow Jesus. Let me ask today… Have you accepted Jesus Christ as your personal Savior so that you can spend eternity in Heaven? Our Lord Jesus Christ extends this invitation to you to come just as you are, without one plea but by believing that His blood was shed for you. Don’t wait until we are standing here recalling memories of you, because it will be too late. Call on His name and He will hear your prayer, see your heart and forgive your sins. Not one of us standing here today is promised tomorrow… no, not one. The family has asked me to thank you for coming today. There will be food served following this service. May God bless each of you.”


  Pastor George closed his Bible and removed the tiny rose bud corsage on his lapel. He gently placed it among the bright yellow roses splashed with drops from the gentle mist of rain that poured from the clouds above. Some people say that if it rains at a funeral, it’s merely the tears of angels. Today’s tears are in the eyes of David’s family and friends as each pall bearer followed in the same manner by removing the flower on their lapel and adding it to the fragrant spray that on any other occasion would have brought a smile. Not today.


  David’s parents approached the cold, gun metal colored box that concealed the remaining earthly flesh of their first born child. They knew he wasn’t there. His mother sobbed as his father tried his best to console her. He didn’t know if it was even possible to console someone else when your own heart was just as shattered but he hoped so. He had to be strong for her and the others. How do you let go of something so much a part of you?


  They both turned around and bent down to gently hug Jenny as she sat motionless. They each whispered their own words of comfort to her and stepped away unable to look back at the scene that will forever be etched in their memory. Dana got up from her chair and her parents took Caitlyn with them. Though too young to understand all of this, Jenny felt it was important for Caitlyn to be there. Maybe that was a bit selfish on her part because she knew in the grand scheme of things, Caitlyn would not remember this day. Will she even remember her daddy?


  Taking the most difficult steps she had ever had to take, Dana placed a single crimson red rose into the lush green fern varieties before her. She could not allow herself to think about anything but the good memories she and David had shared together. He was the one who always effortlessly accomplished anything he attempted. He never approved of one single guy she dated even less than her own father. He was the one to officially name her ‘Aunt Dee’ when Caitlyn was born. She brushed her thoughts and hair aside turning around to help Jenny stand. Jenny took her hand and mustered every ounce of strength she had to rise to her feet. I can’t do this. I can’t move. I can’t breathe. Her legs felt like they were not her own so she was thankful to be holding on to Dana. David, sweet David. We had a few rough months but everything was turning around. You can’t be gone. I’ve already been through this with my parents. Why with you, too? Jenny wasn’t sure if the ground was really moving or if she was just imagining it. Salty tears slid slowly down her cheeks from beneath the dark glasses that were a stark contrast against her porcelain skin. Goodbye, my love. She was not completely sure if she said that out loud or just thought it.


  The Pastor approached Jenny from opposite where Dana stood. She thanked him for his kind words. He in turn expressed his sympathy for her loss shaking her hand with great tenderness. She turned and walked to Caitlyn who was busily touching a rose petal in her grandfather’s hand. They all walked back to their cars while Jenny returned to the limousine. Prompted by the funeral home driver, Jenny slid into the soft leather seat that felt like a giant gloved hand holding her. Dana joined her sister-in-law in order to help retrieve Jenny’s car at the church and get her back to the house. Several of the ladies from Hazel’s church had brought food for the family. Jenny rolled down the window of the limousine for one last look. Two men sat silently off to the side of the grassy area of the cemetery waiting to lower her precious soul mate into the ground. Don’t be upset with them, Jenny. It’s their job. Tears fell once more down her cheeks as the car slowly pulled away crunching the gravel underneath the tires.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  The living room of Jenny’s house was full of family and friends sharing stories about how they felt their time with David to be special when Dana and Jenny arrived. Caitlyn contently played in the floor with her baby doll and looked up only to see who had entered or exited the front door. She was likely looking for daddy to come home. The crowd spilled over into the dining room. Occasionally, laughter was heard when someone shared a happy memory of something that had occurred that included David. Mostly, they spoke to each other about what was going on in their own lives. Jenny looked straight ahead afraid that if she made eye contact with anyone crying she would break and not be able to stop. She hadn’t seen some of his kin folks since their wedding. In fact, some of their closest friends and neighbors had not even been around in weeks or months. Why is it funerals end up being more like family reunions? Why don’t we take more time for each other while we’re alive?


  After what seemed like an eternity, Hazel came into the living room where Jenny was seated on the couch trying desperately to listen to Mrs. Johnson from next door offer her condolences and share how she just saw him the other day when he brought Caitlyn over for a few hours. She means well. I know she’s just trying to help. Hazel walked over to Jenny but waited for Mrs. Johnson to finish her story before speaking so as not to interrupt the eldest.


  “Ms. Jenny, there is plenty of food in that kitchen from the church ladies and I know that you ain’t eat nothing all day. So I want you to come into this kitchen with me and let’s fix you a plate… even if it’s just a little bit.” Jenny looked up at her but didn’t even seem to hear anything but a jumble of words. “Come on, now,” Hazel said as she extended a hand to help Jenny get up. Jenny looked down at Caitlyn in the floor without speaking. “Caitlyn will be fine. Dana is right here watching her. Now, come with me and let’s get you some of my sweet tea. And I just know Mrs. Grady fixed her potato dumplings that you hear me talk about all the time.” Jenny finally stood as commanded. “Excuse us, Mrs. Johnson.” Mrs. Johnson nodded at Jenny’s kind friend. Hazel and Jenny entered the kitchen where Nathan was fixing a cup of coffee. Jenny’s eyes met his but she immediately looked away.


  “Jenny, if there is anything I can do…” Nathan felt like his words were so inadequate. Jenny walked past him but suddenly stopped and looked back at Nathan again. He laid the spoon down in case she actually asked him to do something for her. He was ready.


  “Did he make it?”


  “What?” Nathan asked.


  “Did he make it to work that day?” she said with little emotion only because she had none left at this point.


  “I don’t believe so. The police said he was exiting the freeway just a couple of miles away from the shop.” He wondered if that was too much information. He had always been very honest and open with Jenny. He didn’t even stop to think about it before answering her question with almost all he knew about the incident. Jenny turned and walked away apparently satisfied with that short answer for now. Hazel gently moved Jenny over to the breakfast table and handed her a big glass of tea Mrs. Grady poured for her. Hazel smiled at Nathan to assure him that it would be okay. Jenny would be okay. Nathan picked up his cup of coffee and headed back to the front room so the women wouldn’t see his attempt to deny tears. The older Mr. Calloway walked up to Nathan as he entered the room.


  “You okay, son? How is Jenny?”


  “I’m okay.” He wiped his eyes as though he was just tired. “She was holding up but she just asked me if David made it to work. I didn’t know what to say. It just came out of my mouth what the police said about David being a couple of miles away.”


  “So you didn’t tell her it was a blow out?”


  “No.” He shook his head almost spilling the coffee in his hand. “I’ve always been honest with her. I just couldn’t tell her they think the wreck was caused by the spare tire having a blowout. Hazel told me that David insisted she take his car that night and he would drive hers the next day with the spare tire on it. He planned to get if fixed on his way home from work. I didn’t want her to think it was her fault. It wasn’t her fault at all. She doesn’t need that going through her head. It’s hard enough as it is.”


  “I understand. You did the right thing. When the time is right, God will allow her to find out more information but you’re right… it was definitely not her fault. It was just an accident.”


  “I asked God to give me the right words, Dad, when we were at the hospital and I just couldn’t say anything. I guess I was in shock, too!”


  “Well, don’t worry about it. He gave you just the words you needed to say when you needed to say them… just now!”


  “Thanks, Dad. I just still can’t believe this has happened.”


  “Me either. But you know as well as I do that God has a plan for each of us. Like the Pastor said at the grave side service, we don’t know when it will be our last day here on this earth. We just got to be ready to go! We really need to continue praying for Jenny as she adjusts to living without David. It probably hasn’t even begun to occur to her what has actually happened and the decisions she will have to make going forward with the house, bills and not to mention that precious little girl over there.” Nathan nodded as both he and his father looked toward the happy little girl playing on the floor with no clue of the event that would inevitably shape her future. Nathan knew he couldn’t possibly understand what Jenny was going through much less what she would go through in the coming weeks and months. Mr. Calloway put his hand on Nathan’s shoulder in a fatherly way without another word. Then he headed over to shake the Pastor’s hand. Nathan briefly looked back toward the kitchen contemplating whether to go speak to Jenny. He decided not to bother her right now. She had enough people around her for the moment. He would talk to her later when she has had time to rest and possibly determine what he can do to help. He waved at Hazel when she saw him in the doorway of the kitchen. She waved back. Setting his cup on a ceramic tile coaster on the end table by the couch, he quietly slipped out the front door and into the rain to his car.
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  Chapter 9.


  The last week and a half had seemed like a month as Hazel found herself at the diner missing Jenny. Although they had talked on the phone a couple of times, it’s just wasn’t the same. A friend from church who had been a waitress at a steak restaurant for several years had been helping out at the diner while Jenny was out. The young girl didn’t want a full time job so this was a good opportunity for her to come in and make some extra money without having to commit to a long term arrangement. Mona had truly been a blessing to Hazel because she really didn’t require much training. She mostly cleared the tables, stocked the condiments on the tables and carried dishes back and forth from the kitchen. Hazel took an order from a customer who had stepped up to the counter.


  “Okay, sir. That’s four hot dogs with mustard and onions and four orders of fries? To go?”


  “Yes, that will do it,” the man replied.


  “That’ll be $19.81 please. He took a fifty dollar bill out of his wallet as Hazel called the order to Sal. “I need four ground hogs with baby sauce, make ‘em cry, four orders of frog sticks and give it all shoes.” The man grinned. From somewhere in the kitchen, Sal grunted something. “Here’s your change. It’ll be a few minutes so just sit tight.” The bell on the front door rang as Jenny entered. Hazel looked up. “Well, look at you. Now, I know you ain’t supposed to be working in here today, Ms. Jenny!”


  “I know. I had to go to the bank anyway so I wanted to come by to thank Sal for letting me use vacation time to get through all this. And, I just came by to tell you thank you for all you did… before, during and after the funeral. I don’t know what I would have done without you.” She was determined not to cry.


  “Don’t you worry about me. How are you, sweet friend?”


  “Well, I got out of bed before noon today. I really don’t know what I would have done without Dana to help with Caitlyn, too! I just still feel like I’m in a dream and somehow I’m going to wake up and… well, I’m awake so…” Her voice trailed off as the words were squelched by emotion.


  “So, just take one day at a time,” Hazel said as she put a motherly arm around Jenny. “What did I tell you before? You can do all the things you need to do for yourself and little Caitlyn because God will give you strength. Bible says that when we’re weak, He’s strong. Another way of putting it is when we realize we can’t do something all by ourselves, we recognize God is there for us. It’s His strength that pulls us through. And He’s going to see you through this difficult time in your life.”


  “It’s just hard!” Jenny pulled a tissue from her pocket. “I just don’t understand it.”


  “There are a lot of things in this old world that we just can’t understand. Bad things happen to good people.” The gentleman at the counter was listening too. “Our human minds just can’t understand how babies can get cancer or why older folks have to live years with Alzheimer’s and don’t even know their own family members anymore. I don’t get any of that and I never will. But I rest in the fact that my God does know and He has a purpose for each of us and a reason why everything happens like it does. He sees the bigger picture and knows ‘why’. You remember that sermon Pastor did about Ruth? Ruth and Naomi both lost their husbands. It was awful. They had nowhere to go and no one to take care of them. Naomi told Ruth to go home and do whatever she needed to do for herself, but Ruth wanted to do what was right. So she decided to hang in there and take care of Naomi. That’s what you gotta do. You got Caitlyn and so you gotta hang in there and take care of her. She needs you and you are a good momma!”


  “I’m trying. I really am.” She looked around the room to see who might be listening. “I never thought I’d have to do this… alone.”


  “Neither did those ladies. You’re doing a great job! Just take one day at a time and any time you need to talk or to shed a tear, you can count on me ‘cause I got great big shoulders. As a matter of fact, there’ll be times when you got something you just can’t talk to anybody about but Jesus ‘cause He is always there to listen to you and help.”


  “Thanks, Hazel! You’re a wise woman. Your kids are blessed to have you as their momma.”


  “I know that’s right,” Hazel said as she adjusted her smock like she just won ‘Mother of the Year’. “No, all joking aside, the truth is that I’m truly blessed that God gave me my babies. No matter how hard-headed they can be! Don’t know where they get that! Must have been from their daddy!” She raised an eyebrow at Jenny and smiled.


  “Well, I just wanted to come tell you thank you. Angela is going out on maternity earlier than expected and that means I will be starting the day shift after tomorrow so I definitely wanted to come see you first. I know some days will be harder than others but I’m actually looking forward to a routine again. I keep losing track of what day it is. I’m headed home now to meet with the insurance adjuster about my car – well, the car David was in and do some paperwork. With no medical insurance to cover the hospital costs, I’m hoping the adjuster can help me sort everything out with the car at least. I don’t want to see any pictures of the accident or anything. I just want to know if they’re going to total the car or not because we had a few more payments to make on it. I’m still using David’s car and that’s so hard because every time I get in it I can still smell his cologne.” She stopped a second to catch her breath like she actually smelled his cologne just from saying the words. “It’s so hard. I really don’t know how I’m going to be able to pay the hospital bills. I already have enough bills to carry on my own without David…” She stopped not wanting to sound like she was blaming him. “Well, I know that somehow it’ll all work out,” she said more to convince herself than Hazel.


  “Yes, it will. That’s the right attitude. Now I know you miss David but I want you to think about something. David was out of work for several months and y’all were living all that time on just your income. So God has already shown you that it’s possible to do it because He has already been helping you. Maybe David being out of a job was actually a blessing so you could see that you can do this. God knows just what we need when we need it. You just ask the Lord to keep helping you now. This whole situation didn’t surprise God. He’s already working it out for you. I’d image that He’s just waiting for you to ask Him for help! Talk to Him just like you talk to me! No special or fancy words needed… just talk to him from your heart!” Hazel heard Sal announce that an order was ready in the window.


  “Here you go,” she said to the kind-faced gentleman who waited so patiently for his food. “Thank you, sir!” He nodded at her and the pretty lady she had been talking to then headed out the front door.


  “I’m definitely going to need help.”


  “Well, you know I’m praying for you,” Hazel added.


  “I do. I know that you are and it means a lot to me. Since we’ll be on different shifts for just a little bit longer, I’ll see you at church! Sal seems busy so I’ll catch up with him when I come back to work.” Jenny hugged Hazel and headed to her car. She was thankful she made it there before the tears escaped. She prayed out loud as she started the car.


  “God, I know Hazel talks to you all the time. I don’t really know how to talk to you or what to say. So I’m just going to talk to you like she said. I need help, God. I don’t understand why this happened to David and why I am left here to take care of Caitlyn by myself. I don’t know how I will pay all the bills on just my income. And God you know we didn’t have insurance when David had the wreck and now I have all those hospital bills, too! Hazel quotes the Bible to me all the time and says that you made promises in there. She said that You made us – well, me – a promise not to leave me or forsake me. So if you are real and you love me, I hope you hear this prayer. Thank you, God.”


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Sitting in her living room talking with the insurance adjuster the next morning, Jenny put Caitlyn on the floor beside her with some of her favorite toys. She was a little bit nervous because she didn’t know what to expect or where to begin. What will he ask me to provide? What do I ask?


  “Thank you, Mr. Patton, for coming and meeting me here. My sitter had a doctor’s appointment this morning.”


  “Call me Mike, please.”


  “Mike. This is so hard.”


  “I’m so sorry for your loss, Mrs. Boyd.”


  “Jenny.”


  “Looking over everything, it appears that the car was not totaled and so we’ll be able to repair it for you.”


  “But we… I mean… I have to still make payments on it and I don’t know if I can do it. We only had a little bit of life insurance and that barely paid for the funeral costs. I don’t think I have the money to get it fixed.”


  “It’s okay. The policy you and your husband had will cover the repair costs,” Mike assured her.


  “Really? How long will it be before it will be repaired?”


  “I’ll have to double check with the auto body shop but I’m guessing about two weeks. You have another vehicle on the policy so you don’t need a rental car, correct?”


  “No, sir. I have my husband’s car that I’ve been using. It’s a standard and I’m not that good at driving it, but it’s okay.” They both chuckled. Caitlyn squealed trying to give a yellow plastic duck to her mom.


  “I’m sure you do fine. I’ll check with the shop and give you a call first of next week when I find out a more definite time that we’ll have the car fixed and ready for you to pick up.”


  “Okay, but I have one question. The car being repaired is in my name, so would I possibly be able to sell it? I mean I’d have to let people know it was in a wreck but the engine and stuff are still good, right?”


  “From my report, it appears that mechanically it’s in good shape. The vehicle struck a light pole right at the driver’s side door,” Mike explained. He was immediately aware of Jenny’s reaction to this detail about her husband’s wreck. “I’m so sorry.”


  “It’s okay.” She tried to shake off the mental image that just exploded in her mind. “I know that it’s your job to have all those details. I just haven’t been willing to read the police report and all of the details of what happened. I haven’t been ready.”


  “My apologies. I certainly don’t want to upset you.”


  “You’re fine. I know that he was exiting the freeway when the accident happened and he lost control… and hit a pole,” she said adding this new information. “The doctor told me that he had a severe head injury and they did all they could do for him. He just could not overcome the swelling in his brain.”


  The two sat there in silence for a moment. Finally Jenny came back from where her brain jumped at the thought of the doctor’s words that day. Rising to her feet, she picked up Caitlyn from the floor and walked Mike to the door.


  “Again, thank you Mike for stopping by. I look forward to hearing from you next week. Then I can figure out what to do from there,” she reached out to shake hands. It was a gesture meant to say goodbye and provided much needed closure to the painful conversation.


  “If you have any questions, here’s my card. You can call me at any time. If my service happens to answer, just leave a message and I’ll call you back. I don’t mind at all.”


  “Okay, thank you. Just call me at the diner. Sal won’t mind and I can talk as long as it’s not super busy. If we are, same thing… leave me a message and I’ll call you back as well.”


  “Sounds great. Good luck, Jenny! Take care now. Good-bye sweet girl. You are beautiful, Miss Caitlyn. God speed.”


  “Thanks, Mike.” When the door closed, she leaned against it breathing deeply and thinking once again about the wreck.


  “God, I want to know what happened but yet I don’t want to know what happened. David is gone and nothing can change that. I miss him so much. I can’t make payments on two vehicles so I need help knowing what to do. Do I keep my car once it’s fixed? How can I do that? I don’t think I can get in it every day knowing what happened in it. It’s hard enough to get in his car and still smell his cologne or see it in the driveway and not somehow expect him to jump out of it like he always did when he got home. This is too much God. Caitlyn needs me to keep going and I can’t do this on my own. I don’t know what the future holds, but I’ve learned how you took care of Ruth and Naomi when they trusted you. If you love me like Hazel says, I need you to help me take care of Caitlyn like Ruth took care of Naomi. I don’t know why, but I feel like that sermon was meant for me. You used it to prepare me for going through all of this. So, I want to learn more about how to trust you, too!”


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Jenny was glad to be back at work and back at church since before the funeral. So many people from the church had sent both sympathy cards and notes of encouragement. Caitlyn seemed excited to be there too. She was already clapping her little hands before they even got to the nursery.


  The congregation was greeting each other and welcoming the visitors while the choir sang.


  O they tell me of a home far beyond the skies,


  O they tell me of a home far away;


  O they tell me of a home where no storm clouds rise,


  O they tell me of an unclouded day.


  O they tell me of a home where my friends have gone,


  O they tell me of that land far away,


  Where the tree of life in eternal bloom


  Sheds its fragrance through the unclouded day.


  O the land of cloudless day,


  O the land of an unclouded day,


  O they tell me of a home where no storm clouds rise,


  O they tell me of an unclouded day.


  Jenny felt so loved shaking hands with everyone who walked up to her. Some of the people she recognized and some she did not. Although not a member of this church, she had enjoyed coming so much. In fact, during this most difficult time in her life, these folks had become like her extended family. As the choir finished the song, Jenny returned to her seat next to Hazel as usual. Since her life at home had been flipped upside down, it was comforting for both her and Caitlyn to be in church with such loving people. It’s truly a warm feeling that couldn’t be explained. The Pastor stepped up to the pulpit.


  “It is so good to see you here this morning. Praise God! It is good to be in the house of the Lord today!” the Pastor said as everyone found their seats. His eyes locked with Jenny’s for a moment. She smiled. “Church, I ask for your prayers that I will say those things that will be pleasing to the Lord as we open the scriptures and see what God has for us today.” He paused a moment and continued. “We have been studying the beautiful story of Ruth and her mother-in-law, Naomi. After losing their husbands and having no one to help them, Naomi decides to return to her homeland, Bethlehem. Though it would be a long journey and the conditions of her previous home were unknown, she chose to continue to trust God. Her daughter-in-law, Ruth, chooses not to return to her own family and land but instead to take care of Naomi who had been so good to her.


  Now we will see as we open God’s Word to Ruth Chapter 2, they have traveled back to Naomi’s homeland of Bethlehem just in time for the barley harvest. Naomi’s husband had a wealthy relative named Boaz who had a field ripe for harvest.” Once again, Jenny was glued to every word coming out of the Pastor’s mouth.


  Naomi:


  I did not remember this journey to Bethlehem being so long… and difficult.


  Ruth:


  It is certainly many days journey. I am grateful to be with you to help.


  Naomi:


  It is the law in Bethlehem that when a man dies and leaves behind a wife, the brother of the dead man should marry her and henceforth take care of her. That is the commandment of God. However, I have no kinsman. In truth, I have very little but we will need to try to sell what we do have when we get there. The Lord has blessed me in that I do have some land that can be auctioned.


  Ruth:


  It is nothing we have to worry about right now. We have enough food for tonight and a fire to keep us warm. I want you to go and get some rest. You must keep up your strength and the journey was draining.


  Naomi:


  You are so kind, dear one.


  Ruth:


  Wherever you go, I’ll follow. I’ll never leave you alone. To me, you have been so much more than a mother, giving love like no other, you are my home. I’ll bear any burden for you and just know that your worries will be my own. I’ve been blessed by your care. I’m loved like so very few are for you are my own. This is just a dwelling, but it’s you that makes this house a home. I’ve watched you and l have learned what love. (Naomi goes to bed.)


  Naomi:


  (the next morning she wakes to find the entire house has been cleaned up) Ruth, you are wonderful!


  Ruth:


  Thank you for allowing me to come with you. You continue to rest and get your strength back.


  Naomi:


  Where are you going? Have you not rested at all?


  Ruth:


  I am fine. I will take this basket and find some food. I will seek some way to provide for us. You mentioned that it is harvest time. I’ll be back.


  Naomi:


  Lord, please bless her. If there is any way to save her from this life of poverty, please do it.


  “Folks, in the scriptures we find great truths to apply to our own lives. The stories contained in God’s Word can offer us comfort, instruction, admonition and wisdom. Depending on where you are in life, you may find yourself identifying with one or maybe even both of these two women. Men, that includes you as well. First, we have an individual that for all practical purposes has lost everything and is not able to provide for herself, much less anyone else. Naomi had nowhere else to go and no one else to turn to.


  Have you ever felt like you had nowhere left to turn? Have you found yourself feeling all alone? Naomi knew she must completely rely on God for her well-being. This was a wise choice because the situation she was in did not surprise God. God allowed Elimelech to make the choice to move his family to Moab. However, He knew Naomi would one day return without her husband or sons and she would need a way to survive. The dwelling they had lived in had fallen into ruin from neglect while they were away for well over ten years. Naomi knew she was not going home to a glorious palace but she recalled that the property was not sold when they left. It would have some value at auction and she thanked God for protecting it in their absence. Her Jehovah God had provided once again.


  Then we have an individual who felt all alone having left her family to be married and subsequently having no contact with them since joining with her husband. She had devoted her time and effort into her husband and now he was gone. Although Ruth was free to go back home and live her own life, Moab was a place of idol worship and wickedness. Ruth had no desire to return to that environment. Her mother-in-law, Naomi, had always been very kind to her. Naomi’s God had been good to her. So, Ruth felt it was an honor to remain with Naomi and take care of her.


  Maybe you find yourself today like Naomi. You have gone a different direction than the path God had for you. Now you want to return to Him and make things right with Him once again. Maybe you have made decisions in the past that led you to a place you didn’t want to be… a place of hurt or a place of helplessness. Maybe Satan has separated you from your family and friends so you would feel all alone and give up on God. Friend, God did not abandon you. He longs for you to come back home. He is standing there with open arms ready to welcome you. All you need to do is ask for His forgiveness. He will extend His mercy and grace to you and hear your cry.


  Maybe you find yourself today like Ruth. You are feeling alone. Maybe you have no mother or father to return to. Maybe the only ‘family’ you have are the people closest to you right now. You are not alone. God said in His Word that before He formed you in the womb He knew you. Think about that. God knew you before you ever existed. He knew you before the whole world was formed. Because of things that have happened to you, you may have thought you were an accident. Loved One, you are not an accident. You are loved by the one true God.


  God’s Word tells us “For God so loved the world, He gave his only begotten Son; that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life. For God sent not his son into the world to condemn the world; but that the world through him might be saved. What do we need to be saved from? Romans 3:23 says that ‘all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God.’ Romans 6:23 says ‘the wages of sin is death’. Because you are a sinner, you are condemned to death. Jesus Christ died in your place to pay the debt you owed. Romans 5:8 confirms to us that ‘while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us’.


  We need to be saved from death. Christ died on the cross and took our place. He became our substitute. However, it is up to us individually to decide to repent of our sin and accept His free gift of salvation from the pits of hell. Surely, you realize you’re a sinner. If you have hate in your heart, you’re a sinner. If you have jealousy in your heart, you’re a sinner. If you have anger in your heart against someone, you’re a sinner. If you have unforgiveness in your heart, you’re a sinner. All of us are sinners. Sin separates us from God. Beloved, you have a way out. Right now, right where you sit, you can repent of your sin. If you want God to extend his grace to you, pray this prayer with me. ‘Oh God, I know I am a sinner. I believe Jesus was my substitute when He died on that cross. I believe His shed blood, death, burial and resurrection were for me. I now receive Him as my Savior and make Him Lord of my life. I thank You for the forgiveness of my sins, the free gift of salvation and everlasting life, because of Your merciful grace. Amen.’


  Maybe you are here today and you have witnessed God’s providential hand working in your own life. You’ve seen things happen that you can’t explain. Maybe you had a need that no one else knew about but that need was somehow unexplainably met. Maybe you’ve heard about God from someone close to you and you just want to find out more about Jesus Christ. He’s waiting for you to call on His name and invite Him into your heart to be your Savior and Lord of your life. It’s that simple. God loves you and no matter what your situation, you can bring it to the altar.” With her head bowed, Jenny listened to the song the choir was singing.


  Have Thine own way, Lord!


  Have Thine own way!


  You are the potter, I am the clay.


  Mold me and make me after Thy will,


  While I am waiting, yielded and still.


  Jenny prayed that prayer with the Pastor because his words about unforgiveness and anger touched her heart. She realized she was angry that her parents died and left her when she was so young. She was angry with her foster parents for not caring about her or showing her any kind of love the whole time she was under their roof. She was even mad at all those people she didn’t even know who put her in the foster care system. The words the Pastor had said repeated over and over in her mind. You are a sinner. Sin separates us from God. Repent of your sin. He’s waiting for you to call on His name. Invite Him into your heart. No matter what your situation. Bring it to the altar.


  Have Thine own way, Lord!


  Have Thine own way!


  Search me and try me, Master, today!


  Whiter than snow, Lord, wash me just now,


  As in Thy presence humbly I bow.


  Jenny felt her heart racing as warm tears ran down her cheeks. The Pastor’s words continued in her ears. You have witnessed God’s providential hand working in your own life. God loves you.


  Just as the choir started the next verse, Jenny stepped into the aisle and walked down to Pastor George. He had a big smile on his face. She didn’t care who was watching or what they thought, she knew God had been helping her.


  Have Thine own way, Lord! Have Thine own way!


  Wounded and weary, help me, I pray!


  Power, all power, surely is Thine!


  Touch me and heal me, Savior divine.


  “Jenny, no matter how hard we try to do well and be good in this life, we are sinners. The wages of our sin is death, but Jesus died on the cross for you to pay that debt so you would not have to. When you invite Him into your heart and commit to honor and serve Him, you will receive the reward of spending eternity in Heaven one day after a while with Him. Eternity in Heaven where there is no crying, no sorrow and no death. Did you ask Jesus into your heart by praying with me today, Jenny?”


  “Yes, Pastor. I did. I realized that I had bitterness in my heart and anger. I’m a sinner. I believe God loves me. I needed Jesus. I know I can’t make it on my own. I need His help to be the mother I need to be to Caitlyn.”


  It was such an amazing feeling to give her heart to Jesus. She no longer felt all alone. Giving all the anger, bitterness and hurt to the Lord made her feel like a giant weight was lifted from her shoulders. She no longer wondered how she could go on without David. She would always miss him, but now she had the security of knowing that Jesus would be with her every waking moment and never leave her. Just having that kind of peace would help her rest better at night. Jenny had never felt as loved as she did at this very moment.


  Have Thine own way, Lord! Have Thine own way!


  Hold o’er my being absolute sway!


  Fill with Thy Spirit till all shall see


  Christ only, always, living in me.


  When the choir finished the song, Jenny was seated on the front pew. Pastor asked her to join him and stand in front of the crowd. She normally was not comfortable being in front of a lot of people, but today her heart was so filled with joy it didn’t even matter. All she saw was smiling faces. She glanced toward Hazel and saw tears running down her cheeks, too!


  “Church, this is Jenny Boyd. Some of you may already know her. Jenny has had a rough time for the last several weeks with the loss of her husband, David. But, today, Jenny has found the precious gift of salvation through Jesus Christ. Praise God.” The congregation clapped again. “So, next week you’ll want to be here because we’re going to baptize Jenny. As we dismiss, I want you to take a few minutes to come by and shake her hand and welcome her to family of God! Lunch will still be waiting for you, as we sing…”


  When peace, like a river, attendeth my way,


  When sorrows like sea billows roll;


  Whatever my lot, Thou has taught me to say,


  It is well, it is well, with my soul.


  It is well, with my soul,


  It is well, with my soul,


  It is well, it is well, with my soul.
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  Chapter 10.


  Allen’s grocery store had been in town for years and the whole community loved it. Mr. Grady, the kind store manager, would do anything for anyone. He and his wife raised six children here. They all had their own families now scattered across the country and living out their own dreams in different ways. The oldest two sons were both engineers. One son was a contractor for a space-related company in Florida and the youngest made the military his career and called California his home. The two daughters were both school teachers. Not one of the kids missed living in the small town but definitely missed being close to their mom and dad. They watched their father give them all the time he could and still kept the store running. He was attentive to their needs but the store was like having another kid that occupied his time, too. If there was something needed and not on the shelf, he would try to find it just like he would do for any one of his own kids. For a small town family-owned business, he was proud that it had survived the invasion of the larger corporate grocery chains that offer huge discounts. In fact, during a major storm almost 10 years ago, it was the only building in the area without significant damage. Surrounding homes and smaller structures were not so fortunate. He felt blessed.


  Thankfully, the skies were clear today. The birds were singing and the sun provided warmth to the customers as they got out of their cars to face a brisk north wind. Most of the people living here loved the cooler weather commonly experienced at night but they were definitely thankful for the warmth of the sun during the day until the sun goes down once again. A gentleman held on to his hat as he headed out the front door of the grocery store knowing full well the wind was going to blow hard when the automatic doors slid open. He tipped his hat at Mr. Grady who was standing at the counter with Nathan. They both looked toward the door watching their friend leave as Jenny almost collided with him because the sun had been in her eyes walking through the parking lot. She apologized being more than a little embarrassed. When the doors closed behind her, she began looking for her list in her purse.


  “Good morning, Mr. Grady,” Jenny said upon discovering the missing piece of paper in the ‘Bermuda Triangle’ she called her purse. “Hey, Nathan!” She picked up a hand-held shopping basket.


  “Morning,” Nathan replied and continued talking to Mr. Grady. “Well, I better be grabbing my coffee and make these deliveries. You got the best gourmet coffee in town and I need it to get me going today!” he said heading off in the opposite direction of Jenny who had already put several items in her basket. She headed back to the front of the store while going through the list on paper and the one always running in her head to make sure she had not forgotten anything. Mr. Grady was putting boxes of travel-size medicines on the shelf behind the register but turned around when he heard her.


  “I didn’t see the snacks I usually pick up for Caitlyn. You know the little bag that is half pretzels and half crackers. She just loves those. Do you know when you might get some more?”


  “Truck comes in today in fact.”


  “Awesome! I got her these for now. Kids can be so picky!” She put the bag of tiny crackers in the basket on the counter. Mr. Grady scanned each item as Jenny scoured her purse in search of her debit card.


  “Jenny, I didn’t get to go to the funeral since I’m always in this store, but my wife said it was very nice. I’m so sorry to hear about David.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Grady,” she said not making eye contact to avoid the tears that typically followed hearing David’s name. She was glad her sunglasses were still on so he couldn’t see any tears that decided to appear. “It was so sweet of your wife and the other ladies of the church to bring all that food to the house afterwards. I just was not… well, I sincerely appreciate it. Please tell her thank you for me.”


  “I will. She’s happy to help anytime she can. We both want you to know that if there’s anything we can do, let us know,” Mr. Grady said with heart felt compassion.


  “Thank you. You’re both too kind.” Jenny scanned her card in the reader when Mr. Grady finished. She waited to enter her pin number. After a few minutes of seeing the word ‘processing’, the display read ‘denied’.


  “Something wrong?” Mr. Grady asked putting all the items in a sack.


  “I don’t know,” Jenny said perplexed and looked at the back and front of her card. “It says my card is denied. It has not expired or anything and I don’t have any cash on me. I’m so embarrassed, Mr. Grady. I don’t know what is wrong with this thing but you know there is nothing that needs to be kept cold in all of this stuff. Is there any way you could set it aside and let me bring you cash tonight when I leave work? I can’t image what’s wrong with this card but I can come back tonight.” She could feel her face turning a little red.


  “Sure, it’s no problem at all. I’ll put the sack right under the counter. It will be right here – safe and sound. Technology is great until it doesn’t work. I’d be happy not to have to deal with it most days! I guess I’m just old fashioned. That’s okay, too!”


  “Yes, it is! Thank you, again. I’ll see you later tonight!” Jenny promised as she headed out the front door to work.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Still trying to get used to working the day shift, Jenny really missed Hazel but took comfort knowing it would just be a few more weeks until Hazel joined her. Sal still did the hiring, but it was her first “official” duty as the floor manager to train the new girl today. She was a little nervous. Relax, Jenny. You know how to do your job and Sal has confidence in you or he would not have put you in this position. Just remember what it felt like to be the new person and make her feel welcome. Jenny looked at her watch after bringing a batch of fresh pastries out of the kitchen and carefully placing them into the display case. Hazel usually did that before she left but Sal had said Hazel needed to leave a little early. Jenny hated that she didn’t get a chance to see her. She hoped everything was okay. She delivered two of the apple turnovers to Table 12 and asked the couple if they needed more coffee.


  “I’ll be right back with decaf and some more cream.” The front door bell rang as Jenny headed to get the coffee. A young girl with curly blonde hair and big eyes entered the diner. She stopped while holding the door for an older lady leaving. Jenny saw her and said, “Bye, Mrs. Webster.” She could hear the younger woman say “You’re welcome” before coming inside. Her uniform told Jenny right away that she was there to start work.


  “Hi, I’m Jenny,” she said as she finished pouring the coffee.


  “Good morning, Ma’am. My name is Suzanne Flowers. Sal said I should ask for you so it’s good to meet you.”


  “Absolutely. Good to meet you, too! Welcome to Sal’s Diner. I was out for a little while so I have not had a chance to meet with Sal but he did tell me you were coming in today. You can put your purse in the lockers in the break room just through the kitchen door and to your right. If you prefer to have it closer, you can keep it under the counter right here. No one comes back here but me, Angela and now you. Up to you, but either way is fine with me.” Suzanne followed Jenny back to put the coffee carafe in the holder and her purse under the counter. “Well, while there are not a lot of customers in the gallery, what experience do you have?” Jenny asked.


  “I have worked in a couple of fast food restaurants when I was in college. I went for almost two years to become a teacher. At one point, I decided I didn’t want to teach so I took this semester off to figure out what to do next. I needed a job and I had met Angela who mentioned Sal needed to hire someone. I am afraid I don’t have experience in a place like this though. I am a quick learner and I am dependable.” Jenny could tell the girl was a little unsure what to expect but wanted to work. That was important to Jenny because having a desire to work was often more important than knowing what to do but being unwilling to do it.


  “Ok, well, Angela will be here within the next hour so it’s just us until then. I’ll keep the customers’ orders going in and out and you can watch me when I use the register so you can get used to that. You have used one before so it should not be hard. The hardest part for me was learning the lingo here.” Jenny pulled out a folder between the wall and the cash register. She thumbed through a few pages and pulled out a canary colored piece of paper that had tattered edges. “This is a list of the words we use to place orders with Sal. Take a menu and compare it to this list. You will pick up more from hearing it most likely, but at least it won’t be as strange to hear if you have looked at it.”


  “Wow, this is a lot!” Suzanne said with big eyes staring at the menu.


  “It’s okay. You’ll get the hang of it. When Angela gets here, I’ll need you to fill the salt, pepper and sugar racks. But you can read this until then.”


  “Okay. I will be happy to help when you’re ready.” Suzanne sat down on a stool at the counter and began comparing the list with the menu items. A man put his newspaper down on the counter to share with other folks as he gave Jenny his ticket.


  “Was everything okay, Mr. Sanchez?”


  “Marvelous, Ms. Jenny!”


  “Great! That’ll be $8.22.” He handed her a twenty dollar bill and she returned his change. She noticed Suzanne was intently watching her as instructed. “I hope you have a great day and come back to see us.”


  “Okay. I will be out of town for a few weeks, but I’ll be back.”


  “Sounds good. Have a safe trip.”


  “Thank you. Be good!” he speaks as though Jenny was his daughter and winked at her. Jenny waved as he left.


  “Do you know everyone’s name?” Suzanne asked.


  “Well, not everyone! I was on the night shift for a long time and so I know a few people who used to come in late! However, I know Mr. Sanchez because his son used to cut the grass for my husband when he was on shift work and couldn’t get to it before it was up to your knees. He and his son were very close, but now his son is married and has a family of his own so I have not seen the kid in years. Mr. Sanchez apparently hasn’t either. Sometimes I want to ask how his son is doing but just don’t want to make it harder on him, you know?”


  “I bet it’s hard for Mr. Sanchez not to see his son.”


  “Yes. I… I am sure it is.” Jenny wasn’t sure she could talk about David yet and how she fully understood the loneliness Mr. Sanchez felt. There would be time for personal stuff later, but right now she was the trainer. “Suzanne, would you go ahead and clear those two tables? Here’s a tray. You can take the dishes back to the kitchen and let Sal know you’re here. He’ll show you where to put everything. He has a certain way of doing stuff as you’ll find out. Silverware goes in a special blue bin separate from all the other dishes before going into the dish machine.”


  “You got it.” Suzanne took the tray and headed to complete the task but also to show Jenny she planned to be a good employee. Carrying the tray of dishes back into the kitchen through the swinging doors proved to be a bit challenging but she did it. Jenny grinned remembering her first experience.


  Angela arrived as Suzanne made it to the kitchen. Jenny waved. Angela was on the phone so she waved back. She was really beginning to show even at 6 months pregnant. Jenny shuttered at the thought of what that felt like when she carried Caitlyn. Angela put her phone in her purse and headed to the break room. She had medication in her purse the doctor had allowed her to take to prevent swelling and so she always locked her purse up. Jenny heard her speak to Suzanne as she went through the door. At least they knew each other. That could be good or bad. Jenny could only hope for the best. Angela would only be working a few more weeks. After a few minutes, Angela emerged from the kitchen to help Jenny.


  “Good morning, Ms. Jenny,” Angela said grabbing a towel to wipe down the menus and the working surface behind the counter. Since she cannot lift anything heavy like crates of glasses or large boxes of condiments, Jenny had her taking orders and refilling coffee and water glasses for customers instead of carrying big trays of food. In between that, she could wipe everything down with sanitizer. Jenny’s ulterior motive was to help keep Angela from getting sick during her pregnancy. It was so hard to get a cold or something when pregnant and not be able to take anything to feel better. Jenny was even concerned about the medicine Angela was already taking, but she reminded herself she was not Angela’s doctor.


  “Hi, Angela. Feeling okay today?”


  “I’m okay. My feet aren’t swollen yet so I’m doing well. I just have to watch them and make sure that doesn’t happen.”


  “Good. Glad you’re here, but take it easy.”


  “Yes, ma’am. I saw your trainee in the back. She is real nice, huh?”


  “Yes, I had her take dishes to the kitchen so Sal could give her the routine of how he likes stuff done in there. Better he tells her that part!” They both laugh being fully aware of how picky he was about his kitchen. Suzanne came back to the counter.


  “Good to see you again, Angela.”


  “You too, Ms. Flowers.”


  “Please call me Suzanne.” Jenny was caught off-guard hearing Angela address the younger woman so formally.


  “I met Suzanne at the class I took for new mommies a few months ago,” Angela explained to Jenny.


  “You have a new baby?” Jenny asked Suzanne.


  “No!” Angela jumped in. “She was an instructor next door.”


  “It was an art class.” She didn’t elaborate. There was an awkward moment of silence. Jenny decided it was time to get a routine going.


  “Alright, Suzanne. I have help with the orders now, so if you’ll go with Angela to the store room, she’ll show you where to get all the condiments and you can fill the racks on the table as we discussed earlier.”


  “I’m ready!”


  Angela grabbed a small plastic bucket from a shelf under the juice machine and Suzanne followed her to the store room. Jenny greeted another couple who found a table by the television.


  “What can I get for you, folks?” Jenny asked. “Coffee, juice or maybe some hot tea?” She handed them a menu. While they were deciding, the gentleman requested two cups of iced coffee.


  “Yes, sir. I will be right back. Sal, I need two frosty Joe’s.” There was a loud beep on the television and Jenny looked up to read the special bulletin scrolling across the bottom of the screen. It was a weather bulletin informing the viewers that there was a bad storm approaching with heavy thunderstorms and possible flooding in three local counties. The unwelcomed visitor was expected to arrive in their viewing area within the next two hours. Viewers were asked to avoid any unnecessary driving in low lying areas. Angela and Suzanne had walked up beside Jenny to read the screen as it repeated the important message.


  “Great! Looks like it will be setting in for the night, huh?” Angela said. “I don’t live in a low area but several streets I take to get to my house flood at the least little shower. That ought to make the drive home quite interesting! Well, Suzanne, rain either makes this place quiet as a church mouse or busy as a bee hive! Guess we’d better get to work in case it brings in a crowd.”


  She let Suzanne carry the bucket as she explained how to pick up salt and pepper shakers from the first few tables and replace the shakers with full ones she brought with her in the bucket. Next, check the sugar packets. There should be 12 raw sugar and 8 artificial sweetener packets per table. They carry the empty shakers in the bucket back to the kitchen to wipe them down and refill them only to return and do the next few tables. “It is definitely not a glamorous job but attention to details is very important in the restaurant business. Customers are extremely vigilant and therefore notice everything.”


  Jenny delivered the iced coffee to the couple who was still watching the weather report. “That looks like a pretty mean storm. May I get you something to eat?” Jenny asked.


  “Yes, it does. My wife would like to have a BLT with no lettuce. Can you add cheese to it?”


  “Sure, no problem. Would you like fries or potato chips with that sandwich?” Jenny asked. “Fries, please,” she responded.


  “And for you, sir?”


  “Two fried eggs with bacon and a side order of hash.”


  “That sounds terrific. Sal, I need a BLT, hold the grass with wax, side of Joan of Arc plus two dashes and a dot with a mystery in the alley.” Suzanne was counting sugar packets but couldn’t help but chuckle. She didn’t hear what they actually ordered so she was extremely curious what all that meant. Despite what the special weather bulletin had said, the winds were picking up outside and the clouds were turning dark and moving very quickly. Almost on cue, three tables of customers arrived within 5 minutes of each other. Angela took one and Jenny took the two on the other side of the room. Suzanne tried to listen to both as she continued her job of stocking the table racks.


  As predicted, customers poured in out of the rain. Some folks came in saying they didn’t want to be on the roads while it was raining so hard. Others came in just to let someone else do the cooking than fight the rain to get in and out of the grocery store only to get home in the messy weather and have to cook.


  Once again Suzanne laughed hearing the order Angela yelled back to the kitchen. She thought she heard her say she needed an order of blowout patches with motor oil and sunny brook. Jenny even told Angela she was ‘in the weeds’ at one point and Angela asked Suzanne to help her carry out a huge order.


  Several hours had passed by rather quickly before any of them realized they had served 43 people. Angela was starting to feel it, too! Jenny had Suzanne following behind her and Angela refilling tea, coffee and water and carrying trays of food out for Angela. Truth be told, Jenny was thankful to have Suzanne there today for sure. When the gallery was almost empty, Angela took a seat in a chair at the end of the counter to give her ankles a rest. Suzanne was clearing tables off and carrying the dishes to the kitchen. When she returned, Jenny said, “You did a great job today! I think this was actually one of the busiest days we have had in a while.”


  “Thank you!” Suzanne replied. “I actually enjoyed being able to help. I don’t know if I’ll ever learn the lingo, but you are both amazing! I think I’ll really enjoy it because I already do!” She was standing near the front door wiping down a table and booth when Angela asked her to look outside to see the condition of the streets. Angela was still a bit concerned about getting home. Several of the customers who had come in from various parts of the city had relayed stories about the water in the streets as well as stalled cars that tried to make it through standing water. It made Angela nervous to hear those kinds of stories but she kept smiling. Suzanne told her there was standing water on the sides of the main streets but the cars were able to go through fine.


  “I think I’ll call my husband and see if he’s heard anything about our neighborhood,” Angela said picking up the phone. Jenny helped a customer with his ticket as Suzanne swooped in to clean up the table where he had been seated. She’s good. Sal really picked a good worker with this girl. I don’t even have to ask her to do something. She sees something that needs to be done and does it.


  Jenny was thrilled knowing Suzanne really did learn fast especially since Angela would not be working much longer. Suzanne really wanted to work the night shift, so once she was trained that should be no problem. Hazel would switch with her to the day shift and both of them would be happy. Hearing Angela on the phone, she wondered how Dana and Caitlyn were doing as well. At least the power has not been knocked out. Angela hung up.


  “My husband said that cars are having a little trouble getting through the street leading to my subdivision but so far it’s not impossible to get to our house. If the rain will just let up a little bit, I should be able to get home. My husband drives a really tall truck, so he’ll have no trouble getting home.”


  “That’s good,” Jenny said. “Hazel should be here in about 30 minutes. Since Suzanne is here with me and if it’s not too busy, maybe we can get you out of here a little early so you can get home safely.”


  “Thank you, Jenny. That would be wonderful. Any other time, I could park at my friend’s house and walk to my house. But, I really don’t think I could make it like this plus walking through water,” she said pointing to her stomach.


  “I understand. That would not be fun!”


  * * * * * * * * * *


  When Jenny arrived home later that evening from work, Caitlyn was in her high chair eating diced strawberries and tapping on her tray with a spoon as though she was trying to knock a hole in it. Dana was putting dishes away she had washed and dried off by hand. It was still raining hard but Angela had called Jenny and told her she made it home safely. Jenny put her umbrella in the hall bathroom sink so it could dry and hung her jacket up in the shower to drip dry.


  “Hey there, my precious girl!” Jenny said as she entered the kitchen.


  Caitlyn was so excited to see Jenny. Dana welcomed Jenny knowing Caitlyn would echo it with unintelligible syllables.


  “It’s still raining so hard. I could hardly see to drive.” Jenny looked up and saw Dana at the sink. “Now, you don’t have to do those dishes! I’ll get them.” Jenny put her purse on the table headed to hug Caitlyn. “How’s my pretty girl? Are you having fun?” Caitlyn grinned really big and reached out for her mommy. “Uh oh, you’re so sticky! Yes, ma’am! Let’s get your hands clean before we get you out of that chair!” Jenny took a cloth that Dana had already dampened in anticipation of the situation. “Thank you!” she said wiping each tiny finger one by one.


  “We had a good day. Despite all the rain and thunder, she took a real good nap today and was eating her snack waiting for you to come home. That’s why I went ahead and got the dishes done. It was no problem,” Dana explained putting the towels in the laundry room.


  “Well, thank you! You do enough for me just helping with Caitlyn.”


  “The dishes were really a distraction I suppose. For some reason, I had a really hard day today thinking about David. I think about him a lot but it was tougher today. How do you do it?” Dana asked sincerely.


  “Oh, don’t think for a moment that I don’t miss him. I just try to be strong for Caitlyn and keep going. And… well, I have been reading the Bible.” Dana looked up to make sure she heard right because she had removed the tray from the high chair which made a very loud noise just as Jenny spoke.


  “Did you say the Bible?”


  “I know, don’t laugh! Caitlyn… and I… have been going to church with Hazel. You met her at the funeral.” She wanted to tell Dana about accepting Jesus as her Savior but she paused. “The Pastor has been sharing with us the story of Ruth. He says he can only share a little bit with us each Sunday morning and so we need to read it for ourselves. It’s such a good story so I decided to do just that. I’ve tried to read the Bible before when I was younger, but I just didn’t get it. It’s strange too because now I read it and I understand it a little better. Pastor said we’re not ever going to understand all of it, but to read it anyway.”


  “I’m not laughing at all. Mom and Dad used to take us to church when we were little kids though I haven’t been in years. David quit once he got out of high school but I remember that he used to love youth camp. In fact, he even did extra chores around the house sometimes just to save up enough to go to camp the next summer.” Dana paused a moment recalling several memories of those previous times with her big brother that she so adored. “I haven’t thought about any of that stuff in years either.”


  “David went to church? And youth camp?” Jenny asked. “He never mentioned anything about it. Even when I invited him to go with me and Caitlyn, he didn’t say anything.”


  “Not surprising. He became angry when his best friend was killed in some kind of accident, I don’t recall exactly what happened. Whatever it was, it was very sudden.” She stopped for a second realizing the fact that the exact same thing happened to David. “Guess he somehow blamed God. I’m not sure. He just quit going. He quit doing a lot of things.”


  “Including chores!”


  “Huh?”


  “Nothing. Just thinking.”


  “I guess I kind of stopped, too. I don’t really have a reason. You know, I think Mom still has his Bible. At least she did have it on her coffee table.”


  “Really? You know, come to think of it, I’ve seen a Bible on her coffee table the few times we visited but I always just assumed it was hers. I never opened it and looked. It was David’s?” Jenny was surprised at all this new information about the man she thought she knew so well. Her mind was racing with thoughts of what he was like as a teen so involved in church activities. Could that really be his Bible? I so wish I could just pick up the phone and call his mom right now and ask. What a treasure to have. I would love to have it and to pass it down to Caitlyn someday. I’m sure it’s even more important to his mom now that he is gone. Gone. The word still didn’t sink in. What does ‘gone’ really mean? The Pastor always talks about Heaven being a place we can spend eternity after we leave this earth? I just can’t even think about that right now. I have too much to do. Right now, all I can think about is the fact that Caitlyn needs me. Right? Dana said something and it brought Jenny back to reality.


  “I miss him so much, Jenny. I’m trying not to get angry at God. Yet, now I can see that is probably exactly what David did. I just don’t understand why this happened to him. He wasn’t sick or a bad person. I don’t understand.”


  “Me either, Dana. I have to just take it one day at a time. There are some days I find myself talking to God and asking for His help when I just don’t know what to do or I’m so exhausted. Then I feel better and can go on. It helps knowing that I have folks praying for me, too. Hazel shares scriptures with me all the time and she’s always reminding me that she’s praying for me. In fact, last Sunday at church…” The doorbell rang and Jenny stopped short of telling Dana her good news about accepting Christ and being baptized. “…hold that thought! I wonder who that could be!” Jenny opened the front door to find a young teen she had seen at the grocery store several times standing on the porch holding a plastic sack. It was still raining but not as hard as earlier.


  “Mrs. Boyd?” he asked timidly.


  “Yes, I’m Mrs. Boyd.”


  “My name is Andrew, ma’am. I work part-time at Allen’s grocery store and Mr. Grady asked me to bring these groceries by your house on my way home this afternoon.” He handed her the sack.


  “Are you sure? But I have not paid for them yet.” Jenny was sure that there must be some kind of mistake. “Let me get you some money.”


  “Mr. Grady said not to worry about it. It’s all paid for and he wanted to make sure you had what you needed for your daughter.”


  “Thank you, Andrew!” She reached in her pocket for a couple of dollars and some change. He deserved something for his time and for getting out in this rain to make a delivery to her. She handed it to him.


  “I can’t accept this, Mrs. Boyd.”


  “Yes, you can. My blessing to you for being a blessing to me.” The teen looked at her not sure if he should take it or not. “It’s not much. You just tell Mr. Grady thank you… well, I’ll tell him myself in the morning!” He put the money in his pocket as he darted back in the rain to his car. Closing the door she carried the plastic bag back to the kitchen suddenly realizing it contained the items she had put together earlier this morning. It was definitely hers. This is so strange. Dana looked up when she heard the sack rattling.


  “Who was that?”


  “That was a kid named Andrew. Mr. Grady from Allen’s grocery store asked him to bring my groceries to me.”


  “You get groceries brought to your door? In this weather? Cool.”


  “No. Are you kidding? I went by there this morning on my way to work and when I got to the register to pay for the stuff, my debit card wouldn’t work. Naturally, I didn’t have any cash on me so I asked him to hold the stuff behind the counter and I’d bring him cash this evening on my way home from work. With the weather so bad, I decided to wait and just get on home. Now, Andrew showed up saying the groceries were paid for and he was asked to bring them to me. That Mr. Grady and his wife… they are good people.”


  “Oh, I remember Mrs. Grady. She brought lots of food and stuff to the house for the family after we left the cemetery. I think there are still some meals in the freezer!”


  “Right? And now this. Andrew said that Mr. Grady told him he didn’t want me to be without something Caitlyn might have needed.”


  “That’s really cool. Well, I need to head to the house and let my dog out. She’s probably a nervous wreck in all this weather. Need anything before I go?” Dana picked up a few toys that somehow managed to leave the living room finding refuge under a couple of dining room chairs.


  “No, we’re good. Thank you again for all you’ve done and I love you.”


  “Love you too, Sis! See you tomorrow!” Dana grabbed her backpack kissing Caitlyn on the forehead as she went by.


  “Bye! And… Dana, thank you so much for sharing all of that about David and going to church. Be careful!” Dana smiled as she pulled her umbrella out of her backpack ready to open it once she got to the front porch. Jenny put the food and other items away in the pantry and prayed “Lord, thank you for providing these groceries. Help both Andrew and Dana get home safely. Bless the dear person that paid for these. Help me to find some way to repay this kindness.” She picked up the package of crackers for Caitlyn that also found their way into the sack since this morning and she smiled again.


  Later that evening after Jenny had put Caitlyn to bed, she pulled out her Bible and a little book Hazel had given her. Hazel told Jenny it had been very helpful to have a daily devotional book like this when she first became a Christian trying to learn how to apply the Bible verses to her life. The devotional scriptures and stories would help her understand what it meant to have a personal relationship with Christ. Jenny was so thankful to have it. Hazel also told her that it didn’t matter whether she read it in the morning or at night, as long as she read one per day and committed to spending time with the Lord praying. Jenny was excited to get started.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  The streets were wet and the ditches still had water in them as Dana drove to Jenny’s the next morning. She came to the house a little early because she always got so nervous driving in the rain. It also gave Jenny a few minutes to finally tell Dana what had happened last Sunday at church. Jenny had changed Caitlyn’s diaper and put a cute shirt and little skirt on her when Dana rang the doorbell. Jenny let her in as she came down the stairs to put Caitlyn in her high chair for breakfast.


  “Come on in! Little One is already up this morning!”


  “Good morning, sweet girl!” Dana said as Caitlyn peers around Jenny’s head to see her favorite Aunt.


  “Are the roads bad this morning?”


  “Not too bad. I saw a lot of water in the ditches, but that’s about it.”


  “Good. I don’t like to drive on wet roads.”


  “Me either!”


  “Hey, I have been meaning to tell you about church last Sunday. I just haven’t slowed down with training the new girl, Suzanne. So, I had realized that I was feeling so alone and unable to figure out how to go on without David. The Pastor was talking about how God is always there for us and we need to invite Jesus into our heart and be saved. Dana, I talked to the Pastor and he prayed with me. I accepted Christ.” She waited to see Dana’s reaction.


  “Jenny! That’s wonderful! I’m so happy for you.”


  “Really? I have never had so much peace even being so busy this week! I’ve been so much happier. This Sunday, the Pastor is going to baptize me.”


  “That’s cool!”


  “Well, since I don’t really have any family… well, I mean… would you come with me Sunday?”


  “Jenny, I’d love to be there. Can I call my parents, too? I don’t know if they can come but I know that they’d be honored to be asked.”


  “Sure. Your parents, you and Caitlyn are my family. It would mean a lot for someone to be there with me on this special day.”


  “Sounds great. What time should I meet you there?” The two ladies picked a time and Dana promised to call her parents. Jenny was even more excited about this now that she could share it with someone close to her. She kissed Caitlyn and said her goodbyes. “It’s time to get to work!”


  * * * * * * * * * *


  It seemed that every customer who ducked into the diner was dripping wet. Warning each of them not to slip on the tile as they headed to a table, Jenny continued to refill glasses of water. Angela would only be able to work for another week. She was so excited that some college friends were giving her a baby shower. She and her husband decided not to find out whether they were having a girl or a boy because they wanted to be surprised. Without that key information, the theme of the shower was Noah’s Ark just like the baby’s room. One entire wall had been painted with a mural of animals, water and the big boat. Angela was thrilled with how it turned out. She still had several months to go but because the doctor said she had to be on bed rest, they decided to go ahead and have the shower so she would be prepared for a possible early arrival. The phone rang and Angela answered it. Suzanne was at the counter busily wrapping silverware in napkins.


  “Sal’s diner, this is Angela.” Jenny took coffee to another table. “Sure one moment,” Angela continued. “Jenny, it’s for you.” She returned the carafe to the machine on the counter.


  “This is Jenny, how may I help you?”


  “It’s Mike from the insurance company.”


  “Oh, hello, Mike. How are you?”


  “I’m doing well, thank you. I promised to call you when I talked to the auto body shop about your car.”


  “What did you find out?”


  “Well, I have good news. It looks like the car will be ready on Friday of next week at the latest.”


  “That’s great.”


  “I am also authorized to tell you that your insurance policy covered the cost of the repairs to your car. I reviewed the accidental death policy as well. Do you have time to come by the office and sign some final paperwork?”


  “I can come by after I leave work one day this week around 5:30 if that’s okay?” she said looking at her watch and calculating the time it will take to go by the grocery store to see Mr. Grady since they are just a few blocks from each other.


  “That would be great! Just ask for me at the front desk when you arrive. I’ll see you then.”


  “Thanks, Mike! I will.” Jenny hung up the phone.


  “I don’t mean to eavesdrop, Jenny, but was the insurance company able to fix your car?” Angela asked.


  “Sounds like it. Mike, the insurance adjuster, said that I could pick it up soon, but I need to come by his office to sign some paperwork first. I need to call Dana and see which day she can watch Caitlyn an extra half hour.” Dana answers on the second ring sounding like she just ran a flight of stairs and had her fourth cup of coffee.


  “Hi, Jenny! What’s up?”


  “Hey! I just got a call from the insurance adjuster that came by the house the other day asking me to drop by his office after work to sign some paperwork so I can get the car back. Are you available to watch Caitlyn just a bit longer one day next week?”


  “Sure. Tuesday or Wednesday of next week works for me.”


  “You’re a doll. Thanks.” Jenny began to mentally plan it all in her mind.


  “Take your time coming home. It’s still supposed to be raining a little bit when you leave.” Dana sounded more like the mom now.


  “Okay, I will.” They hung up after a quick moment talking to Caitlyn. “Now I still have to figure out how I am going to drive over to the body shop in my car, pick up the other car and get both of them home.”


  “Don’t you need some help?” Angela asked.


  “Yes, I’m going to have to put some thought to that one. I have an idea though.” She picked up the phone again. “Hazel, this is Jenny. The insurance company said that I can pick up my car next week but I can’t drive both of them to my house. I wondered if MJ might be available to help me. I know he has his license. I’ll drive the standard since he likely doesn’t know how to drive that one if he could just help me get the other one home. I can take him back home. Just give me a call when you get this message. Thanks so much!” Hazel was likely asleep so she could work tonight but she’ll call when she gets up or hears the message. Suzanne was wiping down the counter where a customer just left.


  “That’s good that they were able to fix it, huh?” Angela asked.


  “Yes, I’m just trying to figure what to do because I don’t need to have or pay on two vehicles. I don’t like driving David’s car because it’s a standard transmission but I just can’t decide if I can drive my car knowing David was in it when the accident happened.”


  “I can imagine that would be very hard.”


  “Your husband had an accident? Is he okay?” Suzanne asked. Angela answered so Jenny wouldn’t have to.


  “I guess she has not told you yet. Jenny’s husband was in a car accident several weeks ago and passed away.”


  “I am so sorry, Jenny. I had no idea.”


  “It’s okay, Suzanne. I know. I just haven’t been able to talk about it much. Most times I’m just trying to get through the day.”


  “I can’t imagine. I’m so sorry!” Jenny tried to smile.


  “You thinking you might sell the other car?” Angela asked trying desperately to change the subject.


  “I haven’t really decided yet but I have to do something. First, I need to meet with Mike and I’ll see when I can pick it up. Then I’ll go from there... one step at a time.” Jenny greeted a long time customer who came in the door and asked about Caitlyn. He wanted to see a picture which Jenny just happened to have in her smock.


  Suzanne walked over to the counter where Angela was resting a moment. “I’m so sorry. Me and my big mouth!”


  “Honestly, it’s okay. I wasn’t sure if she had told you so I had not said anything either. She’s doing well so far. I usually wait until she says something first. I know it helps to talk about it but only when you’re ready!”


  Jenny called out her customer’s order to Sal. “Sal, I need a Cowboy with spurs.” She poured a glass of iced tea and took it to the friend’s table. When she returned to the counter, Suzanne still felt so bad.


  “Jenny, I can’t imagine what you’re going through. I admire your strength. I didn’t do so well.”


  “You lost someone?” Angela asked feeling she had known her long enough to be able to ask that without sounding nosy.


  “Not a husband. My best friend. She died just a few weeks ago, too. She was shot by a student in her classroom.” Both Jenny and Angela look at each other and felt like they needed to remind each other to breathe. Jenny finally gathered herself.


  “Was she the teacher from Boydston Elementary School?”


  “Yes. Caroline was my best friend. We were not the same age but we were next door neighbors for years and she was like a big sister to me. It has been really difficult. We were really close back then and did lots of stuff together. In our neighborhood, you never saw one of us without the other one especially during the summer. We had a lot of the same interests. Being younger than Caroline, I always wanted to do everything she did. So, when I was trying to decide what my degree would be in college, I chose to be a teacher just like her. She loved it so much. It was inspiring. Jenny, I told you my first day that I took time off this semester because I decided I no longer wanted to teach. That’s why.” The impact of what she was saying struck Jenny almost as hard as a physical slap. How could she blame her? That was an accident but still so frightening. It was so sudden. Just like David. “Losing Caroline was hard enough. But I was sitting in class thinking that could be me someday. I just couldn’t handle it!” Suzanne said fighting tears.


  “I understand. I’m sorry you had to go through that, too! My husband was starting a new job that day having been out of work for months. We were so excited about it. But he never arrived. His car went off the road and hit a pole on the driver’s side.”


  “Oh, my goodness, Jenny. That was your husband? I saw that in the newspaper. I didn’t recall the name so I didn’t realize that was your husband. Wow! Who knew we’ve gone through similar situations and now we’re both working here together,” Suzanne said in astonishment at the coincidence.


  Jenny suddenly thought of the story of Ruth that the Pastor had been teaching and she had been reading. Both women had suffered the loss of their husband and they decided to stick together in order to survive. Hazel would call this another ‘God thing’ she thought to herself!


  “Well, we’ll just keep on and be here for each other on the journey. Hazel has been a tremendous help to me during this time. Maybe I can be of some help to you if you ever need someone to talk to.”


  “Thank you, Jenny! I haven’t really had anyone to talk to. My mom was just as crushed as I was and I didn’t want to say anything to upset her.”


  “Just so you know though, I am no expert. I just take one day at a time.”


  “Me, too.” Suzanne went back to clearing tables. Jenny answered the phone to redirect her thoughts from straying toward her loss of David.


  “Sal’s Diner. This is Jenny.” It was a deacon from the church Jenny had been going to. He told her that the church was asking local businesses to contribute to a fund for the daughters of Mrs. Caroline Bruce who was shot and killed. The girls were in need of some clothes and other items that the church would like to help provide. He asked if they could count on Sal’s Diner for help. Jenny told him that she was the shift manager but she would be more than happy to talk to the owner, Sal, and see what they can do to help.


  “May I call you back in the morning?” Jenny asked. “I believe that Sal will certainly want to help, but I will not be able to speak with him about it until later this afternoon.” He assured her that it would be perfectly fine to call back as they would be contacting other businesses for a few more days. She thanked him for calling and promised to speak to Sal as soon as possible.


  “Suzanne, did you know Caroline’s daughters very well?” Jenny asked.


  “I spent some time around them when they were smaller but after I moved out and went off to college, I really didn’t see any of the family that much. My mom would still talk to her mom now and then and ask how they were doing. Usually it was news about one of them getting their tonsils out or having a dance recital, but that’s about it. I heard she was having some marital problems but never heard if it got worked out or not. Even at holidays, it always seemed like she came home when I was not able to or I would finally be able to come home and she couldn’t get there. I always tried to go see her mom when I was home though. I think she and my mom still try to get together every now and then but I am sure it is not as often as they used to see each other. Why?”


  “It’s a ‘God-thing’,” Jenny said and smiled.


  “A what?”


  “I’ll explain later. First, let me tell you about the call I just got from the church I go to.” Jenny shared what the deacon said and Suzanne asked if she could be there when Jenny talked to Sal. She definitely wanted to help, too!


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Clutching her favorite doll, Caitlyn intently listened to Jenny read a children’s bible story about Jonah and a big fish until the little angel fell asleep. Jenny repositioned the blanket and walked to the door. Flipping out the light, she headed back downstairs to the kitchen table thinking about the story of Ruth. She found it inspiring how even under such a stressful situation and the deep pain of losing their husbands, Ruth stayed with Naomi in order to help her. She recognized that Hazel had been the Naomi in her life to encourage her and tell her about God. Now, out of nowhere, Jenny met Suzanne who had gone through a difficult loss in her life just as Jenny had. Maybe this was no coincidence and Jenny could be a Naomi to Suzanne and help her. She opened her Bible and once again began reading the story of Ruth.


  Ruth:


  (speaking to a man beside a field) I do not ask for myself, sir, but my mother-in-law is very old and she truly needs me to help her.


  Daniel:


  Do not worry, I know that Master Boaz would want to help. Do you see those women over there in that field? They are gleaners. Many of those women are widows like yourself. Go and join with them. They will instruct you and you can gather all the loose grain you see.


  Ruth:


  Thank you, sir.


  Boaz:


  (came up on his horse and saw Ruth in the field) Daniel, who is that young woman over there? Who does she belong to?


  Daniel:


  Oh, her? She is the young woman from Moab who came back with Naomi. She asked me this morning if she could gather grain behind the harvesters. She has been hard at work ever since, except for a few minutes’ rest in the shelter. (He noticed that Boaz was mesmerized by Ruth)


  Boaz:


  (approached Ruth) Hello. I just wanted to tell you that you are welcome here. There is no need for you to go work in any other field. Stay right behind the young women working in my field. See which part of the field they are harvesting, and then follow them. I have warned the young men not to treat you roughly. I will make sure you are safe and whenever you are thirsty go and get a drink from the water jars.


  Ruth:


  (fell at his feet) What have I done to deserve such kindness? I’m not even from here. I am a foreigner from Moab.


  Boaz:


  Yes, I know. But I also know about everything you have done for your mother-in-law since the death of your husband. I have heard how you left your father and mother and your own land to live here among complete strangers. May the Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have come to take refuge, reward you fully for what you have done.


  Ruth:


  I hope that I may continue to please you, sir.


  Boaz:


  It is time to eat. Come over here, and help yourself to some food. You can dip your bread in the sour wine and eat the roasted grain.


  Ruth:


  Thank you, kind sir.


  Boaz:


  (spoke to workers) This woman has special needs. It is my desire that you let her gather grain right among the sheaves without stopping her. And pull some heads of barley from the bundles and drop them on purpose for her. Let her pick them up, and do not give her a hard time!


  Ruth:


  I cannot wait to share the remaining roasted grain with Naomi. (She gathered the grain she had picked up all day and placed it in her basket.)


  Jenny closed her Bible still thinking about the favor Boaz extended to Ruth. She recalled all the kindness that had been shown to her the last few months. The thought of the last day she spoke to David crossed her mind.


  “God, I thank you for the time you gave me with my husband, David. I had no idea the night I noticed the flat tire and we talked about me taking his car would be the last time I would see him… to talk to him. I wish I had just one more chance to tell him I love him. I know that he loved me. Even in the last conversation we had, he called me ‘honey’. He was just under such stress while looking for a job and he was frustrated. He had the kindest heart. Dana said that he used to go to church and loved it. I don’t know what happened that made him bitter enough to stop going but now I see why he was hesitant to go with me when I asked him to. Did he know you, God? Pastor said, we have to ask forgiveness of our sins and accept Jesus Christ as our Savior. I did that but, God, did David do that? I wish I could ask him. I wish we had talked about this at some point. I still don’t know much about all this church stuff but I am learning so much by going to church and reading the Bible. Thank you for helping me to understand what I read.


  I understand how Ruth felt when Boaz was showing kindness to her by allowing her to glean in his field with the other widows. Naomi prayed you would help them and you did. I asked for your help and someone paid for Caitlyn’s medicine at the pharmacy after I didn’t have enough money. Then someone paid for my groceries when my debit card would not work. It’s like you gave me just what I needed and used someone as your hands and feet to make it happen. So, I just want to say thank you, God.”


  She carried the Bible upstairs and put it on the night stand climbing into bed and turning out the light. Jenny slept so peacefully that night.
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  Chapter 11.


  Caitlyn would not cooperate and put her dress shoes on for church. She wanted to wear the ones with red sparkles on them. Although great for playing or going shopping, Jenny just did not think it was appropriate to have her tiny shoes light up at church every time she walked. Jenny was more excited than normal to be going to church today. She took Caitlyn to the nursery making a stop at the dressing room behind the choir loft. The choir was already singing as she finally slipped into the pew beside Hazel.


  Have you been to Jesus for the cleansing power?


  Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?


  Are you fully trusting in His grace this hour?


  Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?


  Are you washed in the blood?


  In the soul cleansing blood of the Lamb?


  Are your garments spotless? Are they white as snow?


  Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?


  Jenny looked at her watch and then glanced towards the back of the church to see if Dana had arrived. Suddenly, Dana saw her and waved. Jenny quietly told Hazel her sister-in-law was coming so both ladies moved down on the pew for Dana to join them. Hazel hugged Dana like she had known her for years. “Welcome!” Hazel said then continued to sing.


  Are you walking daily by the Savior’s side?


  Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?


  Do you rest each moment in the Crucified?


  Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?


  Are you washed in the blood?


  In the soul cleansing blood of the Lamb?


  Are your garments spotless? Are they white as snow?


  Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?


  The congregation and choir were seated following the song and Pastor George stepped up to the pulpit. He always took a moment to open his Bible and silently pray for the Spirit to speak through him to the people. Today was no exception. He longed to be an instrument of the Lord.


  “It is good to be in the house of the Lord.” Several people voiced their agreement by saying ‘Amen’ throughout the crowd. “Last week, we completed our study of the book of Ruth. We learned that we must agree to trust God no matter what our physical circumstances look like. We must trust that God sees a bigger picture and has a plan for our lives. Therefore, we would be wise to praise God in all situations. We do not praise Him because we are happy in the bad times, but because we want to show Him that we trust Him in the good times and even in the difficult times. We trust that whatever happens will be for our good and for His glory! Amen? I want you to understand something today. Sometimes the trials we go through are not even for our benefit. There are some events that God allows to happen in our lives because He knows it will bring us closer to Him. How we handle the situation He has allowed most likely will be a testimony to someone else around us. There will be times that God asks us to do something that we do not have the confidence we can do. He knows that. He never asks us to do something without preparing us for it and providing for it. So, He pushes us out of our comfort zone because those are the times we learn to rely on him instead of ourselves.


  Nature itself gives us an example of this very thing. A mother eagle nurtures her babies from the moment they hatch. She guards them from predators. She feeds them. By constantly being with them, she knows which ones are strong and which ones need a bit more encouragement. She waits until just the right moment to push each eaglet out of the nest so they will spread their wings and fly. God knows each of us better than anyone else in the world because He created us. He knows just what we need and when we need it. So He certainly knows what to allow in each of our lives to give us opportunities to trust Him.


  God wants you to seek His help and trust Him. Now, we can say all day that we trust God. What we must realize is that trust is far more than words. We must also have faith that God will do what He said He will do. He said He would never leave us nor forsake us.” Hazel and Jenny look at each other both knowing that is Hazel’s favorite promise.


  “So, with that in mind, we have no reason to have fear but every reason to trust Him. Absolute trust in God is faith. Hebrews 11:6 tells us that faith is required to please God. Verse 1 of that same chapter gives us the definition of faith. It says ‘…faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.’ That means we must believe in God and trust God although we do not see Him with our physical eyes. We have evidence all around us that God is real. He works in our lives every day. How do we truly find and have faith? Romans 10:17 says ‘So then faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the word of God.’ So let’s hear from the Word of God right now.


  Today we are going to begin a study of the life of Esther. She was special. Her parents were killed when she was just a baby.” That struck a chord within Jenny. She lowered her head for a moment and Hazel patted her hands in her lap.


  “Yet her life was spared. She was brought to a cousin, Mordecai, who worked in the King’s palace. She had no other family. He had no idea how to take care of an infant yet with one look into her eyes he adored her and trusted God to help him take care of her. He knew that she had survived for a reason. He believed that one day God would use her in some great and mighty way.”


  Woman:


  Are you Mordecai?


  Mordecai: �


  I am. (The woman handed him a baby. He was annoyed.) Madame, I am not a nurse maid. If you have business in the palace, you must take the baby.


  Woman:


  The baby is yours now. Your uncle and his wife have died. You are their only kin. Her name is Esther.


  Mordecai:


  I can’t do this. I cannot care for a child this young.


  Woman:


  You have to, sir. So many died but she survived. Raise her as your own and she will truly be a blessing to you.


  Esther:


  (20 years later) Mordecai, I don’t want to go! Please don’t make me go!


  Mordecai:


  You must, Esther! The Queen has been banished and they are looking for a beautiful maiden to take her place. Every girl in the kingdom is to enter the beauty contest by order of the King.


  Esther:


  But I am so happy here… where I am. I have no desire to be a Queen. Besides, I am Jewish and the King is not. There are many Persian girls so they surely do not need me!


  Mordecai:


  You are more beautiful than you know. You have to enter and that is final. Think of it this way, since there are so many girls entering, you’ll likely not be chosen anyway. (Esther popped her lower lip out and gavr him a sad puppy face) …and no pouting. I know what a lovely person you are and I want to make sure you stay that way. (He taps her on the nose – a warm gesture apparently shared between them since she was small) Sweet cousin, you have lived with me ever since your parents died and you know I would not ask you to do something if I did not think it necessary. I knew from the first time I held you. You are special, Esther! Your life was spared for a reason.


  Esther:


  (smiled and hugged him) Oh, all right. For you, Mordecai, I will go with a smile on my face! (put on a huge beautiful smile)


  Mordecai:


  (smiles back and then frowns a little) Esther, there is one last thing you must promise me.


  Esther:


  Yes? (she appeared a bit concerned about what he was going to say)


  Mordecai:


  You must not let ANYONE know that you know me or that you are a Jew. Do you understand me? The palace is not safe for our kind.


  Esther:


  Yes, I understand. I will do as you say. I do not like being away from here for an entire year while the King chooses a bride, but at least I’ll get to come home after it is over because there is no way the King would end up picking a peasant, Jewish girl as his Queen… no matter how lovely “some people” think she is! (she teased Mordecai now) Hey, at least you will be able to visit me, even in secret, since you work at the palace.


  Mordecai:


  True.


  Esther:


  I hope I’m not chosen to be the Queen. I prayed all last night that God would make the King choose someone else.


  Mordecai:


  Esther, you must not pray just for what you want. It is important that you pray for what God wants. (Esther looked more than a little puzzled) What I am trying to say is that God may not always give us what we want, but he does provide us everything we need. You can’t just ask for what you want all the time, because it might not be what God wants. So you must take care in asking for what God wants. You were born for such a time as this.


  Esther:


  But, there is no way for me to know what God wants. How can I pray for something I don’t know?


  Mordecai:


  The best way is to pray “God, I want whatever you want. I put my trust in You.” Does that make sense?


  Esther:


  I think so. I shouldn’t say “God don’t let me be Queen but rather, God if you want me to be Queen, then I will be happy with your decision.”


  Mordecai:


  That’s it!


  “Esther’s life didn’t start out in a very positive way. Her parents were killed when she was very young. A handmaid brought her to the only remaining living relative, a Jewish uncle named Mordecai who had been exiled from Jerusalem to Babylon by King Nebuchadnezzar many years before she was born. Mordecai was not interested in raising a baby. However, when the maid reminded him that this child’s very life had been spared during a horrific event back in her homeland, he realized there must be a purpose. He chose to raise Esther as his own. Twenty years later, King Xerxes was on the throne and had a beautiful wife named Vashti. Queen Vashti was summoned by the King to appear before a huge audience of very important people who held the highest positions in the empire but she refused to appear. The King was so angry and embarrassed by her actions that he issued a decree stating that she would be banished from the presence of the King and another queen would be chosen that was more worthy than she. The King’s servants immediately searched the empire and found beautiful young virgins for the King. As a result of the decree, Esther, along with many other young women, were brought to the King’s harem and placed in Hegai’s care. Hegai was the King’s eunich in charge of the harem and responsible for ensuring the women received all the appropriate beauty treatments. Mordecai made one request of Esther before she left. He asked to keep her family background and Jewish nationality a secret. She did not want to leave him but she had no choice and agreed to his request. Now, you women are gonna love this. Before each virgin was presented to the King, she had to ‘endure’ treatments with a very expensive oil of myrrh for six months.” He pretends to caress each arm as though he were his wife who was taking a leisurely bubble bath. “That was followed by… six more months of treatment with special perfumes and ointments.” He pretends to dab behind each ear and several women in the congregation laughed. “These girls were pampered and they primped for a year, gentlemen!” Both males and females in the crowd laughed.


  “That’s not all!” Several women said ‘Amen’.


  “Hegai was especially pleased with Esther and gave her a special menu of food along with her beauty treatments. He also assigned her seven maids specially chosen from the King’s palace and moved her and the maids into the best place in the harem.” Several more said ‘Amen, Brother’.


  “Now, hear me. Let’s look at her circumstances. Let’s step into where she is at this very moment of her life. She had hardly anything when she came into this life and what she had was taken from her at a very young age. Yet, twenty years later, she was sitting in the finest palace with wonderful food, perfumes, and everything she could ever want to make herself beautiful. AND…” He pauses a moment for the word to settle in. “When it was her time to go to the King’s palace, she was given her choice of whatever clothing or jewelry she wanted to take from the harem.” The ladies in the congregation started clapping over that one and looking at their husbands as if to say they should be taking notes from this sermon. “Yet, Esther asked for nothing except what Hegai suggested and she was admired by everyone who saw her. No, it would be better to say she was not just admired, she was absolutely gorgeous. She appeared before the King and as Hegai expected, Esther found favor with the King to the extent that he immediately put the royal crown on her head and declared her to be his Queen. So, we see two significant events in Esther’s life up to this point. First, Esther was stripped from her birthplace due to the death of her parents and taken to a foreign land. Then, without warning, she was taken away from her adopted home with Mordecai and thrust into an unknown environment with people she did not know or have anything in common with.” Jenny could certainly identify with Esther in that respect. She was very young when her parents died and she, too, was whisked away to several different places to be housed with people she did not know. It was a very frightening time for her during the early years.


  ”We can sit here today and look back on the year of pampering that Esther was given and imagine how glorious it might be to experience something like that in our own lives. However, we must also take into consideration the loneliness of being in that same position. She was there in the King’s harem made up of hundreds of other women without any of her own family. Mordecai had become a palace official so he could check on her without speaking to her in person or anyone knowing what he was doing. Thankfully, Mordecai had raised Esther to know God. So we can only imagine the many lonely nights she may have cried out to God for strength and guidance. After several months of feeling isolated even among such a large crowd, she treasured the advice from Mordecai to pray for God’s will and not her own because she had no idea what the future held for her. Today, we walk in those same shoes. We cannot possibly know what the future holds. Therefore, we would be wise to seek advice and guidance from the one true God who can see and does know what the future holds for us. He already has a plan for us, but we must choose to ask for directions along the way. Let us close in prayer.”


  As instructed by Pastor George, Jenny slipped out of the pew during the benediction prayer given by a deacon. She exited through the side door and made her way to the dressing room. She put on the extra clothes she had placed in the room earlier that morning and the choir type robe provided for her. The Pastor had slipped out as well to go to his office and put on a robe. When the deacon finished his prayer, Pastor George stepped down into the water in the baptistery. Jenny was guided into the water from the other side. She was a little bit nervous but not sure why. Maybe it was more excitement than nerves.


  “This morning, I am blessed to participate in baptizing one who has chosen to make Christ the Lord of her life. She accepted Christ and wants to take the next step. Let me emphasize, Church, baptism does not save us. Salvation comes when we come humbly before God and accept Jesus Christ as Lord of our life. We have to acknowledge that we are sinners in need of a Savior. We need salvation that can only come from Christ. Jesus told us in John 14 and verse 6 that ‘He is the Way, the Truth and the Life. No man comes to the Father except through me’. Baptism is simply a way of giving an outward testimony to what has happened to us inwardly. The old life is behind us and we are now a new person with a new life. Truly, it is a sign of repentance. This repentance must be significant enough that it changes our ‘old life’ behavior. One might describe the change as being so dramatic that it is like the old person is ‘buried’. Coming up from the water, we enter a new life of serving Christ with all our mind, body, heart and soul. Jenny knows God loves her and sent His Son to die for the forgiveness of her sin. Her choice to follow Christ has made a significant change in Jenny’s heart and life. She comes today to make a public statement of her faith in Jesus Christ.” Jenny grasped the Pastor’s hand and her own wrist with the other hand. She glanced into the audience to see Dana sitting there with a huge smile. Hazel had retrieved Caitlyn from the nursery so she could be there as well. It was almost overwhelming to see the people she loved so much there to share in this special moment. The Pastor continued with a huge smile across his face and joy in his heart.


  “Jenny, coming forward today professing your faith and trust in Jesus Christ, and because you are looking to Him and Him alone for the forgiveness of your sins, I now baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” Jenny held her breath as Pastor George lowered her backwards into the water. No words could possibly explain the freedom and relief she felt coming up out of that water. As Jenny went to change clothes, the choir sang amazingly appropriate words.


  Blessed assurance, Jesus is mine!


  Oh, what a foretaste of glory divine!


  Heir of salvation, purchase of God,


  Born of His Spirit, washed in His blood.


  Perfect submission, perfect delight,


  Visions of rapture now burst on my sight;


  Angels, descending, bring from above


  Echoes of mercy, whispers of love.


  Perfect submission, all is at rest,


  I in my Savior am happy and blest,


  Watching and waiting, looking above,


  Filled with His goodness, lost in His love.


  This is my story, this is my song,


  Praising my Savior all the day long;


  This is my story, this is my song,


  Praising my Savior all the day long.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  With Angela on bed rest, Suzanne had been a tremendously big help to Jenny at the diner. Always on time and always having a smile on her face were important factors when working with the public every day. She had even learned a lot of the lingo and was able to place orders with Sal. Today, a deacon of the church and Pastor George were coming by to meet with Sal so Jenny was excited. She was hoping they would take time to eat and visit.


  A large van load of people from a local nursing home pulled into the parking lot. The activities director of the home liked to bring them once a month and they all looked forward to riding in the van to go have lunch. Jenny loved to see them and always managed to take extra time and effort to make their visit even more enjoyable. She recognized that it was probably the only outing some of the folks were able to have away from the facility. Although it was a beautiful facility, it was always fun to venture outside the same four walls.


  “Good morning, Mr. Keller,” Jenny greeted the group as they were seated. Suzanne had already helped Jenny put several tables together so they could all sit together. “You have brought some mighty pretty ladies with you this morning.” Two of the women’s faces beamed at the compliment.


  “Yes, ma’am Ms. Jenny!” he replied. “And we are hungry today!”


  “Alright. Let me introduce you to this young lady.” Jenny motioned to Suzanne to step up beside her. “This is Suzanne and she’s going to help me today. Since you’re our honored guests today, we have your food almost ready. Suzanne will bring you a glass of water and you can let her know if you want tea or coffee as well.” After a quick silent headcount, Suzanne went to the counter to get the water and some bowls of lemon. Mr. Keller had called in their order ahead of time because most of the folks can’t see well enough to read a menu. He always made it a point to visit every room to help them decide what they wanted and then called it in. While people call in orders all the time, this one was different because these folks were going to sit down and take their time to really enjoy the food and of course the pampering the staff provided. Jenny went to the kitchen to let Sal know the large group had arrived. He was putting the last couple of pieces of toast on a plate right on time. Sal had been a short-order cook for many years and he had it down to a science. At least that is what Jenny told him all the time. Because he was ‘old school’, he still asked his staff to call orders in using the old style. It was what he was used to, and being a kind employer, no one really minded.


  Suzanne put a glass of water in front of each person and the bowls of lemons in the middle of each table. She asked if anyone wanted tea or maybe some coffee. She had a few who wanted coffee which she retrieved while Sal was diligently working on preparing all of their food.


  Jenny came out of the kitchen with the first of two trays of food. Mr. Keller helped her determine who ordered what meal. After the second tray of food was distributed, Suzanne took the trays back to the kitchen. Mr. Keller stood at the end of the table and asked the group to bow their heads. He respectfully blessed the food and sat down to join them. It was a lot of work to get that much food out to that many people all at one time, but Jenny never seemed to mind. She always loved how they bowed and prayed together. That made all the work worth it. Plus, they never complained at all. Usually with a group this size, someone was always complaining about something or sending something back to the kitchen. Not this group. They loved getting to come to the diner and were thankful Mr. Keller was willing to take the time to bring them.


  “Let me know if we can get you anything else,” Jenny said putting some extra napkins down at each end of the table. The dispensers were already on the table but she knew it was not easy for most of the folks to reach them. The bell on the front door rang when Pastor George arrived.


  “Good morning, Pastor George. How are you today?” Jenny asked.


  “Still blessed, Mrs. Boyd.”


  “Wonderful! You’re here to see Sal?”


  “Yes I am. I understand he’s interested in helping with our fundraiser.”


  “Absolutely. I’ll go let him know you’re here.” She motioned to Suzanne to come over so she could introduce her. “Real quick, may I introduce Suzanne Flowers. This is Pastor Morrison.”


  “Nice to meet you,” Suzanne said shaking hands with the man who towered above her. “I was a childhood friend of Caroline Bruce. We were neighbors. I just wanted to tell you that although I have not seen her in quite some time because I was away at college, I sincerely appreciate all you and your church are doing for her daughters. This has not been easy for my family so I can only imagine how difficult it must be for both of them.”


  “Well, thank you. I did not have the privilege of meeting Mrs. Bruce but I have met with the girls several times including the day that it happened. It was not easy news to deliver to them but they’re doing a little bit better as time goes on. We have several church members who knew the family and we certainly want to do what we can to help them.”


  “Again, I just wanted to meet you and thank you.” Suzanne excused herself from the Pastor and went back to refilling water and coffee at different tables. Although a few minutes late, the deacon arrived as Jenny came back from the kitchen.


  “Sal will be right with you, Pastor. Please have a seat in this booth. May I get you something?” Jenny asked. The Pastor sat down and the deacon slipped in across from him. “Good morning!” she said. The deacon nodded.


  “I would love some decaf coffee but I have already had breakfast with my wife this morning. Thank you!” Pastor replied.


  “Coffee sounds good! Decaf for me, too” added the other man.


  “Perfect. I’ll be right back.” Sal came out of the kitchen just as Jenny brought the coffee back to their table. He didn’t really have an office so he walked over where Jenny stood and introduced himself to the two men. Having been in the service for many years, Sal was a broad shouldered, almost intimidating man. However, he had a heart of gold and a warm smile. He spoke with them a few minutes but Jenny couldn’t hear what he was saying since she was helping Suzanne clear plates from Mr. Keller’s tables. Sal handed them an envelope and wiped his hands on his apron before shaking their hands and exiting back to the kitchen. Jenny gave them time to enjoy their coffee before checking to see if they needed anything else.


  “The coffee was wonderful,” Pastor George assured her. “We need to be on our way though. We have several more stops to make before we need to be back at the church. On behalf of the church, we appreciate the contribution and also the excellent service.”


  “Thank you, Pastor. It’s our pleasure to serve you. Come back anytime.” Jenny refused to allow him to pay for the coffee. He thanked her.


  “It was a pleasure meeting you, Suzanne,” he said heading out the front door. “Take care. See you Sunday, Jenny!”


  “Thank you. It was good to meet you as well.” Suzanne waved and then picked up the last of the plates from Mr. Keller’s tables. “Is everyone full?” she asked the group who appeared to be quite content. A few responded but most of them sat quietly and smiled. Mr. Keller took the ticket to the counter where Jenny was standing.


  “Once again, it was a wonderful meal, Ms. Jenny!”


  “Thank you, Mr. Keller. I’ll let Sal know.” She handed him the change and he asked her to divide it with Suzanne.


  “You have a good helper there.”


  “Yes, Suzanne is new but has been a great help to me.”


  “She has a kind heart for the elderly. That’s rare today, but good.”


  “I agree. I’m so happy that I work with folks who are kind.”


  “You are fortunate. Not everyone can say that. Well, let me get this bunch rounded up so I can get them back home.”


  “Okay, Mr. Keller. I look forward to next time.” He announced to the group that it was time to go. Suzanne helped one frail lady who was struggling to get up out of the hard backed chair. Several of them thanked Suzanne as they walked toward the front door. She smiled and then immediately began to finish cleaning off the tables so she could move them back into place. Her parents were almost that age and she wondered what she will do when they are not able to take care of themselves. Her dad was already having difficulty walking and if he fell, she knows her mom could never help him up in her condition. Maybe next time she will ask Mr. Keller about his facility just in case.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Santos Carmine Juarez came into the world almost three months early weighing only 3 lbs. and 4 ounces and 16 inches long. Angela and her husband were a little bit nervous when she went into labor so early but they could not be happier since the delivery went well. Since he was born prematurely, the doctor had a few concerns and told them that some tests would still need to be done. The tiny newborn rested peacefully in the incubator requiring oxygen because his lungs were not fully developed. The neo-natal team worked around the clock monitoring his heartbeat and the IV in his foot provided nourishment since he could not be held and fed yet. Angela was in her room trying to eat some breakfast without a shred of an appetite. She was so upset that she could not hold Santos in her arms. That was all she dreamed about and now he was in another room without her and she feared he was struggling for his life. She wanted to be with him. The nurses insisted that she needed to eat to keep her strength so she would be able to care for her new baby.


  The elephant in the room that no one wanted to talk about was the fact that Santos may not ever be well enough for Angela to take home with her. Her husband was devastated. That fact only added more guilty thoughts to the ones Angela was already fighting in her head that all of this was her fault. She knew it probably wasn’t, but she had trouble convincing herself of that during the last 48 hours. Her heart was breaking and all she could do was cry. She wished her mom was here with her but her whole family was still living in Mexico. Her parents were raising her brother’s two kids after he was put in prison for stealing cars. Even if they didn’t have to care of the two youngsters, she knows down in her heart that her Dad would never leave Patzcuaro, a small colonial city about 200 miles west of Mexico City. The beautiful town situated on the thickly forested shores of Lake Patzcuaro with its white adobe buildings and red-tiled roofs, converted monasteries, and living the life of a butterfly fisherman kept her Dad grounded there. In all honesty, she often wishes she were still there. She recalls a trip her family once made in a small boat to the nearby Isla de Janitzio. There were no roads on the island but after climbing a hill to a statue of Jose Maria Morelos, the view was breathtaking. She could still see it in her mind after all these years.


  Staring out of the window in her bleak hospital room, Angela wondered if Santos would ever get to see the sky and trees. Will he get to feel the grass under his feet? Will he get to smell the rain on the sidewalk in the summer? Will he get to meet me?


  Angela couldn’t even think about the possibility of never even getting to hold him. He had to be okay. She tried so hard to convince herself knowing other babies had been born this early and survived. He had to get better. His daddy had always been a fighter growing up in a broken home and exposed to things no child should ever see. So, this precious little boy just had to be a fighter, too! She wiped her tears with the napkin from her breakfast tray as Jenny came in carrying a giant blue teddy bear and a metallic balloon announcing the arrival of a baby boy.


  “Congratulations!” Jenny said after knocking on the door and being granted permission to enter Angela’s room.


  “Jenny! Come in! It’s so good to see you!” Angela had not even had an opportunity to call Jenny or anyone else about the baby. Her husband had sent a text out to a group of folks Angela set up on her phone announcing his arrival time, date and weight but that was all it said. They didn’t know much more at that particular time. They still didn’t.


  “I can’t stay long but I wanted to stop by on my way to work and see the baby!” Jenny quickly added, “And you!”


  “Thank you! He’s in the nursery. We only get to see him through the glass right now. They are monitoring his heart and lungs.” Her voice sounded hoarse. Jenny figured that was understandable after giving birth and being tired.


  “How are you feeling?” Jenny asked noticing that Angela’s eyes were puffy like she’d been crying.


  “So far so good. I had some numbness in my left arm and hand last night but the doctor said it was likely from all the meds being pushed through the IV in the top of my hand during delivery but it should go away by tomorrow. I hope so. Otherwise, I’m just a little sore.”


  “Oh yes. I remember it well. Hang in there! About the time you think that you’ll never feel normal again… you do!”


  “That’s good to know. Right now, it doesn’t even feel like my body!” Both women laugh, which actually hurt Angela’s stomach. She winced.


  “Well, I hate to run but I need to get to work. I will see you when you both get home. Take care.”


  “I will, Jenny! Thank you for stopping by. I know it wasn’t easy for you to be here in the same hospital. It means a lot to me though.” Jenny smiled, hugged her co-worker and darted down the hall. She looked at her watch and realized she really didn’t have time to go to the nursery. She would have to come back another time. Maybe that was just an excuse to get out of the place. It was definitely hard to be there but she was trying to keep walking to get out before the wave of emotion from losing David caught up with her. She could feel it nipping at her heels with every step she took down the hallway. It retreated as soon as she stepped into the fresh air outside of the building.


  Angela almost felt relieved that she didn’t have to talk about the baby’s condition at that moment. She didn’t lie to Jenny. They were monitoring him. They were only able to see him through the glass right now. She just didn’t tell her about all the obstacles her little bambino still had to overcome. She decided to call Jenny a few days later when they knew more from the tests.
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  Chapter 12.


  It had been quiet at the diner when Hazel came in for one of her few remaining times on the night shift so Jenny left a little bit early. The trees along the driveway of the cemetery were in full bloom with magnolias too large to hold in both hands even if you could reach one to try it. The sweet fragrance filled the air around Jenny as she stood facing the head stone of the man she gave her heart to just a few short years ago. The birds were chirping and enjoying the sunshine. The grass was freshly cut and butterflies flit about pausing only briefly upon different flowers. It was peaceful here. My sweet David, how I miss you and I just can’t believe… that I didn’t even get to say goodbye. You were so excited about starting a new job and I was so happy for you. I never even got to tell you that I was going to be the new day shift manager and with a raise. It meant I would have been at home at night with you and Caitlyn finally. She broke down sobbing. She had held it in so long. I don’t know how to do this without you. There are so many things you used to handle and now I don’t know what to do. I just wish you were here. I miss you so much! I have got to go see the insurance adjuster. I always counted on your help with stuff like that. You were so good to help me with business stuff.


  David, after my parents died, I didn’t think anyone loved me. No one seemed to care what I wanted. No one seemed to care how I felt about anything. No one was happy when I did something good. No one until I met you. I could not trust the people I knew any further than I could throw them. You loved me even though I had to learn to trust you. You never lost your patience with me. You took the time to let me see that I could trust you. You always had such a kind and gentle way about you. I miss your smile. I miss looking into your eyes. I miss hearing your voice. I miss your electric shaver being my alarm clock in the morning when we first got married. I even miss you leaving the kitchen cabinet doors open every single time you pulled out a plate or glass to set the table for dinner. As soon as I wake up in the morning, I find myself listening for the shower or trying hard to smell coffee you just made downstairs. I would love to be able to tell you that I love you.


  Why didn’t we ever talk about God? Dana said that you lost a friend in high school and it upset you a lot so it seemed like you just got mad at God. But ‘bad things happen to good people’ the Pastor says. I have to keep reminding myself of that. I know you were a good person. Why did God take you away from me? It’s not just fair. I wish I could talk to you again. I invited Christ into my heart, David, and I wish I knew if you had…”


  Jenny bent down and traced David’s name on the tombstone with her finger. Several people told her that the inevitability of death is as real as the birth of a child and the start of new day, but often folks are not prepared for either. She had learned by experience that it could be quite difficult to juggle the mourning of losing a loved one with going on in life and still remembering them.


  Pastor George believed in focusing on the good times with that loved one and spending our lives with the remaining family and friends giving them joy, happiness, love and an opportunity to form their own memories of times with us. The hard part of death was thinking about the limited time any human spends on earth. One friend had told Jenny that grief was an intensely personal thing. Different people handled it in vastly different ways. So the fact that she struggled with it more on some days than others was perfectly normal and to deny or attempt to shorten the grieving process would cause even greater pain for longer periods of time and also permitted the entrance of bitterness and despair.


  Grieving was a process that takes time; there were surely no shortcuts. It truly took lots of love and encouragement from family members and friends. Jenny was thankful to have Dana and her parents, Caitlyn and her friends at the diner to help her keep moving forward. Thank you, Lord. Thank you for the time I had with David. I don’t understand why all of this has happened, but I’m thankful that you’re guiding and directing me one day at a time. I know you’re walking every step of this journey with me. She stood trying to catch her breath before walking slowly back to her car to go sign paperwork with Mike at the insurance company.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Mike stood and greeted Jenny as she came into his office.


  “Jenny, it’s good to see you again. My assistant said you were coming by this afternoon. So glad you could make it.”


  “Thank you. I have to tell you it’s kind of hard to be here though. Every time I have to deal with all this insurance stuff and the car, it just reminds me of the whole thing and the fact that David is not here with me.”


  “I would be lying if I told you I understood what that feels like, but I hope not to have to trouble you with anything else once we get this paperwork signed and get the car ready to pick up.”


  “Oh, I appreciate all your help! I really do.”


  “Okay, here are some forms I need you to sign.


  “There’s so much involved.”


  “I guess it is. Now, I have one more thing to ask you if I may… apart from company business,” Mike put the pen down and folded his hands to speak to her ‘off the record’.


  “Sure. What is it?”


  “You mentioned that you may be interested in selling the car once it’s repaired. Is that still an option?


  “I have been thinking about it. I just haven’t yet decided what to do.”


  “Okay. No problem,” Mike assured her. “However, if you decide you should want to sell it, I believe I have a buyer and he’s offering more than what you owe on it.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes, I had lunch with a couple of my college buddies the other day. One of them is looking to buy a car for someone else. You had mentioned to me the other day that you might decide to sell yours. I figured if you decided not to, no harm done. However, if you did decide to sell it… he’s ready to buy and at a very decent price. Jenny, I asked him what he was willing to pay for your vehicle and the price he gave me was $1,500 more than what the bank said you owe.”


  “Oh my goodness. That’s amazing. $1,500 dollars more than I owe.”


  “That’s right and I can give you his name and number when you’re ready and he’ll bring you a check. I hope you don’t think I stepped over my boundaries. I really thought it was a great way to help you and help them. I can’t do those kinds of deals through my office so I’ll be staying out of it and will just connect you with him if that’s something you decide you’re interested in.”


  “No, it’s fine. It’d truly be a blessing for me to have some extra cash and sounds like it would be a blessing to him, too.” She suddenly recalled the accident. “So, he knows it was wrecked, right?”


  “Yes, but he knows that our repair shop worked on it so he trusts the work done on it to be reliable.”


  “I don’t know what to say. I never could’ve dreamed that someone would be interested in buying the car. Thank you!”


  “You’re welcome. I hope it works out for you… either way.” He walked over to the credenza and pulled out a business card. He scribbled something on it and handed it to Jenny. “Here is his name and number. Now, don’t worry about it if you change your mind for any reason. You can call him ONLY if you decide that is what you want to do.”


  “Okay. I understand. I have someone helping me pick up the car and get it home. How late in the evening can I pick it up at the body shop? I have to work until 5 o’clock most days.” She looked at her watch as a habit more than anything.


  “It’s no problem. I’ll have the repair shop manager give you a call next week if there is any problem, but they don’t close until 6 o’clock so that should work out fine.”


  “Thank you, again, Mike!” He nodded in acknowledgement. Walking out of his office to her car, Jenny thanked the receptionist.


  “Have a great day!”


  “Thanks, Mrs. Boyd. Good to see you.”


  Jenny started the ignition. Again, she prayed. “God, when the accident happened and I lost David, I had no idea how to take care of everything, but you have helped me every step of the way. I asked you to help me know what to do about the car and now there’s not only a buyer but I’ll have extra money left over after I pay it off. I know you hear my prayers. I still miss David so much, yet I somehow have peace because with each decision I have to make, it’s like it’s all worked out before I even get to it. All I can do is say thank you for all that you have done. My heart breaks sometimes having to deal with everything by myself. Now I truly know that I’m not completely by myself. You’re with me. Only you could make this work out so great… for me and it’ll help someone else that needs a dependable car. You’re so awesome!”


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Doctors and nurses have to learn to put their emotions aside in situations like this but today it was virtually impossible. Everyone on the floor had grown attached to tiny Baby Santos fighting for his life like a mighty warrior in a battle much larger than his little body. Unfortunately, that newborn body was at war with itself. His little lungs just did not work well and the lack of oxygen caused tremendous stress on his fragile heart. Poor circulation of the blood throughout his body had caused other issues. His immune system was very weak. He had dark circles under his eyes. There were wires coming from several monitors attached to his heel and chest. He never cried even when the nurses moved him or touched his sensitive skin, but every poke with a needle had created another opportunity for infection to occur. He fought against all odds. Angela had just finally drifted off to sleep when the doctor stepped into her room sitting straight up when she heard his voice speak her name.


  “Angela.”


  “What is it? What’s wrong?” she asked grabbing the bedrail to pull herself up. She guessed it was well after midnight and she knew the doctor had said he would likely not be back to see her until after breakfast. He was standing beside her with one of the nurses and her husband. Angela’s eyes darted to the nurse who tried hard to look at her but instead diverted her eyes and moved to the other side of the bed.


  “Angela, I want you to take this for me.” The nurse handed Angela a cup with a large pill in it and some water. Being half asleep and struggling to understand what was happening, she did as she was told. She looked at her husband as he took her by the hand. Why was his face so flushed?


  “What’s wrong, Diego?” she asked her husband. He couldn’t speak through the lump in his throat so he looked at the doctor to help him. Tears filled her husband’s eyes.


  “Just listen, Angela Marie.” He squeezed her hand gently. If she had not been scared before, she definitely was now because he only called her by that name when he was mad or something really bad had happened. The doctor knew it was time.


  “Angela, there is no easy way to say this.”


  “No! No, don’t tell me. Where’s my baby?”


  “He’s gone, Angela.”


  “No! No! He can’t be!” The nurse quickly exited the room so the couple could have some privacy with the doctor.


  “As I have explained to your husband, the lungs were not fully developed when your baby was born. We gave him medication to help and oxygen but we soon discovered that he was not getting enough oxygen into his blood stream. Without enough oxygen, the brain and heart cannot function properly. I am so sorry for your loss.”


  Angela and her husband wept together even though they truly could not even begin to grasp the words they’d just been told. Nothing in life can ever prepare you for the feelings that occur with anyone’s passing, least of all that of a newborn baby. At the moment of the death of a child, the mind slams shut. Defenses rise instinctively in an effort for the mind to protect itself but that can’t and doesn’t stop the flood of emotions that ensue. This initial refusal to accept what had happened was automatic like a reflex. The pill the nurse gave Angela finally began to help her relax, but right now she wanted someone to come into the room and tell her this was all a horrible dream. It had to be a joke. It was not. Baby Santos only spent 52 hours on this earth. He never left the tiny climate-controlled box but he somehow touched the hearts of nine nurses and three doctors who were overseeing his case.


  Angela had always been taught that a baby was perfect in the sight of God. She would at some point find a tiny bit of peace in knowing God had chosen to spare her little boy from other things he would have had to face and decisions he would have had to make in this life yet right now her heart was breaking. The biggest decision he was spared from making was one every human must make. Each individual born into this world must decide at the age of accountability where they will spend eternity. Precious Santos no longer had to make that decision. Her baby boy now rested in the presence of the Lord. This was the only tiny thread of hope she could hold on to at this moment. Nothing else mattered right now. The doctor had told them that it would take a little while but he could allow them to hold the tiny one if they wanted to say their goodbyes. Angela immediately said she wanted to see him.


  “I’ll make sure you can.” As the doctor left the room, he thought to himself how this part of his job never got any easier. He spoke with the head nurse at the nurse’s station and signed some paperwork. About an hour later, one of the nurses Angela had spent the most time with while in the hospital came into the room. She expressed her deepest condolences and gave them a card. Angela opened the card as her new friend exited to go help another patient. The inscription inside was from Isaiah 57:1 – ‘The good men perish; the godly die before their time and no one seems to care or know why. No one seems to realize that God is taking them away from evil days ahead.’ Beneath it she had written that sometimes we wonder about God’s timing, but we must remind ourselves that none of us can look around the corner to the future and see what lies ahead. Only God can see and comprehend the future. When our faith is put in an all-knowing God to act in our best interest at all times, we can have peace in the midst of the tragic situations when we face them.


  More tears slid down Angela’s face. She was sitting up in a chair in her room holding a pillow against her. The head nurse entered with a wheelchair to take Angela to a special room for the difficult family reunion. When they entered the lowly lit nursery room, a nurse was standing there holding a blue blanket. She walked up to Angela saying, “Mommy, this is Santos.” She gently placed the baby in Angela’s arms and tenderly pulled the blanket back revealing his precious face – for the very first time. He looked so peaceful and perfect! She kept hoping against hope to see him breathe. She began to cry overwhelmed by the unexplainable bond connected not by breath but only by the smallest of weight against her body.


  “Oh, dear God! Take care of my baby! Please take care of my baby!” Angela’s husband wiped her forehead with a damp cloth and stroked her hair. He hurt too but right now he had to be strong for his loving wife. He felt so helpless. He couldn’t do anything for his son. He couldn’t do anything to remove the pain from his wife. His mind darted ahead and he discovered that the future held nothing but questions. He immediately reigned in his thoughts. Breathe in, breath out, Diego. This was something his son could not do. I love you, Santos, my son. There wasn’t a dry eye at the nurse’s station either.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  The pocket-sized book that a sweet lady at church had given Jenny was what she chose to read tonight. She had really been struggling with multiple waves of emotions since David’s death. He was gone so suddenly. Sometimes his absence was like he was gone to work and had not come home yet. Other times, seeing his untouched pillow was unbearable. Unexpected tears always seemed to come at the least convenient time. Her mind went back to the day she had to go to the bank a few days after the funeral. Both of their names had been on the account so she had to go have it changed. She relived that moment in her mind. She had forced herself to walk in the door and approach the teller fully primed to conduct business just like any other day. The teller asked if she could help and suddenly Jenny felt her lip quiver and tears distorted her vision. The colors on the woman’s blouse all ran together. It was just a simple question. It wasn’t the woman’s fault. It was grief rearing its ugly head again. Jenny now shook her head as though trying to erase that embarrassing moment. Of course, once she explained what she was there to do, the teller was very understanding and helpful. More recently, she was cleaning up some papers that had piled up next to the computer and she found the pamphlet with David’s picture on it from the memorial service sending her crumbling to the floor in tears. She cries even now thinking about both of these occurrences. A reminder of David seemed to be around every corner. Even something as simple as checking the mailbox, several unsolicited pieces of mail come in addressed to David from some obscure marketing company or credit card company she had never heard of before and she found herself crying.


  The first chapter of the little book began with a description of what kinds of loss human beings experience and different stages of grief.


  The loss of a loved one, especially a spouse, is devastating. It could be compared to a robbery in that it steals an irreplaceable part of our lives leaving behind anxiousness and emptiness that can be completely overwhelming. Being robbed is frightening because it leaves us feeling vulnerable and insecure. Losing a spouse can cause us to be afraid or anxious about a future without that person. It is important to realize that this fear is really just grief. Even if we have “planned” for such events, it is our human nature to long for people to be in our lives forever. When that hope is shattered by the reality of death, we may begin to fear what our quality life will be without that person. What am I to do now? How do I continue on?


  On other occasions, grief can separate the surviving spouse and the world around them making it hard to take in what someone has said or possibly create difficulty in remembering everyday tasks. We are accustomed to communicating, directly or indirectly, with them in our daily decisions. When that person is gone, grief intensifies. There is good news in that the old saying ‘Time heals all wounds’ is really true. We find a way to go on without forgetting that spouse.


  So, just how do we move forward? We focus on the experience of living each and every day. It is extremely important to have the presence of people and the presence of relationships. Therefore, the answer is to strive for stronger relationships with those around us we love and develop relationships with people who will be a positive influence on all that we think, do and say. Typically, relationships can take time to develop and that span of time also allows for the healing for our wounded heart.


  Jenny found herself sad but also comforted by these words. It was normal to have good days and bad days. It was normal to feel confident in her ability to take care of Caitlyn and yet totally inadequate all in the same day. It was acceptable to cry when she heard a man in the next aisle of the grocery store laugh just like David or heard his favorite song on the radio. This was going to take time. Her eyes fell once more to the last paragraph. The answer was to strive for stronger relationships with people who would be encouraging and had positive influence on her thoughts and actions. First and foremost, she had Caitlyn. She committed once again to focus her attention on Caitlyn and what God had in store for them.
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  Chapter 13.


  The church pews were full. The sun coming through the stained glass window above the choir was gorgeous as Jenny, Hazel and Dana were enjoying the music.


  “We read of a place that‘s called Heaven,


  It’s made for the pure and the free;


  These truths in God’s Word He hath given,


  How beautiful heaven must be.


  How beautiful heaven must be, must be.


  Sweet home of the happy and free;


  Fair haven of rest for the weary,


  How beautiful heaven must be.


  Pure waters of life there are flowing,


  And all who will drink may be free;


  Rare jewels of splendor are glowing,


  How beautiful heaven must be.


  How beautiful heaven must be, must be.


  Sweet home of the happy and free;


  Fair haven of rest for the weary,


  How beautiful heaven must be.


  The angels so sweetly are singing,


  Up there by the beautiful sea;


  Sweet chords from their gold harps are ringing,


  How beautiful heaven must be.


  How beautiful heaven must be, must be.


  Sweet home of the happy and free;


  Fair haven of rest for the weary,


  How beautiful heaven must be.


  Pastor George read several noteworthy announcements in the bulletin before pausing to pray and beginning his sermon.


  “No one can possibly imagine how beautiful Heaven is going to be. Nothing on this earth can compare to the beauty we will see there one day after a while. Now, I will be the first to tell you that we can see and enjoy incredibly beautiful physical things here on earth. For example, there are snow covered mountains like the Rockies that are breathtaking. You can witness gorgeous sunrises and sunsets in places like Hawaii and many other parts of the world. The birth of a child is a miraculous event and a joy to experience. Often times the memory of the beauty we witness stays with us a long time. There is an old saying that “beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” What one person finds attractive or beautiful may not be how another person sees it. One place that this principle is evident is in a beauty pageant. We have probably all seen beauty pageants on television. Now, my wife used to love to watch those things so she could see all the long beautiful gowns. Should Miss Arizona really have worn that color blue?” He mimics his wife and the audience laughed recognizing they had done the same thing.


  “If I took a poll of this room of folks right now, I would likely find some of you that have no problem with pageants. On the other hand, some of you would be adamantly against them. Despite which side of the fence you are on; what kind of pageant it is; what country it is held in or who the women are; there is one common factor in every pageant beside the female participants. What’s the other common factor? Judges. Each woman stands before a panel of people wondering if she will be ‘the one’ and knowing that decision rests strictly in the opinion of the judges.


  What most people focus on is the winner! Never mind that there were 49 other women on the stage. Who is the winner? Where is she from? What does she look like? However, we don’t think about what happens to the winner after the crowning and walk down the runway. Yes, she may win a few really nice prizes and of course the title. However, she actually becomes the property of the organization that crowned her. She must go where they tell her to go and do whatever they ask her to do to promote their agenda. She must follow all their rules or the crown can be taken away. In other words, she basically no longer belongs to herself. She is now the property of that organization. Congratulations, Miss Whatever!


  As we continue our study of Esther, we will see how she found herself in a similar situation when she became a Queen with very strict rules. Remember, King Xerxes wanted to impress the other princes and dignitaries who had joined him for a completely over-the-top banquet. At one point, they began to question why he had not brought Queen Vashti for them to see since news of her beauty had spread through the land. They taunted King Xerxes over several days of the celebration until he finally commanded a servant to summon her. However, Queen Vashti decided that she was tired of being paraded before people all the time. She felt like a piece of meat on display. So, she refuses to appear. As you can well imagine, this greatly displeases the King. Being embarrassed in front of such important people, he refuses to allow her to disobey him. Much to her surprise, the King immediately dethrones her and makes a formal announcement that another will be found to take her place. Many young women are brought to the palace to be pampered and groomed for their presentation to the King. As Mordecai had said, Esther is among those asked to appear before King Xerxes to determine if he finds her suitable to be his Queen. Hathach is the King’s servant now assisting Esther.


  Hathach:


  (approached the throne room) Esther, as your assistant, I must implore you not to be afraid of the King. But remember, you must never move forward until King Xerxes raises his scepter. Then and only then, are you allowed to approach.


  Esther:


  What shall I say to the King?


  Hathach:


  Dear one, you shall not open your mouth unless God himself tells you to speak.


  Esther:


  There is so much to remember. (She took a deep breath as the doors of the King’s chamber opened and she waited. He was seated on his throne with a servant on each side. He raised his scepter and she entered. She knelt before the King and prayed) ‘Dear God, give me the strength to do Your will.’ (She finished and automatically lifted her head to look at him.)


  King Xerxes:


  (seeing her beauty, the King broke into a wide smile, happy to have finally found his bride) What’s your name?


  Esther:


  (She remembered what Hathach told her and she quickly bowed her head and looked at the floor) Esther, my lord.


  King Xerxes:


  Esther. It’s alright. You can look up. (Esther looked up at him and blushed which pleased him as well.) You have a beauty beyond all beauty. It is both beauty of the flesh and of the heart! (The King called for Hathach.)


  Hathach:


  Yes, my King.


  King Xerxes:


  (keeping his eyes on Esther) This woman shall be my Queen. You have cared for her well and her beauty surpasses all other both inside and out. (He looked at Hathach intently.) Thank you.


  Hathach:


  You are welcome, great King. It is a great honor to serve you.


  King Xerxes:


  (The King called for a servant.) Bring me Queen Vashti’s old crown. This one is worthy to wear it. (The servant reappeared holding the crown.) You, Esther, are now my Queen. (He placed the crown on her head. Turning his back to her so he could concentrate and be firm in his next command, he continued his train of thought.) Now, I have three rules: 1) When and if I call, you come. 2) Don’t speak until spoken to. 3) Never approach me unless I call for you…or I’ll have you killed.(His back to her.) Do you understand?


  Esther:


  You are my King, my life will be to serve you.


  “Esther was indeed very beautiful and the King was completely smitten with her from the moment he first saw her face. However, because of Queen Vashti’s previous disobedience, the King implemented three severely strict rules regarding how and when Esther could come into his presence. He wanted never to be embarrassed by his ‘property’ again. This appeared on the surface to be reasonable and harmless but would very soon lead to a terribly difficult decision for Esther.”


  * * * * * * * * * *


  With Angela needing an extended amount of time off, Jenny put a sign in the window of the diner. Now Hiring. Apply Within. She knew they needed the help but it was hard to replace someone who was such a good worker. Jenny knew that the opening might offer a blessing to someone else out there really needing a job. Hazel came in to work thirty minutes early so Jenny could get to the auto repair shop. Sitting in the parking lot she fought back tears once again upon seeing her car for the first time since the wreck. It had been repaired but it was still a reminder of what happened to David. She sat in her car for a few minutes longer trying to collect herself. I can do all things through Christ Jesus. Lord, I need your help. This is so hard for me to see that car knowing that David was in it when the accident happened. I really need your help to know whether to keep it or sell it. You know I just can’t afford two payments. I really think it would be a good idea to sell it and I have a potential buyer but please help me know for sure what to do. She took a deep breath and went inside to sign the paperwork with the manager.


  “My name is Jenny Boyd. Mike Patton said that I could pick up my car today.” MJ came in nicely dressed for an eighteen year old and stood politely waiting for her to finish.


  “Yes, ma’am. It’s ready.” The manager pulled a plastic sheet protector out from under the counter containing the paperwork and her key. David's keychain was still attached. For a moment it took her breath away. Does he know what happened to bring that car here or is it just another job to him? He can’t possibly know the treasure he holds. This is not just some random set of keys. That is not just a keychain, it was David’s. The manager pulled out the paperwork and grabbed a pen from his pocket while showing her where to sign.


  “Right here?” Her head was spinning.


  “That’s it,” the older gentleman replied. Jenny signed the paper and handed the pen back to him. She was trying to avoid looking at the keys on the counter. MJ walked up to Jenny.


  “Mrs. Boyd,” he said very quietly. Jenny turned around seeing MJ standing behind her. She had not seen him in a while and barely recognized the man he was becoming.


  “My goodness. Hi, MJ. You sure have grown since I saw you last summer. How are you?”


  “Fine. Thank you, ma’am. My Ma said you need my help getting your car home today. She asked me to have my friends drop me off here.”


  “Yes, I’m so thankful for your help.”


  “Mrs. Boyd,” the shop manager interrupted. “We need to go out to the car and take a look at it so you can also sign off in this box.” He pointed to another location on the form and she noticed the keys again… and the keychain… in his hand. “This box just verifies that you have checked out the car and everything was repaired properly.”


  “Certainly. MJ, you ready?”


  “Oh, yes ma’am.” All three walked out to the car in the parking lot. Jenny and the manager walked around all sides of the car. The owner opened the driver’s side door for her and waved for her to get in it. She shook her head like she didn’t need to get in it but instead motioned for MJ. She signed the paperwork and took the keys from him. Don’t think about it. Don’t think about the keychain. Just hand it to MJ. You have to keep it together right now. She handed MJ the keys as he got in the car. She shook the manager’s hand and waved at MJ as she quickly got into her vehicle. Pulling out of the parking lot, she looked in the rear view mirror to ensure MJ was following her. Hold it together a little bit longer, Jenny. You can’t break down now. MJ is helping you get this car home and you’ve got to hold it together. Once you get inside the house… Her thoughts trailed off.


  Jenny’s house was not far away. Both she and MJ pulled into the driveway of her house at the same time. Getting out of her car, she walked around to the other car as MJ was getting out.


  “I can’t thank you enough for your help,” Jenny said.


  “It’s no problem.”


  “Can I take you home?” Jenny motioned to her car.


  “Oh no, thank you. My friends are going to come by in just a few minutes. One of them lives just a couple of streets over. I told him I would send him a text when I got here.”


  “Well, I sure appreciate your help. You want to come inside and wait?”


  “That’s okay. He’ll be here in just a minute. I’ll text him,” MJ said as he pulled out his phone.


  “Well, alright. You tell your momma that I certainly appreciate her letting me borrow you today, too!”


  “I will.” He walked down the driveway texting on his phone. “Bye.”


  “Bye, MJ.” Jenny went on inside the house. A few minutes later a couple of kids pulled up in a car obviously determined to have the next county hear their music. It was Andrew and Big Boy. Jenny turned to see MJ get in the back seat as the driver pulled away.


  Jenny went into the house glancing back only for a moment to see the familiar sight of both vehicles in the driveway again. Everything is back in its place. Well, not everything. She closed the front door trying to shut out the memories and the tears that were threatening to burst forth.


  “Hi, Dana. I’m finally home.”


  “Hey there. I was just getting Caitlyn something to eat. Are you hungry? I’d be happy to fix you something before I go,” Dana said.


  “Yes, actually I am.” Jenny walked over and kissed Caitlyn. “It’s so strange to see both cars in the driveway.”


  “Was it hard?” Dana asked already knowing the answer.


  “It was pretty hard when I first pulled into the parking lot of the body shop and saw the car sitting there. My mind kept going back to the fact that David was in that particular vehicle when he had the accident. But I never saw any of the photos of it wrecked… even though Mike had some when I went to go sign the paperwork. I just didn’t want to see them. So, for me, it looked exactly the same as when I last saw it but without the flat tire.” She looked at Dana.


  “I can’t imagine.” Dana handed Caitlyn the bowl of macaroni she had prepared and a cup of juice.


  “Thankfully, Hazel’s son, MJ, drove it home for me and it’s safely in the driveway.” Jenny pulled an envelope from her purse containing copies of all the insurance paperwork. She was emotionally drained but didn’t realize it until now. Dana came back into the kitchen from the other room with a small box beautifully wrapped and handed it to Jenny.


  “Happy birthday!”


  “Oh, my goodness! I haven’t really even thought about my birthday with so much going on. Thank you!” Jenny hugged Dana for being so kind to remember. “It’s beautiful.”


  “I’ve been so excited for you to see it. It was hard to wait until today,” Dana said smiling.


  “That is so sweet of you.” Jenny gently peeled back the end of the paper uncovering a white box. She was being very careful, unsure of its contents but realizing it was a little bit heavy. She lifted the lid and pulled back the tissue inside. It was a Bible. “Is this…?” Her throat tightened cutting off her words. She held it to her chest overwhelmed.


  “It’s from mom and me. It’s David’s bible. We want you to have it. I wanted to give it to you when you were baptized but since Mom and Dad couldn’t make it, I had to wait.” Dana’s eyes, filled with tears, watched Jenny stare at the priceless book in her hands. “When I went to her house the other day, we were talking about when David and I were kids and used to go to church. She remembered how much David loved youth camp. I didn’t even know this but she said David wanted to be a Youth Minister.”


  “Really?” Jenny still couldn’t stop looking at the precious gift.


  “He had been mentoring a kid that came from a really bad home situation and they became best friends. They went to all the youth activities together. Then one day the kid didn’t show up for school. David just had a gut feeling that something was wrong. The kid still didn’t show up by lunch time, so David went to the office. He asked if they had heard anything from his friend. Mr. Robbins, the Guidance Counselor, heard David’s voice and came out of his office. He asked David to come in and have a seat. Apparently, David’s friend got into a fight with his father one time too many and the dad punched him and knocked him down. The kid hit his head and he died. David became so bitter both at the dad for killing his friend and at God for taking his best friend at such a young age. Mom and Dad tried to do everything they could to remind David that God had a reason but nothing seemed to help.”


  “We never talked about God at all,” Jenny admitted.


  “Look inside the cover.” Jenny carefully opened the Bible cover treating it with tender care. She read the hand written inscription inside. Presented to David Adam Boyd by Mom and Dad. She looked at Dana.


  “This is so amazing.”


  “It gets better. Look at the next page.” Jenny turned the page and her eyes became wide and filled with tears.


  “It has the date that David was saved and baptized!” The tears won.


  “I was so little,” Dana explained. “I really didn’t remember a lot of this.”


  “He was saved! So, the Pastor said that when we are saved and baptized, we go to heaven. So that’s where David is?” Jenny asked Dana with tremendous seriousness.


  “I believe that! But, there is one more thing I really want to show you. The Bible also has hand written notes that David made in the margins years ago plus his favorite scriptures are underlined. May I?” she asked before taking the Bible from Jenny. Dana very carefully flipped through several sections of pages until she came to a bright red bookmark. “Mom said that this particular verse was one of his favorites. Jeremiah 29:11 – ‘For I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord. They are plans for good and not for disaster, to give you a future and a hope.”


  “Wow.”


  “David always told Mom that God had a special plan for his life.”


  “And then God took him before he got to find out what it was.”


  “Jenny, he did fulfill his purpose. He married you and God gave you Caitlyn. He left a legacy in her. I’m sure David never intended for you to raise her by yourself… but on the other hand, you’re not by yourself. God is always with you. You accepted Christ and you’re taking Caitlyn to church so she can learn about God. I think that is great! God has a plan for you both, too!”


  “You really think so?” Jenny asked.


  “Yes, Mom says that God has a plan for each of us. We just have to constantly pray and ask Him what He would have us to do that day… and the next day… and so on.”


  “I have been praying a lot lately. I asked God to help me with the car when I got it back. I wanted to know whether to keep it since it is automatic and sell David’s car that I have been driving, or keep David’s and sell mine since I owe less on it. I surely can’t keep both. Then when I went to the insurance company today, Mike said he had a buyer for my car.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes, and Mike asked the guy what he was willing to pay for it. Dana, without blinking he said $1,500 over what I owe. That would give me some extra cash that I could really use right now.”


  “That’s awesome!”


  “It is! It was so hard to lose David and I honestly didn’t think I could go on without him. Yet God has given me the strength I need to keep going one day at a time. Just when I think I can’t do it one more day without David, God does one more thing to help me.”


  “Well, David loved you. We love you,” Dana said standing by Caitlyn. “God loves you even more than that.”


  “Thanks, Dana!” Jenny said clutching the Bible again. “This is the best birthday gift I have ever received.” Jenny could not wait to do her Bible study and daily devotion tonight using David’s Bible. She longed to comb every page and read his notes. It was like a treasure chest waiting to be opened.


  [image: pic-6]



  Chapter 14.


  Allen’s Grocery was completely empty of customers as the sun went down behind the giant trees that lined the street beside the store. Mr. Grady was faithfully behind the counter checking inventory when Nathan entered to visit with his friend.


  “Hello, Mr. Grady.”


  “Nathan, how you are doing tonight?”


  “I’m doing well. It’s been a long day! Just got off work and thought I would get a soda on my way home.”


  “Sounds like a good idea.” Nathan went down the aisle toward the coolers of sodas and flavored water. Mr. Grady turned back around and counted a few more items marking it off on his list. Suddenly the same car Andrew and Big Boy were in the other day pulled up outside and a young man wearing a ski mask and a huge overstuffed ski jacket entered through the front door. The uninvited caller was holding a gun and pointing it at Mr. Grady from the moment the automatic door slid open.


  “Hey, old man! Open it and give me the money! Now!” Mr. Grady was startled at the loud voice barking commands from behind him. As he turned around, he saw the gun and dropped the clipboard putting his hands up. “Huh?” he said confused.


  “I said give me the money! And do it now!” the robber yelled again.


  “Okay… please don’t shoot. Please…” Nathan also heard the yelling and ducked behind the shelves so he was not seen but slowly moved toward where the masked thief was standing. His heart was beating so fast he could hear the rushing sound in his ears. Nathan was cautiously approaching the front determined to help Mr. Grady. Suddenly the gun holding thief moved around behind the counter to ensure that the old man was doing what he was told and not hitting an alarm button of any kind like he had seen in the movies. He was still yelling. “Hurry up, Man! Move it.” Mr. Grady was collecting the bills but his hands were trembling. Accidentally, Nathan knocked something over in the aisle startling all three of them. The gun went off as the robber turned around to see where the noise came from and a bullet hit Mr. Grady. He grabbed his chest and fell behind the counter. The bandit dropped the gun when it went off and ran out of the store getting into the same car and screaming for the driver to get out of there! Instead of chasing him, Nathan ran straight to Mr. Grady.


  “Mr. Grady… it’s okay. Stay with me!” Nathan kept looking behind him as though the robber might return.


  “He shot me!” Mr. Grady said loudly.


  “You’re going to be okay!” he tried to reassure Mr. Grady and if he was being perfectly honest… himself. “Help! Somebody help!” Nathan screamed from behind the counter. He removed the light-weight wind breaker he always wore with the company name on the back and placed it over the wound. He didn’t have any formal medical training but knew he had to try to stop the bleeding and get help immediately. Of all times, he had left his cell phone in the truck. He didn’t see a store phone. It’s probably in the office somewhere. A woman and her daughter come in the front door talking.


  “He shot me! Help me!” Mr. Grady said weakly but audible.


  “Hello?” The woman heard the call for help but didn’t see anyone.


  “Help! Can you call 9-1-1? He’s been shot!” Nathan said in the direction of the woman’s voice.


  “Cassie, use your phone… call 9-1-1. Tell them you’re at Allen’s Grocery store and a man has been shot,” the woman instructed her daughter to stay back so she didn’t see the man lying on the floor bleeding. “Are you okay, sir?”


  “Yes, ma’am. I’m okay but we need an ambulance.” He was still holding the jacket down against Mr. Grady’s chest. “Mr. Grady, come on! Stay with me! Help is on the way!”


  “Hello? My name is Cassie and a man has been shot at Allen’s grocery store. What? Mom… what street is this?” She was trying to be brave but she was trembling and scared.


  “Tell them to hurry,” Nathan yelled.


  “He shot me!” Mr. Grady kept saying but Nathan was thankful that it meant he was at least still conscious.


  “Stay with me! Come on. Look at me!” Nathan prodded his friend.


  “It’s on University Blvd and 4th Street.”


  “Mr. Grady, it’s okay. You’re going to be fine. Where are they?” he asked impatiently.


  “They’re coming, Mister. My daughter has to stay on the phone until they get here.” The sirens were finally approaching.


  “I see them,” Cassie screamed.


  “Cassie, stay back out of the way.” Two police officers rush in the front door. The ambulance pulled up at the same time. “Over there, behind the counter,” the mom directed them. She and Cassie stepped outside the store to speak to a third officer. The first officer headed behind the counter and saw one man hovering over another one. He also saw a weapon on the floor.


  “Gun!” the officer shouted as both uniforms pulled their weapons.


  “I’m unarmed, sir!” Nathan added when he heard the officer.


  “He shot me! He shot me!” Mr. Grady was in shock but alive.


  “Where is the ambulance? We need an ambulance!” Nathan tried to explain. “He’s bleeding. Please help us!” The rookie officer moved a little bit closer and very gently slid the gun to the side of the counter and away from the men on the floor.


  “Sir, I know you want to help. I need you to put your hands where I can see them and back away.”


  “But he’s bleeding! I can’t! Hold on, Mr. Grady!” Nathan was not one to show a lot of emotion but the blood was rushing so fast through his body it sounded like a freight train and he couldn’t stop a few tears that ran down his cheek seeing Mr. Grady in such pain. The second officer reached down and picked up the gun with a pen stepping off to the side to secure it as evidence. The EMS attendants who had been waiting at the door until the scene was secure now rushed to get to the bleeding man.


  “Please help him!” Nathan stood with his hands above his head as the officer commanded. “Hang on, Mr. Grady.”


  “Put your hands behind your back, sir!”


  “What?” Nathan asked stunned by the officer’s words.


  “It is just procedure when a weapon is present, sir.”


  “I didn’t do anything. I was helping Mr. Grady.” He refused to take his eyes off the EMS workers. They were working feverishly to get everything prepared for transporting him to the hospital as quickly as possible.


  “Come with us, sir!” the officer insisted. He took Nathan outside of the store. Nathan spoke to the woman and her daughter as he went out the door. “Ma’am, please tell them I was trying to help!” They just looked at him. Neither offered a response as Nathan was placed in the back of the patrol car and the additional officer continued his interview with the two witnesses.


  “So, ma’am, you and your daughter came in and heard a man yelling. Exactly what did you hear?” he asked.


  “That man was on the floor yelling that he needed help.” She pointed at Nathan seated in the car. “The other man was yelling ‘He shot me! He shot me!’ He sounded so scared! I told my daughter, Cassie, to call 9-1-1 and she did.”


  “We appreciate that. Did you see anybody else?”


  “No sir! No one.”


  “Thank you for your help. Here’s my card if you think of anything else.” He handed her the card as the EMS workers loaded Mr. Grady on the gurney and hurriedly brought him through the sliding doors to the ambulance.


  “Is he going to be okay?” Cassie asked.


  “Let’s hope so,” the officer replied. The first officer stepped up to the EMS worker. “We contacted the owner and he’ll be here in just a minute to close up. The store has been here a long time.”


  “Great! You’re telling me there were no security cameras.”


  “You got it. Not a one.” The officer shook his head. The EMS worker stepped forward.


  “The guy is asking about his wife.”


  “Thanks. I didn’t see anyone else so I’ll find out how to contact her and I’ll make a trip through the store while I wait for the owner.”


  “Alright. We’re on our way to St. Vincent’s.” The ambulance attendant jumped in as the siren and lights created a void in the traffic for them to pull out onto the street. The official race to keep Mr. Grady alive was underway.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Hazel was busy cleaning off a table as a regular came in the door allowing sirens to be heard a couple of streets over. Jenny was standing at the register running a total so she could leave for the day. She had purchased a bible and wanted to go by the funeral home and give it to Angela at the viewing on her way home. She had it inscribed with ‘In memory of Santos Carmine Juarez’ as a token of her sympathy. The family had decided to bury the baby where his father’s family was from so there would be no funeral. Jenny had experienced the loss of too many people in her life but could not even begin to comprehend what this family must be going through. Words seemed so inadequate. She prayed that in some small way this Bible with his name on it would become as special to Angela as David’s Bible was to Jenny. She immediately remembered the conversation she had with Dana about God having a plan for everyone’s life and a reason for something happening the way it does. This situation sure was difficult if not impossible to understand. Leave it in God’s hands. He knows best. Pastor says we just are not supposed to understand everything.


  “Okay, almost done here. Anything else I can do for you before I leave, Hazel?” Jenny asked. Hazel had walked over to grab menus and silverware to take to the folks who just came in and gave her an ‘ok’ sign with her hand.


  “What can I get for you tonight?” Hazel asked.


  “I would love a cup of coffee and what pie do you have today?”


  “Jenny, what is the pie that Sal just got fresh out of the oven?”


  “Apple,” Jenny replied over her shoulder.


  “Fresh apple pie and I can add caramel and/or ice cream.”


  “Ice cream… sounds perfect!”


  “And for you?”


  “Coffee and I just want the pie. Not in the mood for ice cream tonight.”


  “You got it. Be right back.” Hazel picked up the unused menus and yelled out to Sal. “2 A-pies one with a snowball and 2 cups of mud.”


  “Well, I guess that I better get out of here… finally! Never thought we’d find someone so quickly but just think that two more weeks and you’ll be finished training the new girl and moving to my shift! Are you excited?”


  “Yes I am! It will give me some more time with my boys in the evening since I will be at work during the day while they are at school. MJ has been having some trouble with his grades lately and I need to see what I can do to help get his head in the game. That boy marches to the beat of his own drum, I tell you!” Hazel said shaking her head.


  “Oh, come on now, Momma. I am sure he is the perfect gentleman,” Jenny winked at her.


  “He used to not give me a minute’s problem. Lately, he hardly says two words to me and then it is a miracle if I get a one word answer when I ask him a question!” Sal’s bell indicated the order was ready. Hazel grabbed the mugs of coffee and plates of pie. She put it all on a tray and carried it to the customers.


  “Well, if anyone can sort it out… you can!” Jenny said putting the receipts in the office for Sal to review at the end of the week.


  “Lord knows, I try!” The customer was reading a text on his phone when Hazel got to the table.


  “I don’t know,” the man said when she arrived at the table to deliver their sweets. “The text just says that old man, Mr. Grady, was just shot. Some driver from Calloway Print Shop was arrested.”


  “Mr. Grady was what? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to overhear you. Is he okay? He and his wife go to my church!” She put the cups and bowls down on the table. “Jenny, come here!”


  “I don’t know, ma’am,” he replied not caring that she entered the conversation. Jenny entered the dining area quickly from the kitchen startled to hear her name spoken so loudly.


  “Oh, that’s awful. I really need to have someone check on him and Mrs. Grady. Can I get you folks anything else though?”


  “No, ma’am. We’re fine.”


  “Thank you, sir! I’m going to call them.”


  “Sure. No problem,” he replied returning his attention to his phone. Hazel walked back to the counter as Jenny picked up her purse to leave.


  “What’s wrong, Hazel?”


  “Jenny, Mr. Grady just got shot at the store.”


  “Oh, my goodness. Is he okay?”


  “I don’t know. I overheard those customers talking and I just don’t know. Poor Mrs. Grady. I need to call Pastor.”


  “That’s a good idea, Hazel. Call me if you find out anything.”


  “Jenny, there’s more.” Jenny stopped before exiting the door.


  “What?”


  “I think Nathan was arrested at the scene.”


  “What? Nathan?” She almost dropped her keys. Hazel picked up the phone and Jenny waited. “Good evening, Pastor. This is Hazel. Have you heard anything about Mr. Grady? They did? Is he ok? Oh, no! Okay, I just wanted to make sure someone could check on him and Mrs. Grady. If I can do anything, please let me know. Thank you, Pastor!” Hanging up Jenny walked back to the counter. Taking each other’s hands right where they stood “Jenny, we got to pray!” “Lord, Mr. Grady is such a sweet man and I know that he loves you so much. Please let him be okay. Mrs. Grady… well, she needs him, Lord. I don’t know of one single person that this couple wouldn’t help in a moment’s notice. Please, help them, Lord, please. Father God, I don’t know how Nathan fits into this whole thing or if it was even him, but You know what’s going on and we trust You because we know You’re in control. Give everybody involved peace for Your Word promises us that Your grace is sufficient to see us through any situation. We thank you for that. May You receive the praise for your goodness and mercy on us, Lord! Amen.”


  “I have to get home to Caitlyn. Call me if you find out anything else.”


  “I will, Jenny!” Hazel turned up the television on the wall to see if there was any local news to provide additional information.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Mrs. Grady stood at the sink watching the cardinals flit about in the trees in her yard. Washing dishes never felt like a chore when she was watching God’s creatures and praising Him for creating them. The phone rang as she was drying her hands. “Hello, Grady residence.”


  “Mrs. Grady, this is Officer Zachary. Is your husband Walter Grady?”


  “Yes, he is my husband.”


  “And he works at Allen’s Grocery.”


  “Yes, sir. He’s the manager of the store. Is he okay?”


  “Ma’am, I’m afraid he has been taken to the hospital. May I send a patrol car to pick you up so you can meet me there?”


  “Is he okay?” she asked again trying very hard not to panic.


  “Are you able to drive or do you need a ride?” The officer was avoiding her question for the moment.


  “I can drive. I have a car. Where is he?”


  “Please meet me at St. Vincent’s Hospital emergency room. Do you know where that is?”


  “Yes, sir. I’ll be right there.”


  “Thank you, Mrs. Grady. See you shortly.”


  “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir!” She had at least ten more questions but they would just have to wait until she got to the hospital. She figured he must have fallen from a ladder while putting stock on the shelves or something like that. Nothing to really worry about. They are likely taking extra precautions due to his age. That’s all. She decided to call Pastor George and let him know where they would be for a few hours and to kindly pray for her husband. She told him there was certainly no need to come up there for she was sure everything would be okay but she would call if she found out anything different. She picked up her keys and purse and headed out the door. She was not at all prepared for what she heard from Officer Zachary when she arrived.
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  Chapter 15.


  The jail visitation room was not very clean and painted a very unattractive gray color as he sat actually counting the cement blocks on the wall in front of him. This was not a place Mr. Calloway ever thought he would be sitting in, much less to visit his son. Nathan had a few tough times in high school doing some things he shouldn’t have done but thankfully Mr. Calloway knew that Nathan learned from the incidents. Often life experiences build character and teach things that cannot be learned any other way. Besides, he rationalized with himself, no one really got hurt. Well, with the exception of Nathan’s pride. Mr. Calloway had always been very proud of his son’s accomplishments. With that in the forefront of his mind, even with other people seated around him, he sat in stunned silence. This was definitely not something he looked forward to doing today. While he was not thrilled about being here, he had not been able to come during the previous week because he could not break away from the print shop. He knew that many folks would think that was selfish. He could not afford to let his business suffer or his customers go without their jobs. They had deadlines which imposed those deadlines on him. However, he was already out of the office making a delivery so he decided he could take a few minutes to visit with his son. He had confidence that Mrs. Calloway could take care of any customers that might walk in and the printing press could sit idle for a couple hours until he got back. The truly sobering thought was that in a few moments he would finally be sitting in front of his son since this whole ordeal began. Both men were going to be in the same room in the same building but the freedom to get up and leave only belonged to one of them. Mr. Calloway suddenly felt uneasy. Waiting and glancing at the timepiece on his wrist, he quietly watched women enter with children in tow. After a few minutes, Nathan came into the room behind the inmate glass. He and his father picked up a phone that connected to each other to speak. Emotion threatened to surface though unwelcomed by both.


  “Hi, Dad!”


  “Son.”


  “I’m so sorry you have to come here. I never imagined I’d ever be in a place like this. What’s going on, Dad? How’s Mr. Grady? They won’t tell me anything. They think I shot Mr. Grady and I didn’t!”


  “I have heard what they’re saying. They’re only looking at the facts they have and the fact is you were the only one in the store when it occurred.”


  “I know Dad. Like I have told everyone, I was headed home from work and stopped to get a soda. Mr. Grady was standing at the counter like he always is and we talked for a few minutes. I went back to the cooler and all of a sudden I heard yelling. I started to go back up the aisle but then I saw a kid wearing a mask holding a gun on Mr. Grady. He was yelling to give him the money.”


  “A kid? A kid had a gun?”


  “Yes, sir! It sounded like a young kid maybe in his late teens or early twenties. But I knocked something over in the aisle by accident and I guess it startled the kid. The next thing I know… the gun went off. It all just happened so fast and yet it was like it was in slow motion at the same time. It was awful. The kid ran out but all I could think of was getting to Mr. Grady to help him.”


  “Nathan, I’ve read the police report. Son, there’s no mention of a kid wearing a mask or having a gun.”


  “Dad, I don’t know what the report says but I didn’t do this. It was a kid. I saw a thinly built kid. He had long sleeves with a heavy ski type jacket over it and he was wearing a mask. So I don’t know anything about what he looked like. He must have gotten really scared when the gun went off because he just ran out the door. Like a rabbit, he just took off running.”


  “There was a witness who came into the store shortly after it happened. She reported that when she came through the front door she heard Mr. Grady saying ‘He shot me’!” Mr. Calloway said.


  “Yes, Mr. Grady was saying that. He was in shock but he knew he’d been shot.” Tears welled up in Nathan’s eyes thinking of his friend and wishing he could have done more. “Dad, what’s going to happen? I could never in a million years do something like this. Mr. Grady is my friend. I didn’t do this. You got to believe me. Please help me.”


  “Nathan, it’s not looking good. If the police can’t determine that there was someone else in that store that night and if Mr. Grady doesn’t make it then you could go to trial for murder, son. They’re saying that the only fingerprints on the gun were yours.”


  “Murder? But, Dad, I didn’t have….” Nathan became very pale as he saw a flashback in his mind of moving the gun out of the way when he knelt down to get to Mr. Grady. He didn’t want it to go off again. “Oh, no!” He dropped his head into his hands.


  “What’s wrong, son?” Mr. Calloway asked.


  “I did see a gun. I moved it out of the way so I could get to Mr. Grady! It wasn’t my gun. I don’t have a gun. You know that. I just didn’t think about it. All I wanted to do was get to Mr. Grady and help him!”


  “I believe you, Son. Sometimes things happen that look one way but in reality are something completely different. Unfortunately, people tend to believe what they see more than what they are told. On a positive note, God knows the truth about the whole situation and He knows you are telling the truth. So, you just need to get on your knees and pray God shows the police who did this. The hard part comes after you pray. You’re going to have to put it in God’s hands and trust God to take care of it from there. God promises in His Word that ‘if we continue in His Word, then we’re His disciples indeed; And we shall know the truth, and the truth shall make us free’. We need to stand on that promise and ask God to make a way for the truth to come forth. No matter what your circumstances look like or how much evidence they think they have against you… trust the Lord.”


  “Okay, Dad. I know that God is in control. I trust Him.”


  “That’s good, son! I’m going to talk to our Pastor. Our church is going to continue praying for you and we all need to keep praying for Mr. Grady as well. He’s in pretty serious condition but nothing’s too big for God to take care of.”


  “Thanks for coming, Dad. It’s good to see a friendly face.” Mr. Calloway smiled. As a father, of course he believed his son even with the evidence mounting to the contrary. Only by the grace of God will the truth come out and the person be found.


  “Love you, son! I got to get back to the store.”


  “Okay, I love you, too!” They hung up. Nathan disappeared behind the guard escort while his dad mustered the strength to calm the shaking in his legs. He bowed his head and prayed “God, we need your help! This is one of the hardest things I have ever been through in my life and I know it’s even harder for my son. You know more than anyone what it is like to watch your son go through a horrible situation. I cannot even begin to compare my situation with yours, but I do know that You understand my pain. I know that we cannot look at this situation with our physical eyes. We know that you work all things together for our good and I believe it’ll be for your glory as well. I love Nathan, but I know that you love him more. So you have a purpose in all of this. God, we need a miracle. I know You can work this out. I thank you for the work you are doing in all the lives involved. Amen.”


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Sensing static in the air, Caitlyn had stayed close to Jenny all evening until she finally passed out from exhaustion and Jenny was thankful to be there for her as she tucked her baby into bed for the night. Though the thunder rattled the windows all night without waking up Caitlyn, Jenny was not so fortunate. Instead, it brought back childhood memories of being frightened by severe thunderstorms and longing for a mom to run to or a dad to comfort her fears. By morning, the weather and Jenny’s memories had cleared. The sun once again shined brightly through the stained glass cross in the window above the choir. She always noticed it but it seemed more beautiful this morning to both Jenny and Hazel as they happily sang along with the choir.


  Down at the cross where my Savior died,


  Down where for cleansing from sin I cried,


  There to my heart was the blood applied;


  Glory to His Name!


  Glory to His Name, glory to His Name:


  There to my heart was the blood applied;


  Glory to His Name!


  I am so wondrously saved from sin,


  Jesus so sweetly abides within;


  There at the cross where He took me in;


  Glory to His Name!


  Glory to His Name, glory to His Name:


  There to my heart was the blood applied;


  Glory to His Name!


  Everyone was seated as Pastor George approached the pulpit. “This morning I want to take a few minutes to introduce you to a very special lady. As most of you know, the church conducted a fundraiser for Tamika and Corrina Bruce whose mother was shot and killed by a student in her class. I didn’t have the privilege of knowing their mom, Caroline, but I was introduced to a lady who knew her very well. Please, help me welcome, Ms. Suzanne Flowers.”


  Jenny and Hazel are both surprised to see Suzanne step from a pew about 10 rows back on the other side of the church and walk to the platform. She must have come in after they were seated and so they did not see her.


  “Good morning. I appreciate the opportunity to share with you at least a few of the wonderful things that have taken place during and since the fundraiser. But first, let me tell you about my friend, Caroline. We were neighbors when I was growing up. She was several years older so she could go places with her friends and do things that I was told I was too young to do. She was so beautiful and always had a smile on her face. She loved people and kids especially. That explains why a vibrant, popular teenager would even give a younger and more timid girl the time of day. There was one more difference that was far more odd back then. We were ‘different colors’ I would tell my mom.” The congregation laughed. “I was young remember. Yet, there was one time in particular that bonded our friendship forever. We had planned to go to the park and feed the ducks one afternoon when we got home from school. I was so excited. Her bus got to our street later than mine and I must have asked my mom a hundred times if she was home yet. Finally, we heard the bus stop out front. I ran to the window and watched her step off the bus. The first thing she did was look towards my house, see me in the window and wave. Mom made me put on a sweater and after what seemed like an eternity, let me go next door. I walked up to the porch and rang the doorbell. Caroline came to the door and opened it. As she did, I could hear giggling. She invited me in and there were two other girls sitting on the couch looking at me. She introduced me to both of them. One of the girls asked what I was doing there because it was time for them to get to the bowling alley to meet the rest of their friends. I don’t mind telling you my heart sank. I had looked forward to going to the park like I was waiting on Christmas.” The audience laughed.


  “Caroline turned toward me and surely saw the look on my face of confusion and disappointment. She hesitated a moment like she wasn’t sure what to say to me or how to tell me she had to cancel. Instead, she turned to her classmates and said ‘As a matter of fact, I’m not going to be able to go bowling today. I already have plans to go to the park and feed the ducks.’ As you can imagine, both girls looked at her like she had lost her mind. She told them that she appreciated their invitation but she would have to go with them another time. I was elated. I couldn’t help myself. I ran to her and hugged her. I knew right then that Caroline was a special person and we had many happy times growing up together. She went off to college and got married. By the time she came here to be a teacher, I had graduated high school and moved off to college. We only saw each other once or twice during that time but I admired Caroline so much. In return, she was so proud that I wanted to be a teacher just like her. Until one day, I got a call from my mom. She said that Caroline was shot in her classroom by a student. Shot and killed by a young kid. My heart shattered in that same split second. I lost two things that day. I lost my best friend and I lost my desire to be a teacher. So I dropped out of school and came home. I met Pastor George at Sal’s Diner where I work,” she said looking at Jenny and Hazel. “He allowed me to help with the fundraiser. I was so happy to be able to do something that would honor my sweet friend. Through this fundraiser, I gained two things, two people. I had the privilege of getting to know Caroline’s daughters, Tamika and Corrina. They are a joy to me. Through your help and the help of several businesses in the community, the girls will have enough money in a special account set up for them to purchase clothes for school and other necessities. Tamika passed her driver’s test earlier this week and received her license. So, yes folks, we have another young driver on the roads, so look out!” She smiled at the crowd and found that most of them were smiling back. “In fact, an anonymous benefactor has agreed to help purchase a car for her. So thank you for your time this morning, your prayers and your generosity towards my friend’s sweet girls.” Thunderous applause broke out as everyone stood and Pastor George shook Suzanne’s hand before she headed back to her pew.


  “You give God the glory! He’s faithful folks! He’s worthy to be praised!” the Pastor concluded. The entire audience clapped again. He reminded the crowd to continue praying for the girls and Suzanne. He opened his Bible and asked the Spirit to speak through him as he did before every sermon.


  “We may not know exactly how they feel, but we can certainly recognize that Tamika and Corrina are going through a very difficult time in their young lives. They will be the first to tell you that they don’t understand why this happened. Even as adults, we don’t know why things happen and therefore, we have no answers to give them. I will be the first to tell you that there are trials in each of our lives that require us to walk through them not fully understanding the purpose. Maybe you’re going through a medical issue and not sure which doctor to go to. Maybe you’re trying to make a decision about your job. Regardless of the trial, I want you to understand this much. It’s very important that we set aside our passions, our pride, our preconceptions, our past, our possibilities, our prejudices… and talk to God. We need to ask God what He would have us to do in the midst of our situation. I am reminded of a story of a couple who had been married for a number of years and lived in the same house the entire time. One spring, the husband offered to paint the kitchen for his wife as an anniversary gift. She was so excited. He tells her he’ll make time the following Saturday to get it done and asks what color she wants him to use. She can’t decide because there are so many color options. ‘Well sweetheart,’ she says, ‘I am just going to have to pray about it. I’ll let you know.’ Now, you may be thinking ‘Preacher, you mean to tell me that lady was going to bother God and pray about something as simple as what color to paint her own kitchen?’ Yes, that is exactly what I am telling you. You see some day she would not be living in that house any longer. There would come a time when she or her husband would have to sell that house. God already knew who would buy that house so why not ask Him the best color to paint the kitchen. I know some of you are already thinking that it would not be right to bother God with stuff like that. Well, I have news for you. It’s not a bother to God for us to talk to Him. He loves for you to include Him in all your daily conversations. The Bible calls it communing with us. He longs to speak with us on a regular basis.


  When you want to talk to your best friend or your spouse or your parents, do you only do so when you want something? Do you choose not to speak to them unless you need something from them? Kids, do you ever tell your parents how much you love them? Do you tell them about your day at school and what you like to do with your friends? Or do you only talk to them when you ask for money? Or keys to the car? Or clothes for school? Parents, wouldn’t it break your heart if the only time your kids talked to you is when they needed something from you? God is our Father. Do you find yourself only talking to Him when you need something? God, I need groceries. God, I need gas for my car. God, I need patience with these kids. God, I need a better job. God, I need more money. God, I need… I need… I need!


  More importantly than asking Him for something all the time, what we NEED to do is listen to Him and do what He says. He will never guide us to do something wrong. He will always show us the right thing to do and the right choice to make. I won’t lie to you. There may be times when it appears that doing the right thing could cost you something. Do it anyway! Trust God to work out the details. He just wants us to rely on Him and tell the truth. There was once a woman who had to make a very difficult choice. It was such a critical situation that if anything went wrong, it could have cost her her life. Yet, Esther was created for such a time as this… to tell the truth.


  Voice 1:


  (Mordecai walked along the city wall and heard urgent voices speaking and stopped) No, that’s too long to wait and far too public a place. It is best to do it while he sleeps. Perhaps we could bribe one of the servants. (Mordecai peeked around the corner and saw two men standing there and his eyes widened. He flattened himself against the wall for fear of being seen and continued listening as they finalized their plot to kill King Xerxes in his sleep the following night.)


  Voice 2:


  Are you serious?


  Voice 1:


  He trusts me the most. He won’t suspect anything at all. What we will do is… (The voice faded out. As soon as it was safe, Mordecai rushed to see Esther.)


  Mordecai:


  I have got to go see Esther.


  Esther:


  Mordecai, you must have misheard. Bigthan and Terish are the King’s men. Why in the world would they want to do something like that?


  Mordecai:


  I know it sounds impossible, but it is what I heard. You must warn the King right away. There is no time to waste.


  Esther:


  What if he does not believe me? What if we’re wrong? The King will think I’m a foolish young girl with an over-active imagination!


  Mordecai:


  Perhaps, but wouldn’t you rather risk looking a fool in order to save his life?


  Esther:


  You’re right, Mordecai. I must tell him immediately. (When Mordecai leaves, Esther hurried through the other gardens toward the palace courts. She reached the King’s throne room, adjusted her crown and smoothed her skirts.) This is IMPORTANT business! (She walked in quietly and quickly and made her way to King Xerxes’ throne. She bows and the King steps down from his throne and took her hand.)


  King Xerxes:


  What is it, my Queen? (Esther stood.)


  Esther:


  Members of your staff, Terish and Bigthan, are plotting to kill you, my lord.


  King Xerxes:


  (frowning) How do you know this, Esther?


  Esther:


  Mordecai heard them talking at the gate. They are planning to bribe your servant and kill you tomorrow night while you sleep.


  King Xerxes:


  Are you sure?


  Esther:


  (she looked at him with all sincerity in her eyes) Yes, your majesty.


  King Xerxes:


  Guards! Bring Terish and Bigthan to me immediately. (The guards exited to do as he commanded. The King turned back to Esther.) Thank you, Esther. You’ve saved my life. (Looked at Esther with a smile)


  Esther:


  You are welcome, my King, but it is truly Mordecai’s doing. (She returned his smile.)


  King Xerxes:


  Please give him my thanks, and Esther, thank you for coming to me without delay.


  Esther:


  Yes, your majesty. (she bowed and left)


  “Just on the surface of this story, Esther saved the life of the King by telling him of the plot against him. End of the story? Not at all. Several things occurred here that were not by accident. God was at work even in this situation in preparation for an even greater event down the line. What else could possibly be going on? Let’s take a look.


  You see, the men who devised the evil plot against King Xerxes thought they were doing so in secret. However, God knew their hearts and had Mordecai enter into their presence just as the details were being discussed. Mordecai did not seek them out. God put him at the right place at the right time. It was not a coincidence. He was walking through the streets and overheard the discussion at just the right moment between two men who were supposed to be loyal servants to the King.


  Even with this news, Mordecai had no way to get the message to the King in time. Remember the rules the King had explained to Esther. One of the main rules that could not be broken was that no one could approach the King without being summoned first or the punishment was death. However, hearing of this plot, Mordecai had a choice to make. Should he tell someone knowing he cannot get news directly to the King? Would anyone that he told believe him? If so, who? Without a second thought, Mordecai knew who to go to with this news. He immediately ran to find his cousin, Esther. She was the only one who had even a small chance of getting to the King in time.


  Once Mordecai told Esther of the plot, she too had a decision to make. Would the King believe her? Would he think she was imagining it and being silly thinking surely no one would possibly attempt such a thing? She could not worry about what he would think. She loved the King. She decided she had to tell him. She realized that she was going to have to risk her life in order to save his. What a position to be in!”


  * * * * * * * * * *


  It was just one of those days when Jenny desperately missed David. Caitlyn was growing up so fast and every time she did something new, Jenny wanted to pick up the phone and call him. Last night, her sweet baby girl sat in her tiny rocking chair holding a baby doll and babbling to it like she was rocking the doll to sleep. It was the cutest thing Jenny had ever seen in her life. For a split second she wished she could tell David… or her mom… or her dad. She only had a few memories of her parents because she was very young when they died. She didn’t even have baby pictures of herself to compare to Caitlyn. Someone from her dad’s side of the family had gone to her house and thrown away everything. They didn’t ask her if she wanted anything. She might have been young, but they should have kept something for her. Instead, it was all brushed away like they hadn’t existed leaving only faded shadows in Jenny’s memory. One good time she remembered very vividly of going to a park with swings and a giant slide. Her mom helped her up the steps so she didn’t fall and then Jenny slid down only to be caught at the bottom by her dad. Over and over she would climb and slide. For many years Jenny could still smell her mother’s perfume when she would think about that day. Now, even that had faded. Thinking about that day she decided it was time to plan a trip to the park with Caitlyn as soon as she had a day off to spend together.


  Cleaning off an 8-top table at the diner and trying to figure out what park to go to next weekend, Jenny noticed some kids who’d come in after school sitting at the booth behind her. She heard them laughing and teasing each other. One girl was complaining because she couldn’t get the game on her cell phone to work. After a few moments the conversation sounded less friendly.


  “That’s just crazy talk. That’s all I got to say about it, but if you know Markie done it, then you got to tell somebody. That ain’t right!”


  “No, dude. It ain’t like that. Besides A-Man says it ain’t none of our business. So it ain’t, got it?”


  “But that old guy could die, man! Then what? Markie won’t know who it was that told. No one is gonna know.”


  “Shut your trap! You’re an idiot! What if that lady over there hears your big mouth? Be cool.” Jenny picked up the tray of dishes pretending she did not hear anything. However, her knees were little bit weak walking away. She couldn’t believe what she heard but didn’t dare want the young people to think she was listening. Markie. Who is Markie? As the young people leave the diner, Jenny recognized that they got into the same car that picked up Andrew the other day at her house. Was that Andrew? I didn’t look at them to know if he was with them. Does he know Markie?


  Suzanne noticed that Jenny had walked to the window. “Everything okay, Jenny? You look like you saw a ghost or something.”


  “Yes. I’m fine. I just wanted to see if I knew any of the kids that were just in here. I’m not real sure but I think they were talking about the shooting at the grocery store the other day.


  “Really? What did they say?” Suzanne asked.


  “That’s just it. I’m not sure. I really wasn’t listening until I heard one of the kids say something about an old man could die. Now, I don’t know that they were talking about Mr. Grady but it does make me wonder.”


  “Jenny, what are you going to do?” Suzanne put the tray of ketchup bottles down on the counter to refill them.


  “I don’t know. What if they were talking about some television show or something like that? I really can’t say for sure except that one of them seemed a bit concerned that I might have heard them. Why would he be worried about that if it wasn’t real? It’s just strange. I think what I need to do is to go talk to Nathan. I may stop by there this afternoon. I should probably check on him anyway. It just doesn’t make sense. I have not for one second been able to believe that he had anything to do with this at all. Now, I truly believe someone else is involved and those kids know something.”


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Jenny didn’t know what to expect walking into the county detention building but it was definitely a new and undesirable experience. She had called and asked Dana to watch Caitlyn just a bit longer so she could visit Nathan. It was a long wait to show her ID and get clearance to see him. It was so intimidating standing before the police officers and wondering what was going through their minds. She would have preferred not to be in her smock from the Diner but she had no choice. In fact, she had seen one of the officers in the Diner but thankfully he did not come over and speak to her. As she sat waiting staring at the phone in the booth connected to the one on the other side of the glass, she was still trying to figure out what to say. Jenny wanted to tell Nathan several things including what the kids had said. Nathan came into the visitation room obviously trying to see who was there to visit him. He was amazed to see Jenny.


  “Jenny, what are you doing here? They said I had a visitor and I wasn’t sure who. You didn’t have to come here to this place.”


  “I know. But… well, I just wanted to thank you.”


  “Thank me? For what?”


  “Well, I realized that over the last few weeks – even before David died – you have been helping me.” Nathan looked down unable to meet her eyes. “So, I just wanted to say thank you.” Nathan finally looked at her. “You’re the one who paid for Caitlyn’s medicine. You paid for my groceries and… with a little bit of begging, my insurance agent, Mike, told me that you were the one who told him about the guy needing to buy a car and he is buying mine.”


  “It wasn’t anything big. I consider myself blessed and I wanted to help.”


  “Well, you have a good heart, Nathan. I prayed for help and God heard my prayer and sent you to help me. At one point, I even prayed for Him to allow me a way to help you… and He did. At least I think He did.”


  “You don’t have anything to do with this, Jenny! Don’t worry about it!”


  “No really. I’m so sorry this has happened to you. When I was at work today there were some teens at one of the booths. I was cleaning the tables next to them and I heard… now, I don’t usually eavesdrop and didn’t mean to… but I accidentally did hear what they said.”


  “I know you weren’t meaning to eavesdrop on them but what did you hear them say?”


  “Well, I think that one of the boys said something about knowing who it was that shot Mr. Grady!”


  “What? He said that? Who was it?”


  “Well, I’m not exactly sure. I might not have heard him right.”


  “Jenny, it’s important. Who was the kid saying this?”


  “I don’t know,” she apologized for not knowing more. “I didn’t want them to know I heard anything. They didn’t say Mr. Grady’s name but I really believe that is who they were talking about. It’s just hard because I don’t know for sure that they were talking about him.”


  “I need you to go to the police.”


  “The police? I don’t know… you don’t understand. I can’t do that.” Nathan noticed that Jenny became even more pale than usual. “Besides, isn’t this like ‘hear say’ or something? I mean I was not at the table. They were not even talking to me. Nathan, it was not actually said to me.”


  “It’s really important, Jenny. I need the police to see there is another person involved. They need to catch the real criminal. I understand that they were not speaking directly to you but if you tell them what you know, it may give the police something to at least look into. Right now, they’re only looking at me! My own Dad was starting to be convinced that I did it. ”


  “Really?”


  “It’s a long story. But Jenny, I didn’t do this and I need for you to go to the police and at least tell them what you heard. They will simply check it out.”


  “Okay, I will.” She didn’t sound too convincing. “You’re a good man, Nathan. I know you didn’t do this. I want to help you. I might not have been there that day to add any testimony to dispute their supposed evidence, but God was there and He knows the truth. He will help me go to the police and find a way to get them to see they have accused the wrong person!”


  “Thank you, Jenny! I was trying really hard to trust God and well… now I know he heard me, too. Jenny, could we pray together right now?”


  “Sure,” Jenny said uncertain about others being around but willing. Nathan bowed his head and then Jenny did too. “Father God, thank you so much for allowing Jenny to find out some information that could possibly help me and show the police the truth. Father, show them who did this. I ask You to have mercy on the kid’s soul, Lord. I don’t want anything bad to happen to him, but I am innocent and I don’t want to go to prison. We also lift up Mr. Grady to you. Please heal him. Thank you, Lord, you are so good! In Jesus’ name.” He lifted his head and opened his eyes. He saw the tears in Jenny’s eyes as she lifted her head. “You okay?”


  “Yes, I have never heard anyone pray like that. And you actually prayed for the person that did this horrific act and asked for mercy on him. You’re in jail because of him and yet you prayed for that kid.”


  “Well, it’s obvious the kid has some problems. I have a soft spot for helping kids and this one is no different. I don’t like what he did at all but I know God loves him and so I have to also. If I can’t forgive him, how can I expect God to forgive me when I sin against Him and His word?”


  “I never thought of it that way,” Jenny smiled at him. “Well, I need to be getting home to relieve Dana. I will call the police but I want to pray about this tonight. Is that okay?”


  “Absolutely. I’m okay. It’s not like being at home in my own bed, but I know God is in this and will use it somehow. Jenny, thank you!” Nathan said from the depths of his heart. She didn’t realize that she could be the key to him getting cleared of this mess. His life was essentially in her hands. She might not want to go to the police but he knew God would help her.


  “Don’t thank me yet! We’ll see what happens first.”


  “Okay. That sounds like a plan! I will also pray that you’ll know exactly what you need to say so the police can get this whole thing figured out and get me out of this ‘very nice city establishment’,” he said with a tiny bit of sarcasm.


  “Can I do anything else for you?” Jenny asked.


  Nathan thinks for a moment. “Just tell the truth!”


  “I can do that. Don’t give up.”


  “I won’t!” They exchanged weak smiles as Nathan was led out. Jenny walked down the cement corridor unable to imagine how overwhelmed he must be right now. As she pulled out of the parking lot, the sun was about to set and Nathan sat in his cell realizing he could spend the rest of his life behind bars for something he did not do.
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  Chapter 16.


  Suzanne crawled in and out of several booths closing the blinds so the afternoon sun would be more tolerable to the few guests trying to enjoy their meals. Jenny separated silverware and prayed about what to say when she finally called the police. God, please help me make this call this morning. This is very hard for me to talk to the police and tell them what I have heard. What if it is not even related? I will look like a fool. Will I get in trouble for giving them false information if it ends up not being related? I haven’t had to be around police officers much since my parents were killed and I was taken away into foster care. They didn’t even seem to care that I was scared and unsure what was happening to me. Those memories have been buried for years and I don’t want to face them. I’m not ready. At least, I don’t have to go to the police station. I can just talk to them on the phone. But I ask you to help me not be nervous. Give me the right words. Just like Esther, I need to do the right thing even though I’m unsure of how it will all work out. Nathan is counting on me just like the Jews were counting on Esther. If I don’t tell them what I know and say the right thing, it won’t cost me my life, but it could cost Nathan his future. I trust you to give me the boldness to speak and like Nathan said, I ask for mercy on this kid, Markie. This breaks my heart but I have to do this. It’s the right thing to do.


  She picked up the phone and dialed the police department. “Yes, sir. My name is Jenny Boyd. I work at Sal’s Diner. I hope you can help me. I had some kids come in the diner the other day and I overhead them talking about Mr. Grady. Well, at least I believe they were talking about Mr. Grady.” She paused a moment and asked God to speak through her. “Officer, one of the kids said that a boy named Markie was responsible for a shooting. It was the shooting of an old man. They sounded too afraid to tell anyone. I felt it was my duty to contact you to check it out. It could be unrelated because they didn’t actually mention Mr. Grady’s name but I just felt it was the right thing to call you in case.” She listened to him a few minutes. His voice was kind. He asked her to come by the station. The front door opened and Hazel entered. Fear gripped Jenny but she waved at Hazel as she said goodbye to the officer and hung up the phone.


  “What’s up, girl? I’m so thankful you got me on the day shift,” Hazel said hugging Jenny who seemed a little bit distracted. Hazel continued on getting settled right in. After just a little bit, she realized something was up with Jenny.


  “Have you heard how Mr. Grady is doing?” Jenny asked.


  “Yes, I talked to Mrs. Grady last night. He is still in intensive care. We’re all still praying God will touch him and heal him!” A customer approached the register so Hazel joined him.


  “I know that’s right! This has to be so tough for both of them.”


  “Thank you, folks!” Hazel said and turned back to Jenny now clearing the customer’s table once they exited. “The ladies from our church are still taking food over to her house because you know she won’t hardly leave his side and the woman gotta eat when she do go home to get some rest now and then. She is pencil thin already!”


  “Let me know if I can do anything.”


  “I will. I ask them to let me know, too! I’m still believing that man is gonna be okay. God is not finished with him yet so he is gonna be healed!”


  “I sure hope so.”


  “How you been doing?”


  “Doing good today. Caitlyn fell the other day and bumped her head. Dana was so worried but she’s hardheaded and doing fine.”


  “Oh that’s good. It’s scary when you’re kids are little like that. They can get into so much stuff and they don’t realize that it can hurt them until it does.”


  “True. She was climbing on a toy to reach something else. She’s a little monkey sometimes… climbing everywhere. I’m so thankful the whole shelf of toys didn’t fall on top of her!”


  “Amen! She’s too little to understand this yet but you and I both know that sometimes it takes us falling down to realize we shouldn’t do that again. Little momma, you gotta let her fall down and get back up… as long as it ain’t something dangerous. She’ll learn!”


  “I know. It’s hard to watch her fall much less get hurt. But you’re right. As long as it’s not dangerous, she needs to learn now.”


  “My kid is still learning that he shouldn’t put himself in situations that could get him in trouble. He thinks I don’t trust him,” Hazel said. She looked around the diner to make sure it was clear of customers. “Well, I trust him but I just don’t always trust them rascals he’s hanging out with!”


  “Oh my. New mother alert! I’m just trying to get Caitlyn into kindergarten. I can’t even imagine what I’ll do when she is a teenager.”


  “Yeah, that boy of mine is something else. Hardly leaves his room when he is at home. Then just out of the blue he said he wanted to go spend the weekend with his older sister and her kids. That was a surprise, though a good surprise. He usually don’t want to be doing nothing with nobody but his friends at school. Guess he’s just at that age. But, you know, he needs to spend time with her. He’s just as sweet as can be most of the time, but sometimes I don’t know where that boy’s brain is! Now his sister always knew what she wanted and went after it. She was in the school band, made honor roll, had perfect attendance and took college prep classes beginning her freshman year. She is Ms. ‘gonna take on the world’ all by herself. Still got her hands full with all those kids and their activities, but she loves it!”


  “Is he still visiting your daughter?”


  “Yeah. He still up there for another day at her house. School is out tomorrow for a Teacher In-Service Day. She said he is supposed to be heading on home sometime tomorrow. He’s a grown man and about to graduate. Lord willing! He tries at every turn to show his independence, but long as he in my house under my roof, he gonna be at home when he supposed to be and be in school!” Jenny was debating whether to tell Hazel about the teens’ conversation.


  “I noticed he sure has grown taller since I saw him last summer. I was amazed how tall he is. I know kids grow like weeds when they are little but obviously they can still do that as a teenager, too!”


  “Yes, they can and do. Only difference is they also eat twice as much!” They both laughed.


  “I had some kids from the high school in here the other day. I didn’t recognize any of them but I overheard them talking,” Jenny said.


  “That’s not always a good thing. Their language can be rude and even crude these days. My boy don’t cuss – least he knows better than to do any of that kind of stuff around me – but I hear his friends and sometimes I just want to slap them up the side of their heads.”


  “Yeah, they weren’t cussing or anything. I would have had to say something to them if they had done that.”


  “I hear you.”


  “Well, I was clearing the table off behind them and really wasn’t paying attention until one of them said ‘if you know who shot that old man, you gotta tell someone’!”


  “What? They were talking about Mr. Grady?”


  “I don’t know for sure, but let me tell you that I immediately thought that very same thing.”


  “What did you do?”


  “I guess I was so shocked that I just picked up the tray and walked away like I didn’t hear them.”


  Hazel was refilling the sugar packets from a bin she was carrying around. “You know, I had a couple of kids come in real late at night while back. I wondered why they weren’t at home since they had school the next day. They were acting a little strange. You just never know what kids are up to. One of them had a cell phone to his ear the whole time but then something must have happened because suddenly they got up and scooted out the door really fast. Even came up to pay the bill with that cell phone still glued to his head.


  “Strange.” Jenny let the conversation end for now.


  “I’m gonna take this back to the kitchen and get the silverware to sort.” Hazel picked up the tray and headed through the kitchen door.
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  Chapter 17.


  The choir was already singing as Jenny slipped into the pew. She was running a little bit late getting Caitlyn dressed because her doll just had to wear the same color red she was wearing to go to church. Nothing else in the house apparently mattered at that moment to Caitlyn so Jenny found a red scarf in her top dresser drawer and tied it around the doll’s head in a big bow. Caitlyn loved it. Jenny was proud of herself for solving the dilemma. The nursery worker looked at Jenny oddly when Caitlyn walked in holding the doll with such a huge red bow, but understood completely when Jenny explained the sudden importance of dressing alike this particular morning.


  One day I was in trouble, I fell on my knees,


  That’s when I called on Jesus


  and He heard my pleas.


  He said “Child, don’t you worry


  and wiped away my tears,


  That’s why I can lift my eyes;


  I can see grace from here.


  The purpose for my life


  has now been made clear,


  Its living for my Jesus


  without doubt and fear.


  Through heartaches and trials,


  He’s always near,


  That’s why I can lift my eyes;


  I can see grace from here.


  “Edward Everet Hale said, ‘I am only one, but still I am one. I cannot do everything, but still I can do something. And because I cannot do everything, I will not refuse to do the something I can do’.” The Pastor let that statement sink in with the crowd before continuing.


  “God made you who you are for the purpose He has for you. When we become a follower of Christ, a Christian, we long to fulfill the purpose God has for us. We desire to do His will and not our own. In First Corinthians 6:20, it explains why we do this. It says ‘For ye are bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body, and in your Spirit, which are God’s’. He created us. We belong to Him. He knows what is best for us. By striving to live for Christ, Jeremiah 33:3 gives us a wonderful promise from God that says ‘Call to me and I will answer you and tell you great and unsearchable things you do not know.’ What more could we ask for than to have someone we can turn to that knows far more about us and our situation than we even know? With that in mind, why do we then turn around and worry about what other people think of our decision to follow Christ and serve Him?


  As we continue our study of the story of Esther, Mordecai loves God. He chooses not to bow to any person without Godly authority. Haman was an evil man who was corrupted by his own desire to have power. As a show of his assumed authority, Haman required common people to bow in his presence. Mordecai refused to bow when Haman approached. Mordecai was not worried about whether or not this would upset Haman because he was not ashamed of his commitment to serve God and God alone. One day, Haman was coming through the city on the same path Mordecai was traveling and Mordecai realized he was not going to be able to avoid Haman. He makes the choice to stand his ground and not bow before Haman. This angers Haman and he strikes Mordecai down to the ground. After leaving the scene, he gloats to those around him that no one will make a mockery of him. His anger continues long past this single event and causes him to plot to kill not only Mordecai but all Jews. When Mordecai realizes Haman has convinced the King to enforce a decree to this effect, Mordecai is overcome with grief. He rips his garments, covers himself with ashes and cries out to God to resolve the situation. When Queen Esther hears of the decree she knows that being a Jew, she too is in danger. She decides that she must go to the King and plead with him to spare her life and her kinsmen. However, according to the very strict rules put in place by the King himself, going before the King uninvited could also cost her her life. Either way, she was in grave danger.


  Mordecai:


  (quietly to himself) Haman. (Mordecai frowned) I will not bow to him. I only bow before God and no other. (Haman hit Mordecai forcing him to the ground. When Haman passed by him, Mordecai remained quiet, only looking at the ground. He looked up again only when he heard another man pass by.)


  Haman:


  (Seeing this, Haman was obviously furious) Mordecai’s refusal to bow is inexcusable. Does he not know who I am? I’ll get rid of him then. (He grinned wickedly) Better yet, he’s a Jew. I’ll get rid of every one of them! (He chuckled at the thought and made his way toward the palace. He marched into the throne room, straight to the King and bowed with a flourish.) Your majesty, it has come to my attention that there is a group of people in this land that do not respect you or your laws. They are a bad example for your other subjects and must be dealt with before they begin to plot against you and cause discontent throughout the entire kingdom.


  King Xerxes:


  Who are these people? (Haman bowed low)


  Haman:


  They are the Jews, my lord.


  King Xerxes:


  (obviously infuriated) Another plot, huh?


  Haman:


  As you say, King. (Haman could see he had the King’s attention and quickly added…) Your majesty, I have a plan to get rid of them.


  King Xerxes:


  (nodded and took off his signet ring from his finger, handed it to Haman) Do with the people as you wish. (Haman bowed and scurried quickly out of the room)


  Haman:


  Ha, ha! (He chuckled with glee.) I’ve got Mordecai now! He’ll wish he had kissed my very feet!


  Haman:


  I will issue a decree that every Jew in the land will be put to death on the 13th day of the 12th month.


  Mordecai:


  (a servant was standing with him) A decree to kill us? (He tore his clothes, put on sackcloth, and goes out in the city, wailing loudly. He ran through the streets and more weeping and wailing is heard.)


  Esther:


  (heard the crying outside the palace, asked a servant) What is happening?


  Servant 1:


  Your highness, we have a message from Mordecai.


  Esther:


  Come in.


  Servant 2:


  Queen Esther, Mordecai says the King Xerxes has signed a decree that said every Jew must die on the 13th day of the 12th month.


  Servant 1:


  He wants you to go to the King and get him to change the law.


  Esther:


  (She put her hands on her head and began pacing back and forth) But it’s been 30 days since I was last called by the King. If I go to his throne room without being asked to, it will be me who is put to death. Perhaps God wanted me to become Queen to stop the Jews from being put to death! Why else was I chosen to be Queen? Go now and tell Mordecai to get all the Jews together and fast for me. Do not eat or drink for three days. I too will fast and when it is done, I will go before the King, even though it may mean my death. (The servant left)


  Jenny knew God was talking to her through this message. He was speaking to her about facing her fear of going to the police and telling them what she had heard. Suzanne had decided to come to church with Jenny again this morning. She was sure glad that she did. She hung on every word as the Pastor continued his sermon.


  “Esther’s situation seemed hopeless. It appeared that the Jews would be killed just as Haman had schemed. The King could not take back a decree once it had his seal on it. Haman had tricked the King into providing his seal of approval and now the Jews, including Esther, were facing certain death. Are you facing a situation today that seems hopeless? Never fear, folks! When no one seems to notice or care about your situation, God does! His Power, Presence and Providence are in everything around us. He is working in your life right this very moment even if you do not realize it. He sees your heart. He knows what you stand in need of right this very minute. No matter what the circumstances are surrounding your situation, God has the answer waiting for you.


  For the Jews, it seemed extremely hopeless. The King had not summoned Esther for over 30 days. Even worse, there was no indication he would do so anytime soon. According to the rules he gave her from the very first day she was crowned his Queen, if she were to approach him without being summoned, she would be put to death. He had made himself perfectly clear to her when she became Queen. She agreed to those rules. It was not a good idea to ever disobey the King but especially critical for his immediate staff and Esther. She had to put everything on the line and step out on faith.


  Just like Esther, there are certain times when we must put it all on the line. This requires great courage and character but I assure you today, folks, it is always worth it. I want you to remember this fact as well. God will get His work done, with us or without us, but He truly wants us to be a part of the plan. It is still our individual choice. No one can make a choice for us. What are you going to choose about serving God? Are you going to worry about what others will think of you? Are you going to serve ‘things’ in your life like a job, a hobby, a relationship with someone, or an addiction instead of giving your heart and life to Christ?


  Esther had to make a decision very quickly about what to do because Haman had put a timeframe into the decree. She did not have much time. Today, you and I are not promised tomorrow. It could very well be that we too do not have much time. If you are here today and do not know Jesus Christ as your personal Lord and Savior, it’s not too late. While the choir sings, you take the first step. Step out from that pew, walk that aisle and come let me introduce you to Jesus. He is the Way, the Truth and the Life. No one comes to the Father, except by inviting Christ into your heart and committing to serve Him. Don’t delay any longer. Come to him today.”


  When the service was over, Jenny told Suzanne she would see her the next day and headed to the nursery to get Caitlyn. To her surprise, Mrs. Grady was seated with a group of kids in the toddler room.


  “Caitlyn, mommy is here,” Mrs. Grady said.


  “Hi, Mrs. Grady! It is so good to see you. I never had a chance to thank you and the other ladies for your kindness after the death of my husband. I was told that you were responsible for bringing food and Mrs. James came by a couple of times and cleaned up the house for me. I appreciate it so much. I just wasn’t myself for a while and it was such a big help. Please, extend my gratitude to them as well.”


  “Sweetie, it’s our blessing to do it. The Lord has been so good to me and each of those ladies, and we just long to be His hands and feet to minister to folks when they’re going through tough times in their life. I am thankful that it helped you. It really was our blessing.”


  “Well, you were definitely a blessing to Caitlyn and me,” Jenny shook her tiny, fragile hand then picked up Caitlyn. “I heard about your husband, too. How’s he doing? We’ve been praying for him and for you.”


  “Well, praise God he’s still with us. He has not been awake and alert yet this week but they tell me it’s mostly because of the medicine. They’re giving him something that allows his body to rest so it keeps his blood pressure down. I’m not much good to him there and it’s good for him to rest, so I decided to come to church today. I enjoy seeing the kids and their excitement about Jesus.”


  “How sweet. Well, just know that I hope he gets well soon.”


  “Thank you. Now you don’t worry a bit about me. You just let us know if we can help with anything else, you hear?”


  “Yes ma’am. I will. Thank you, again.”


  “Bye now. Bye, Miss Caitlyn.” Caitlyn’s little arm went up and her hand waved. Jenny waved too.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  The card Nathan was handed when he met the tall, dark-haired man read Oscar Kerrigan, Attorney-at-Law. “Nathan, it’s nice to meet you. Your father called and asked me to come down and meet with you because I will be handling your case.”


  “Thank you, sir!” Nathan shook his hand. “I’m happy to see you. This has all been a horrible mistake. I guess you have heard that before, but it’s true! I didn’t do anything wrong.”


  “Okay, Mr. Calloway. May I call you Nathan?”


  “Yes, please.”


  “Tell me exactly what happened.” Nathan told Mr. Kerrigan about going into the grocery store to get a soda and speaking briefly to Mr. Grady. He also told him the whole story about the kid with the gun, knocking something over in the aisle, the gun going off and everything.


  “Mr. Kerrigan, I didn’t have a gun. In fact, I didn’t realize until my dad was here visiting me that I even saw the gun. It all happened so fast. I saw the gun as I took my jacket off to put against Mr. Grady’s chest. I must have moved the gun out of the way, unsure if it might go off again. I was just focused on helping Mr. Grady and then I heard someone talking. There was a lady and her daughter and I asked them to call for an ambulance. The next thing I know, they were arresting me when I all was trying to do was…” His voice trailed off with emotion realizing he still had not even heard how Mr. Grady was doing. “Sir, how is Mr. Grady? I have not been able to ask anyone.”


  “Son, I’m afraid it’s not looking good. He’s in critical condition and has improved only slightly. It was definitely touch-and-go there for the first couple of days. Since he’s still unconscious, the police have no way to interview him to corroborate your story.”


  “At least he’s improving. Thank you. I’ve been praying for him.” Nathan knew his situation was no different than it was a few minutes ago and yet he somehow felt relief hearing this news.


  “Nathan, I need you to think very carefully. Is there anything you can remember about the person that you saw with the gun? What was he wearing? How tall was he?”


  “Well, as soon as I heard the shouting, I looked that direction. All I saw was Mr. Grady with his hands up in the air and someone standing in front of him. The kid was screaming to give him the money. It really was a kid. I didn’t see his face but I know it was a teenager or maybe early 20’s at best.”


  “How do you know it was someone that age?”


  “His voice sounded young. He kept saying ‘old man’ when he was talking to Mr. Grady. He seemed shorter than Mr. Grady but I had ducked below the shelves in a side aisle so I am not completely sure of his height. I was scared he was going to hurt Mr. Grady. I didn’t know what to do. Of all things, my cell phone was still in my truck so I couldn’t call for help.”


  “Then what happened?”


  “Mr. Grady opened the register and began doing what he was told. I was trying to quietly move up the aisle and figure out what to do. I somehow knocked over boxes of rice or something that were sitting in the aisle. It must have scared the kid because the gun went off. Mr. Grady screamed and the kid ran out the front door. I didn’t even worry about the kid because all I could think about was helping Mr. Grady. I saw the blood and he was screaming that he had been shot. I took off my jacket to hold against his chest and I was calling out for help.”


  “Was anyone else in the store at the time?”


  “I had just come in and didn’t look but I don’t think so. I kept telling Mr. Grady that he’d be okay and I continued calling out for help. I just wanted somebody to hear me. That’s when I heard someone talking coming in the front door. I yelled out to call 9-1-1. It was a woman and she told her daughter to call for help. I didn’t hear anything after that because I was talking to Mr. Grady and trying to keep him calm until an ambulance arrived. The next thing I remember a policeman was yelling at me to put my hands up. I was so confused because I was just trying to help Mr. Grady.”


  “Where was the kid?”


  “When the gun went off, he ran. He must have gotten scared. He just ran out the front door. I guess since they found the gun, he must have dropped it when he ran out. Honestly, all I could think about was helping my friend.”


  “I understand, Nathan. I’m sure it was frightening. You did the right thing by taking care of Mr. Grady until help arrived. That will also help a jury understand the kindness in your heart.” Nathan’s heart skipped a beat hearing the word ‘jury’. “Can you tell me anything else about the kid?”


  “Mr. Kerrigan, all I know is he was wearing a mask. So, I really don’t know anything about what his face looked like. He did have on a dark green jacket. It was not like a school letter jacket but more like a bulky raincoat so I cannot even guess what his weight is either. I wish I could. I wish I had tried harder to…”


  “It’s okay. Is there anything else you can think of that I need to know?” Mr. Kerrigan asked.


  “Well, there is one more thing. I would like you to call Jenny Boyd. She works at Sal’s Diner. She came by to see me a few days ago and she had some information that she planned to take to the police. I am hoping it will help them find the kid. You can reach her at the diner during the day. I don’t have her home number.”


  “That’s fine. I will find out when your court date is scheduled and get back to you. Just sit tight until then.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Kerrigan. I appreciate your time and help. Bless you.”


  “Alright.” He shook Nathan’s hand and the guard escorted Nathan back to his cell. Mr. Kerrigan returned to his office and got busy with another case. He failed to remember to contact Jenny.
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  Chapter 18.


  There were times when Jenny had difficulty thinking about all the things David would not be at her side to see. He would never get to see Caitlyn’s first day of school, first lost tooth, science fair, dance or so many other things. Today was no exception. Most of the time, she wondered how much about her daddy Caitlyn would remember. Her fears were a bit relieved this evening when Caitlyn saw a picture of David and said ‘Daddy’. It melted Jenny’s heart to know that so far she remembered him. After putting Caitlyn to bed and reading her Jesus stories, Jenny quietly sat at the kitchen table with David’s Bible open. She was delighted to see that her evening devotion was also about Esther. She picked up her cup of coffee and began reading.


  “All the King's servants, and the people of the King's provinces, do know, that whosoever, whether man or woman, shall come unto the King into the inner court, who is not called, there is one law of his to put him to death, except such to whom the King shall hold out the golden scepter, that he may live: but I have not been called to come in unto the King these thirty days. And they told to Mordecai Esther's words. Then Mordecai commanded to answer Esther, Think not with thyself that thou shalt escape in the King's house, more than all the Jews. For if thou altogether holdest thy peace at this time, then shall there enlargement and deliverance arise to the Jews from another place; but thou and thy father's house shall be destroyed: and who knoweth whether thou art come to the kingdom for such a time as this? Then Esther bade them return Mordecai this answer, Go, gather together all the Jews that are present in Shushan, and fast ye for me, and neither eat nor drink three days, night or day: I also and my maidens will fast likewise; and so will I go in unto the King, which is not according to the law: and if I perish, I perish.”


  (Esther 4:11-16 – King James Version)


  The author of the devotional added editorial comments regarding the scriptures presented. The story of Esther takes place in Persia. Like people in authority today, the Persian monarchs of Esther’s day were protected against unwanted interruptions and more importantly uninvited visitors. For example, presently one must go through a certain chain of command to get a meeting with the President of the United States. It is not customary for someone to pick up the phone and call the President any time of day or night. A caller would be routed through several levels of people and would likely still not be allowed to make contact. Similarly, there were channels through which Esther would have had to request an audience with the King. Though we do not know for sure, it would be very likely that Esther would have had to make such an arrangement through Haman, and that fact alone would guarantee that she would not receive an audience with her King. Since Esther had not been summoned at all by the King for over 30 days, she honestly did not know if she would still find favor with him. Possibly, he had found enjoyment in the company of another. As Queen, Esther had private quarters away from the King and so they did not eat together nor pass by each other because there were no common rooms. Therefore, she was truly frightened not knowing her standing with the King. Fresh in her mind was the fact that Queen Vashti was previously removed from her position for not obeying the King and now Esther was contemplating doing the very same thing but with a greater punishment than no longer being Queen. Mordecai reminded her that she was not exempt from Haman’s horrid plot. She faced being put to death. She was scared. Although Haman did not realize at the time that this decree would include Esther, we can be certain that God knew. Mordecai shows his absolute belief and trust in God by telling her that help would come from God one way or another. Esther showed her belief in God in that she requested Mordecai and the other Jews to fast for three days and nights. She and her maids were going to do the same thing.


  God instituted a plan for your life the moment you were born. God has chosen each of us to take part in the work of His kingdom. King David writes in Psalm 40:8, ‘I delight to do Your will, O my God’. Then in Psalm 143:10, he writes, ‘Teach me to do Your will, for You are my God; let Your good Spirit lead me on level ground.’ God answered David’s prayers and continued to lead him through many trials and victories in his life. We must desire to be in the will of God as well.


  Have you ever asked: “Lord, what is Your call for me?” It may be to tell your neighbor about God’s eternal love and forgiveness. Maybe He is calling you to change jobs, return to school or quit your job to be home with your young children. Regardless, the goal God has in mind for your life will be for your good and His glory. Spend some time in prayer and ask the Lord to allow you not to miss the opportunities that come your way. Offer yourself as an instrument of God to fulfill His plans in this world we live in. At some point in your life, God will place a challenge before you. It may be difficult to complete, but God chose you. Pray that the Lord will give you the courage to step out in faith, take risks and to speak out.


  As Jenny closed the devotional book, she began thinking about Esther’s request for the Jews to fast. She recalled how the Pastor had explained that fasting itself wouldn’t accomplish anything; however, most often fasting in the Old Testament was done in connection with a request to God. The principle behind fasting was for an individual to refrain from eating to indicate that their spiritual condition was more important than their physical necessities. Fasting usually lasted 12 hours. In this case, Esther requested three full days and that truly showed her sincere concern. She told Mordecai that after the fast she would go to the King. ‘If I perish, I perish!’ she told him.


  Jenny also thought about how the Jewish people could have felt like God had abandoned them. Maybe they felt there was no hope. All they could see with their physical eyes was a man in high authority had been granted a decree from the King to have them all killed. If this man and King were both in favor of their demise, what could they do? They were understandably concerned. However, they did not panic. They also didn’t blame anyone. They fasted. They prayed.


  One thing had become very apparent to Jenny during this quiet time studying the scriptures. God had placed Esther in her position for a very specific reason. She must now decide whether or not to be obedient to the call and purpose for her life.


  Esther:


  (at the door of the throne room, she leaned her head against it and sighed.) This is going to be harder than I thought. I have prayed and fasted along with my friends and family. Even feeling weak, God will give me strength. I know the King could be furious with me. (She pushed her hair out of her face and breathed very deep.)


  King Xerxes:


  I said no interruptions! I have not invited anyone to come to the throne room today. Don’t you people understand that I am busy? It takes a lot to run a kingdom – how dare you interrupt! Why are you… (his face softened as soon as he saw Esther’s beautiful face. She appeared a bit paler than usual and he could tell she was scared. A broad smile spread across the King’s face. Esther almost fainted with relief when she saw that the King would forgive her for her interruption. He raised his scepter.)


  Esther:


  I’m sorry your majesty.


  King Xerxes:


  What is it that you wish, Queen Esther? Whatever you want, you will get it, even if it is half my kingdom.


  Esther:


  My lord, if it pleases the King, would you and Haman come to a banquet that I have prepared for you both today?


  King Xerxes:


  (his smile widened even more) You missed me? (He turned to his aid.) Tell Haman to hurry up and get ready that he may attend a fabulous banquet. (The aide went off to do his bidding.) Now, my Queen, what is it that you really wish for? You know that I will give it to you.


  Esther:


  Please come with Haman to another banquet that I shall prepare for you tomorrow. Then I will tell you what it is that I want.


  Haman:


  (speaking to an aide) Thank you, I will come at once. (Turned to his wife) This is very exciting to be invited to a banquet with just the King and myself. I must hurry. He must want to honor me.


  King Xerxes:


  (walked with Haman into the banquet Esther had prepared) What is it that you want, my Queen? What is your request? Whatever it is, I will give it to you, even if you desire half of my kingdom.


  Esther:


  If the King is pleased with me, I request that the King will save my life and the life of all Jews. We face death soon. I and all my people are to be killed.


  King Xerxes:


  Who would dare touch you or any of your relatives? (obviously angry)


  Esther:


  (looked directly at Haman) This wicked man, Haman, is our enemy.


  This part of the story pointed out very clearly to Jenny that Esther found herself in a position where she had to expose a trusted member of the King’s servants knowing it would be her word against Haman’s. She did not know for sure if the King would believe or dismiss her claim. She only knew that she had to tell the truth and trust God to do the rest. Jenny realized that this was the same position she was in regarding Nathan.


  Jenny quietly bowed her head and prayed. “God, you know more than anyone that tomorrow is going to be hard for me. I’m going to have to face my fears by going to the police station. I know that the officers there are not the ones who treated me so harshly years ago, but I can’t help thinking about that horrible night when I see a man in uniform.


  In reading your Word, I know that I need to put those years of resentment behind me once and for all. I have to forgive them. Since losing David and having to deal with those emotions, I discovered that I have actually been a little mad at my parents for leaving me. I never realized that before. It wasn’t their fault. I know that but it just hurt so much. It breaks my heart right now to think that once I talk to the police, a son could be taken away from his mother. His mom will have to deal with her son going away to prison and possibly for a very long time. But if I don’t tell the truth, Nathan could go to prison for something he didn’t do. I can’t let that happen either. So, regardless of the consequence, I have no choice but to tell the police. They have to find whoever it was that did this to sweet Mr. Grady.


  Lord, I pray for Your will. I have no doubt in my mind that all of this has happened for a reason, even though we may not be able to see the reason nor understand it. Thank you, Lord, for being with me tomorrow. Give Nathan peace that You are truly with him as well. Continue to heal Mr. Grady and give comfort to his wife. Be with the police and/or detective that will investigate the information I give them. Be with the young man and his family as they face the consequences of his actions. I would like to think it was an accident. Only You know if it was or not. Only You know what went through his head to make him do something like this and pull a gun on an innocent, unarmed man. Please use the whole situation for our good and Your glory!”


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Unfortunately, double ear infections once again kept Caitlyn up most of the night which meant Jenny was without sleep as well. Both of them were a little cranky when Dana arrived.


  “The doctor said if she gets one more ear infection, we will have to discuss putting tubes in her ears and I really don’t want to do that if we don’t have to. So I am praying these last few days of medicine will make it better. Even though she fights you, please continue to put the eardrops in after breakfast and before her afternoon nap. The numbing drops should be helping her sleep but for some reason she just couldn’t get comfortable last night for longer than 20 minutes at a time.”


  “Oh my, that does make for a long night.” Dana put her backpack on the table and threw her bottles of water in the refrigerator.


  “It was very long, but hopefully it won’t be really busy at the diner today so at least my brain can rest even if my body can’t!”


  “I hear you! You can do it! God will give you strength as only He can. Remember what you always tell me when I get overloaded with school work, ‘When you are weak, that’s when He is your strength and makes you strong.’ So, time for some of your own medicine. You’ll be fine!”


  “I know. Just the brain fog talking but once I get there, I’ll be fine.”


  “Alright. Well, I will get eardrops done and then Ms. Caitlyn and I have a breakfast date with a cartoon character I am sure. I can’t wait to see which one.”


  “You go, girl!” Jenny says as she puts on her smock and grabs her purse and keys. “I’ll be back this afternoon! Call if you need anything.”


  “Ok, mommy! We’ll be fine!” Dana said from the other room where she had carried Caitlyn and her small bowl of dry cereal to snack on. “See you later, mommy! Say ‘bye-bye’! She’s waving but no sound!”


  “No worries. I’ll be home as quickly as I can, Lord willing!” She went out the garage door this time so she could turn the dryer on as she went by. She started the car and her favorite song was on the radio.


  As a child when we were growing up,


  we would go outside to play,


  Sometimes we would forget about


  the time, the place, the day.


  Always before we’d stray too far,


  There’d come a voice so loud and clear,


  Saying, “Child, it’s time to come home now.


  The day is drawing near”.


  I need to hear your voice today


  as I bow my head and pray,


  I need to hear your voice today so,


  Lord, I will not stray.


  I need to hear your voice today,


  because I feel so far away,


  So, Lord, please let me hear your voice today.


  So, Lord, please let me hear your voice today.


  So much for a quiet day. It had turned out to be a crazy day at the diner. The unexpected arrival of three vans filled with senior citizens heading to a function in the next county right in the middle of the normal lunch rush pushed Jenny to her physical limit. She survived though. She was thankful to have Hazel and all her years of experience with her today. Suzanne once again rose to the occasion and helped out when Jenny told Hazel she was in the woods. All in all it was a real challenge of placing orders correctly and getting them out on time. It was also helpful that Hazel could handle the floor by herself this afternoon so Jenny could slip out twenty minutes early to head downtown. She had never been to an actual police station before. She had only seen it a few times on television when reporters would stand in front of it delivering their evening news report. It was a large cement building with lots of concrete steps out front. Tall white columns made the structure appear larger than it actually was especially late in the afternoon when the sun cast large shadows in between each one. The statue of a previous Mayor who had done exceptional things for the small town was silently standing guard in the grass beside the sidewalk that connected all the entrances to the parking lot. With every step, her shoes echoed in the hallway leading to the information desk, elevators and a coffee shop or deli of some kind. She wanted to appear more professional so she had changed out of her smock into a yellow sundress and heels. She didn’t dress up often and avoided heels when at all possible.


  “I’m here to see Detective Carroll. My name is Jennifer Boyd,” she said as she approached the rather intimidating officer at the desk. Her throat felt dry causing the words to be a bit more faint than normal plus it always felt so strange to hear herself say her full name. She typically only used it for ‘official’ business.


  “One moment,” he said from behind dark sunglasses. Jenny stepped to the side in case anyone else walked up needing assistance. He picked up the internal phone and announced her arrival to the detective. “He’ll be here in just a moment.”


  “Thank you, sir!” Jenny replied. “I appreciate your help.” To both divert her attention and breathe deeply to calm the butterflies in her stomach, she looked at the huge green plants in the lobby. She thought about how it would be completely impossible for her to get any of the plants from this lobby into her house because they were too tall. The air conditioner was a little colder than she would have liked even with all of the floor-to-ceiling windows at the entrance. The elevator door opened across the room and a young man in uniform stepped out with his eyes already fixed on Jenny.


  “Are you Mrs. Boyd?”


  “Yes, I am!”


  “Follow me, ma’am! I appreciate you coming down today.”


  “I am happy to try to help.” She could feel her legs trembling a little bit and hoped that he wouldn’t be able to tell. They entered a small conference room on the first floor and he offered her a chair.


  “What can I do for you today?” He pulled out a small notebook and pen from his shirt pocket and flipped the pages open to where a rubber band held the place of the next clean sheet.


  “As you are aware, Detective, a man was shot the other day in Allen’s Grocery store. Mr. Grady?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “He and his wife are so sweet. They attend church where I’ve been going with my daughter.” She started to tell him the whole story about David and the accident but decided this was not the time and honestly didn’t want to get all weepy-eyed for fear she might not be taken seriously. Some men get annoyed by tears. She didn’t want to take any chances. “Well, I work at Sal’s Diner as the day shift manager. The other day some kids came in not bothering anybody or anything but were a little bit loud, you know talking and laughing. I really didn’t care as long as it was not foul language.” Stop babbling Jenny. Just stick to the information you have.


  “I understand,” he said using two fingers to smooth down the moustache on his upper lip like it was trying to escape.


  “I walked over to a table next to them to pick up dishes and wipe off the table and overheard them talking about a man being shot.”


  “Mr. Grady?”


  “Well, I don’t really know for sure. I immediately thought of him but they didn’t really say.”


  “What else did they say?”


  “One of them said ‘if you know Markie did it, you got to tell somebody!’ And then the other one said something like ‘A-man’ said not to tell anyone because it was not any of their business.”


  “Who is Markie? Do you know who they were talking about?”


  “No, sir. I don’t. Our customers are mostly adults but one of their voices sounded familiar. I’m afraid that I didn’t see his face.”


  “Is there anything else you can tell me about them, Mrs. Boyd?”


  “I’m not completely sure about this either but I think the car they got into when they left might have been the same one belonging to a kid who lives a few streets over from me. My co-worker’s son helped me get my car home from the repair shop once it was ready because I couldn’t drive both of them home. He called some friends to come over to pick him up when we got to my house. He said this friend lived just a few streets over but I’m not sure in which direction. I’m so sorry that I’m not more help.”


  “You’re doing fine. Do you know what kind of car it was or the color?” he asked fully expecting her not to know.


  “It was a blue Dodge Charger about a ’79, I think.” Impressed that she had more information than he thought, he paused for a moment. Noticing the look on his face, Jenny added that her husband loved classic cars and she paid attention. He smiled.


  “Did you happen to catch the license plate?”


  “No, I didn’t. At the time, I only glanced out the front door window to make sure he really had a ride home.”


  “It’s okay. We appreciate the information you’ve provided and we’ll check into it. I’m going to give you a business card and if you think of anything else or if you see either the car or kids again, please don’t hesitate to call me.” He got up and retrieved a stock card from the desk in the room then wrote his name and office number on the back. She wondered if he was out of cards or new to the force but decided not to ask. “I have your contact information, Mrs. Boyd, from your original call to us. Can you still be reached at the diner?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Alright then, we will call you if we need anything else.” Jenny stood preparing to leave.


  “Thank you for your time, Officer Carroll.”


  “You bet.” He walked her back out into the lobby. She extended her hand and shook his firmly. His hand dwarfed hers and she hoped that he did not notice that her hands were sweaty from nerves. She was even more self-conscious as her high-heels echoed once again as she walked through the foyer exiting into the late afternoon sunshine. As the door leading outside opened, she inhaled the fresh air and quietly thanked God for calming her fears and helping her talk to the officer. It was all she could do not to focus on the fact that his uniform was the exact same color the officer wore that took her away from her family and home many years ago.


  Although she could no longer remember most of the details of the day her parents were killed in the car wreck, there were some pieces of the memory that were minor yet still so incredibly vivid in her mind. She had not thought about the color of the officer’s uniform in years and yet seeing it today suddenly made the memory as fresh as the day it happened. When she first saw him step toward her at the police station, she felt the same panic she did that day so many years ago. It was a horrible feeling like someone constricted her chest so that she could not breathe. It’s over Jenny. The color of his clothes is not important. Focus on what is present and important. You promised Nathan that you would take the information to the police and you did.


  She felt confident that the information she had provided could help prove that Nathan was telling the truth as well as help the police find the person who really did this. As she walked to her car, she thought about how frightened Nathan must be locked in a jail cell for something that he didn’t do. All of the evidence pointed to him and yet he didn’t do it. Lord, You are the only one who can help Nathan. You know the truth and I ask that You help the detective and the police. I don’t know much about the legal system, but I have watched enough television to know that all the lawyer has to do is establish reasonable doubt. Help his attorney have the right words to convince them he is innocent and that the real criminal is still out there somewhere.


  Jenny knew things didn’t look good for Nathan but she believed God would reveal the truth. Right now, she was excited because it was not dark outside yet and that would allow time to play with Caitlyn in the backyard before cooking dinner.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  “There are no coincidences in life.” Pastor George paused to let that thought sink in with the congregation. He was particularly excited about his sermon today. “In Chapter 6 of the book of Esther, we see a very interesting chain of circumstances. If we look at any one of these individually, it would be easy for us to conclude that it happened by coincidence or chance for none of them are too amazing by themselves. However, multiple events occurring in a row and/or at the same time can only point to the providential hand of God. It is also interesting to note that there were 7 ‘coincidences’ here and ‘7’ is the number of perfection in God. Let’s take a look at each of these this morning.


  The first one is the King could not get to sleep. One could argue that maybe he had heartburn and could not rest. However, this actually prompted the second event. The King always had his servants read to him in the evenings but even with the myriad of other tomes and state-of-the-kingdom books he could have requested, he chose history. Now, that might contribute to putting most of us to sleep.” The congregation laughed.


  “In fact, there is really nothing curious about this choice until we realize the third event. On this very same night, Haman was planning the death of Mordecai. Remember that Mordecai had previously refused to bow when Haman walked by and that made Haman extremely upset.


  Back to the King and we’ll add the fourth event. There were years and years of history recorded. Of all the books that could be chosen, the one book mentioning the heroic act of Mordecai saving the King’s life was selected and read aloud to the King. The King could have easily fallen asleep listening to someone read this history but instead the King suddenly noticed that Mordecai was never honored for being the one to report the plot by the King’s officers to assassinate him.


  Now we see number 5 in this chain. There was no indication that Mordecai had ever mentioned his deed nor appeared to feel slighted because he was not recognized or rewarded for it. However, God had led him to the right place and at the right time to overhear the plot and now God was ready to use that situation to accomplish His perfect will in the lives of many involved.


  The sixth thing occurred at the same time the King was wondering how to honor Mordecai. Haman’s ego was larger than life because he had managed to convince the King that all the Jews should be killed including Mordecai. He knew the King could not take back a decree once the royal stamp made by the King’s own ring had been applied. Smiling smugly, Haman entered the King’s court. This would be a normal occurrence on any other day. Not this day.


  Finally, the seventh event occurs. Sensing the boastful attitude of Haman, the King asked Haman what would be appropriate to honor ‘a man whom the King delights to honor’. He did not mention any names. Being filled with self-pride, Haman immediately assumes the King is talking about him. So he suggests that a royal robe previously worn by the King be brought to this man along with a horse on which the King had ridden, and a crown for his head. He should be afforded a feast by the King and Queen in his honor. At this point, Haman must have been thinking he had won and was about to become exceedingly wealthy.”


  The Pastor stepped to the left of the pulpit and adjusted his clothes like he was a proud man about to boast of his goodness. “Here’s Haman as he prepares to meet with the King. ‘What a great day this will be! The gods are smiling on me today!” He grinned at the crowd. They got the point that Haman was an idol worshipper and had no thought of or for the one true God. “Full of pride, he continued. ‘I have come this day to appear before the King to ask for the life of Mordecai. Now the King wants to honor me above everybody else. Plus, later tonight I get a private banquet with the King and Queen. Could this day get any better?’ Now, you know he said this in his biggest, boastful voice.”


  Pastor George walked to the other side of the pulpit as though to visually indicate a new character was speaking. “Here’s the King knowing Haman has just sealed his own fate. ‘Haman, I think that’s a great idea. You take the robe and the horse just as you have suggested. Leave nothing that you have spoken of undone! Deliver them at once…” He paused. “To Mordecai!” Suddenly the crowd burst into laughter.


  “MORDECAI? Can’t you just see the look on Haman’s face?” He walked back to the other side of the pulpit standing proudly again with his back to the other side as though also to ‘the King’. He made a hugely visible face of shock. “Really? The very man Haman hated the most was going to receive what Haman deemed to be his gifts. In fact, Haman was going to have to be the one to present it all to his enemy.” Pastor George returned to the pulpit.


  “Now, folks, I get that Haman is the bad guy in the story here, yet, you kind of want to feel sorry for him, don’t you? Here is a man so full of pride that he honestly thinks the entire world rotates around him. He is determined to manipulate everything and everyone around him whenever possible. That included manipulating the King to do what he wanted. What Haman truly wanted was for Mordecai to die because of his refusal to bow. Instead, Haman’s clever words are actually digging his own grave bigger than the Titanic. In fact, he is about to hit an iceberg and go down just as fast. Despite the King’s request to pay homage to Mordecai, Haman’s wife convinces him to attend the banquet that evening still thinking the King and Queen were giving it in his honor. Boy, were both of them wrong. Queen Esther uses this time to expose Haman’s true intent to kill her and all the Jews. The King is furious and repented of his decision to agree to Haman’s decree. The King not only allowed the Jews and his beautiful wife to live, but the King immediately sentenced Haman to be hung on the very gallows Haman built to have Mordecai killed.


  So let me assure you today that there are most certainly no coincidences in this life. More often than not, it is the hand of the Lord allowing things to happen or sometimes preventing other things from happening, but all for our benefit. How many times have you started to pull out onto a busy highway and suddenly there are no cars coming in either direction? Blessing from the Lord. How many times have you lost something and desperately needed to find it? Within a few minutes, you remember exactly where it is. Blessing from the Lord. How many times have you had a bill due but not had the money to pay it yet you go to the post office and find you have received an unexpected check in the mail? Blessing from the Lord. One morning, I was late leaving the house on my way to the church and realized I had left some papers on my desk in my office at home. I was going to need those papers later that afternoon for a deacon’s meeting. I had no choice but to unlock the door and go back inside the house to retrieve them.


  Of course, the papers were not where I thought I had left them so I had to search for a few minutes before recalling where I had placed them. As I finally got on the highway to come to the church, I saw that a terrible accident had occurred just moments before I arrived. If I had left my house the first time, I could have easily been involved in that accident. Although I felt like it made me late leaving my house, it was actually a blessing from the Lord that I had to go back inside my house and depart later than I had planned. God had simply allowed one thing to happen in order to remove me from another situation. You may not see the importance of a single event when it happens, but God could be using it to bring you into His will or present you with a blessing. Make no mistake, when we try to control our lives like Haman did, we will fail just as he did. That’s why it is important to give your life to Christ and also allow Him to work in your life.” All the different events that had happened to Jenny over the last few months crossed her mind. Were all of those the hand of God on me?


  “The Bible says we look at life dimly. That means that we can only see a small portion of a much bigger picture, but God sees the entire picture and our entire future. Esther is an example to us of how to allow Christ to work in our lives. Instead of doing what she wanted to do, she allowed herself to be used as a vessel by God to accomplish His will even though she was unsure of the outcome of her action. She trusted God. It was the right thing to do. God honored her obedience and blessed not only her but all of the Jewish people that she represented.


  What are you going through in your life today? Is there something you need to do but you are afraid? Is there something you have delayed doing because you don’t know what to expect? Have you failed to call someone that offended you because you are not sure what to say? Have you meant to do something the Lord has laid on your heart but just have not found the time to do it? Have you been through a tragedy in your life and now you don’t let anyone or anything into your heart because you don’t want to get hurt again? Jesus will heal your broken heart. He will forgive whatever it is you have done that you can’t seem to forgive yourself for. He will come back one day and take his children home to Heaven for eternity. A beautiful place where there will be no tears. There will be no sadness. There will be no heartache. I can assure you that all the things you are going through right now will seem small and insignificant because it will all be worth it someday. As the choir sings, stand with every head bowed and every eye closed.”


  Down here our burdens are many,


  Our trials seem so hard to bear.


  But Jesus has promised to keep us,


  ‘til we meet Him in the air.


  It will all be worth it someday


  When Jesus wipes our tears away.


  Just to be in the presence of Jesus, our King.


  It will all be worth it someday.


  Our hearts so often are broken,


  When we see our loved ones in pain.


  But we must continue to praise Him,


  His promise for us still remains.


  And it won’t be long until we see Him


  and our trials will then all be gone,


  With arms open wide, he will greet us,


  When he finally welcomes us home.


  It will all be worth it someday


  When Jesus wipes our tears away.


  Just to be in the presence of Jesus, our King.


  It will all be worth it someday.


  “Are you ready to do the right thing? Are you willing to give your life to Christ and be forgiven today so you can spend eternity in Heaven with Him one day after a while? The trial you are going through right now just may be God’s way of showing you just how much you need Him. Maybe God has put you where you are and in the situation you are going through to teach you how to trust Him. Regardless of what you are going through, Jesus wants you to bring your cares and worries to Him and leave them there.”


  It will all be worth it someday


  When Jesus wipes our tears away.


  Just to be in the presence of Jesus, our King.


  It will all be worth it someday.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  The library at the high school was full of students studying for upcoming exams. The lunchroom was also full of students eating and visiting. The JV football team was practicing on the field while the cheerleaders were hanging freshly painted spirit signs on the fences in preparation for the following Friday night football game. It was not a common sight to see a couple of police cars at the school. The only thing that would have made it more disturbing would be if the blue and red lights had been flashing. Heading there now, Officer Kendall recalled his last visit to the campus when Mrs. Bruce was shot and killed. He vividly remembered how he was standing in the hall outside the principal’s office when he heard one of the daughters scream in anguish at hearing that her mother had died. It was a cry of pain that he likely would not forget anytime soon. The loss of his own mother just a few months before that tragic day made it even harder to see the young girl’s pain. The good news was he had heard through his son’s Boy Scout leader that both girls had decided to continue going to school there with their friends and thankfully were doing better. Today it was going to be a different scenario but, at least in his mind, just as sad. The Officers exit their vehicles and head for the same principal’s office where she greets them to find out how she can help.


  After a brief explanation that they were there to speak to Bradley Walker, she escorted them to a conference room just outside the teacher’s lounge. They discussed the steps to be taken next to prevent any further interruption with classes and/or students. Only 20 minutes remained before the bell would ring. The Officers wanted to take care of this before a herd of teenagers invaded the halls and even more of them spotted the police cars out front. Their collective worry subsided within just a few minutes as Big Boy rounded the corner and was directed into the conference room. He walked in and was surprised by the Officers’ presence in the room but not showing it. In fact, the young man was acting pretty tough standing almost eye-to-eye with the man in the uniform. As he had done with many other kids who insisted on acting cold and uncaring, Officer Kendall demanded that Bradley be seated. Big Boy complied but his arms were crossed in defiance. Towering above him at 6 feet-9 inches, Officer Kendall used that height to appear intimidating while speaking to the kid. Some kids were intimidated just by his uniform, but not this one. Either he had been in trouble before or possibly just had no respect for law enforcement. Officer Kendall had seen far more of that attitude than suited him.


  “Son, we have reason to believe you know something about the man that was shot at Allen’s Grocery store,” the Officer said firmly to confirm his position of authority. “So, you need to just come clean and tell us what you know, right now.” Big Boy made no effort to offer any information. “Son, if that man dies, you’re going to be charged with his murder.”


  “Ain’t gonna happen,” Big Boy said half under his breath. His confidence only came from the fact that A-man told him nobody in the whole world could connect them to that night. Plus, he knew the wrath he would face if he were to squeal on the others.


  “What did you say?” the Officer asked. Staring straight ahead, he repeated himself with an attitude. “Ain’t… gonna… happen!”


  “Son, you don’t have a clue, do you?”


  “Yeah, I got plenty!”


  “You don’t know what’s gonna happen. That man may or may not die, but I got enough evidence to prove you were not only there but you knew about the robbery and, even more than that, did nothing to prevent it. That’s a crime all by itself. You think you’re all big and tough, but that, young man, makes you an accessory to the crime and you’re gonna have to do the time.”


  After several more confrontational statements from the officer, Big Boy eventually broke down crying especially at the thought of going to prison because he had already turned 18 a month before all this happened. It was a prank. He never thought anything about it being dangerous or someone getting hurt. And, even if they did get hurt, he wasn’t the one to do it so what did he have to worry about.


  “I don’t even understand why I’m here. I didn’t do nothing. I didn’t rob nobody. I didn’t do it.”


  “Son, we have all the evidence we need to prove that you knew about it though and that makes you an accomplice.” Finally, he saw the writing on the wall and told the man in the uniform what he wanted to know even though he really didn’t want to. It wasn’t supposed to happen that way. When he finished, he slammed himself against the back of the chair with his hands over his face. Principal Goldwin had been present during the whole conversation but slipped out to retrieve the student just identified as the shooter and to call both students’ emergency contacts. The Officers walked out into the main hallway to wait.


  After a few minutes, the accused young man was led down an adjacent hallway by a coach toward the front office. He was wearing a head band that read “MARK-E”. He was completely unaware of what awaited him as his mind raced through different scenarios trying to figure out why he was wanted in the Principal’s office. He saw the police in uniform and stopped. It suddenly became clear. He knew there was nowhere to run. The coach instructed him to keep moving. His lips tightened as well as every other muscle in his body.


  “Son, are you Marcus Jackson?” the older officer asked though he already knew the answer. The rebellious boy was determined not to even blink much less show any emotion. Fear was not an option.


  “Yeah, why you want to know?”


  “You need to come with us.” They placed handcuffs on him for his protection and placed him in the patrol car for transporting to the station. At that point, Officer Kendall felt a tug on his heart. Another kid in trouble.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Only a few tables needed to be cleaned as the afternoon news came on the television. It had been a really busy day so Jenny took her time wiping down the tables and listening to the early afternoon news. The reporter was speaking to a local business owner about the efforts to revitalize older sections of downtown in the coming months. Some of the buildings had been there for over 100 years and the Old Towne Preservation League constantly campaigned to be listed in the National Registry for Historical Places. Jenny glanced up at it as she was wiping down a table and booth where a couple with three kids had previously been sitting and left quite a mess. Kids will be kids. I’m so careful not to leave a mess when Caitlyn is with me but I guess it can be much harder the more kids you have. Sometimes when Jenny waits on a large family like that, her mind drifts off to what it would have been like to have had more kids with David. She had to physically shake her head just to get that thought to clear out of her mind this time. Her heart was heavy but she always reminded herself that it just wasn’t God’s plan for her life. She missed David so much. When she got sad, she focused her attention on Caitlyn and would then feel much better. The twinkle in Caitlyn’s eyes always made her smile. The thought of her right now tugged at Jenny’s heart.


  She pulled her phone out of her smock and took a quick glance at the picture of her little angel. Love that smile. Hazel was talking to customers and laughing when the phone rang. Being closest to the counter, she answered it.


  “Sal’s Diner, you got Hazel.” Hazel listened for a moment. “Yes, it is.” The caller spoke a few minutes and then she burst into tears. “MJ? No… my baby! Not my baby boy! Oh, Lord! Not, Markie!” Jenny looked at Hazel in shock unable to believe what she had heard.


  Markie? Did she just call MJ, Markie? Jenny’s face reflected her emotion and feeling of total panic. She ran over to Hazel hugging her as she hung up the phone. They were both crying. Hazel was crying because her son had been arrested and Jenny was crying because she suddenly realized that the woman she was afraid of hurting was Hazel.
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  Chapter 19.


  There are a lot of people in this world who carry a negative stereotype in their head of the kind of kids who get involved in the ‘wrong crowd’, the kind who end up being arrested and those who face years in prison. The real truth is that gifted and caring kids can get into trouble just as easily as anyone else. MJ had so much potential. He was a gifted artist or at least that was what the Pastor said when he painted the mural on the nursery walls at the church. He loved both animals and painting so it was a dream job that occupied his time and kept him out of trouble all last summer. Now the budding artist quietly sat on a bench along the wall of a jail cell trying not to make eye contact with anyone else. He knew what he had done but didn’t want to think about it. How did this happen? Why did I agree to do what my friends told me to do? At least I thought they were my friends. How could my friends do this to me? What am I saying? I have heard Momma say all my life that each of us has to make our own decisions. I am the one who chose to go in that store that night. That was so stupid!


  Hazel left the diner and drove to go see MJ. He had no other visitors to expect since his Dad had died several years ago and his sister didn’t live close by. MJ almost wished his Mom wouldn’t come because he didn’t want to see the disappointment in her eyes. She would surely ask him how he could do such a thing to Mr. Grady. All MJ knew about Mr. Grady was that he went to their church. How could he convince her that the old man wasn’t supposed to get hurt? So many thoughts were pinging through his mind. What about school? What about graduation? How will Mom get by without my help? What would Dad think of me right now if he were here? Who will pick up my little brothers after school while Mom is at work? What does it matter anymore, I messed up big time. ‘Please let that old man just be okay’ he kept saying to himself. In all the confusion and questions, he convinced himself there was no use praying after all this. He figured God wouldn’t possibly listen to him now. Or would He? It’s worth a try. His Momma had always said God was there regardless of what happened. He had not prayed in a long time but had no other place to turn.


  “God, I don’t know what to say. You know I didn’t mean for this to happen. I was just supposed to get the money so the guys would let me in. Nobody was supposed to get hurt. You know I ain’t never been in trouble before. You gotta get me out of this! I will do anything you want me to. My Momma prays all the time and she’s been taking me to church practically all my life. Though I ain’t been in a few years, I still used to go. Don’t that account for anything? I’m a good kid. I mean I do what my momma says most of the time. I just… I just wanted my friends to accept me instead of calling me ‘choir boy’!”


  An officer walked up to the cell interrupting his pleading with God. He told MJ to stand up and put his hands on his head. The officer opened the cell door and approached MJ.


  “I am so sorry, man,” MJ told the cop. “You can’t do this to me. I’m sorry.” The officer continued doing his job. No emotion.


  “Tell it to the judge, son.” He took MJ down a long hallway with several other guys dressed in the same jailhouse jumpsuits and into the inmate waiting area. An attorney approached him speaking briefly.


  “My name is Mr. Wilson. Son, you need to listen to me and trust me here. I’ve been doing this a long time. I have your statement and the police report. I have to tell you that it’s best if you just be honest and admit up front that you’re guilty.” MJ shook his head more in an effort to erase it from his mind than anything else. He could not believe this was happening.


  “I’m telling you, Marcus, if we were standing here six months ago, you would be considered a juvenile and things might go differently. However, you’re an adult and you’re going to have to face this as an adult. Son, this particular judge will be far more likely to take into consideration that you haven’t ever been in trouble before as long as you lose the attitude. You got to be polite to him and you need to be honest about what you did.”


  “I know. I know what you’re saying,” MJ admitted.


  The attorney stood quietly as MJ tried to grasp in his young mind the very adult situation he had gotten himself into. MJ shook his head again still trying to wake himself up from this nightmare. He took a seat as the court-appointed attorney walked away. Once seated, MJ slouched in the chair with his back against the wall. The voices of all the other people in the hallway ran together in his ears like watercolor paint on construction paper.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  The darkly stained wood in the courtroom created a feeling of being in the comfortable den of a Southern Plantation mansion. Each decorator column along the wall was lit from above making the ceiling look even taller. A few folks were scattered on the visitor benches that resembled church pews. Several people were waiting to see the judge on civil matters and others were there to support inmates who have to appear before the judge today. Mr. Wilson entered the courtroom and scanned the waiting crowd.


  “All rise. The honorable Judge Stephen Marshall presiding,” the bailiff said with a deep resonating voice that completely filled the room as each word sliced through the silence. Everyone in the room stood as commanded. The judge entered the room from a side door dressed in the traditional black robe with a shiny American flag lapel pin at the collar. Judge Marshall was as proud as his dad was to wear both.


  “Take your seats,” the Judge said to the small crowd. “Bailiff, please continue.” As the crowd was seated, MJ was brought into the chamber to stand before the judge. He was joined by his court appointed attorney whom he only met just a few minutes ago in the hallway.


  “Case number 887209378, the State of Texas vs. Marcus Jamal Jackson,” the bailiff proceeded.


  “Mr. Jackson, how do you plead?” the judge said to MJ glaring at him from above small black-rimmed reading glasses perched slightly below the bridge of his nose.


  “Guilty, your Honor” MJ answered politely but stared at the floor rather than make eye contact.


  “Look at me, boy!” the judge commanded. “I want to see your eyes when I talk to you.”


  “Yes, sir.” MJ looked up having lost the harsh attitude he always exhibited in the hallway at school when his friends were with him. His friends weren’t around right now. Where are they right now?


  “The court recognizes a plea of guilty and the defendant will be held in the state jail until a trial date can be set.” The gavel hitting the desk was the last sound MJ heard. Everything else around MJ was nothing but a blur as he was taken back to his seat just outside the courtroom where all inmates wait for their turn to face the judge. His ears were ringing and his heart was beating so fast. He wanted to talk to his sister so bad but at the same time, he didn’t. He never said anything to his sister during his visit and he knew she was going to be really angry with him. Has she figured out that he came to her house after it happened because he was so scared? How can he look her in the face? Does she know? What is she thinking of me right now? He honestly couldn’t begin to imagine what his Mom or sister must be thinking of him. The handcuffs clanked as he took a seat. The last place he wanted to be was in jail. This just can’t be happening. His attorney came over to him and spoke in a quiet impersonal tone.


  “You just sit here, boy. I got to go get some paperwork the judge just signed. I will be back in a minute or two. Don’t do anything stupid!” He turned on his heels and headed back into the courtroom.


  MJ was a bit offended by the man’s derogatory tone more than his words. The highly educated man in the pin stripe suit probably looked at MJ as just another troubled kid from the streets. He had absolutely no idea that his opinion of MJ could not be farther from the truth. He likely prejudged MJ to be a troublemaker just because he had no father in the picture. He figured this old guy didn’t want to be there representing him but probably had no choice.


  With his elbows on each arm of the chair, he dropped his head into his hands rubbing his eyes not like he was crying but more like he was tired. Those other kids around him would never know he was fighting tears and the desire to stand up to that rude man.


  Does he even know or care to know that my Dad was killed by a drunk driver? Does he know that we were close and I miss him so much I can’t think straight sometimes? He is treating me like I’m homeless and worthless. His Mom raised all her kids in church to do the right thing and be respectful. He reassured himself that it would somehow be okay because he had always done what she told him to do. That is until… recently. He admitted he had been staying out too late with his friends. He had been ‘forgetting’ to do chores. He was not getting good grades like he used to in elementary and junior high school. Though he had not gone to church every Sunday, he reasoned in his mind that since he had never done drugs or any other bad stuff like that, he must be a good kid. That is until… now. His stomach felt like it would come up into his throat like riding the roller coaster at the county fair. Somehow that was the feeling he had when he thought about the pain he had inflicted on Mr. Grady and the embarrassment he had surely caused his family. What is gonna happen? Where is my Momma? It wasn’t supposed to be like this.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Just down the long hallway another case was in session. After hearing the gavel hit the judge’s desk in this room, Nathan knew the journey was about to begin. Although the police had never given up on their investigation and had run down all their leads, nothing had been found. However, by that time Nathan had been charged and the trail had been set to convene. His future was now in the hands of one judge and twelve randomly selected people from the surrounding area. Nathan entered the courtroom his eyes darting to each face looking for his parents. He spotted his mom first and then his dad beside her. They both smiled at him. He nodded as he turned around and sat at the defendant’s table with his feet firmly planted on the ground and looking the judge straight in the eye. He thought he had met most everybody in their community between working the print shop front desk and making deliveries but these were unfamiliar faces staring at him from the jury box without a single smile. No matter what happened, he knew in His heart that God’s Will would prevail. He prayed. Father, I don’t know what you are about to do but you know I didn’t do this. I trust you, God. You are in control. I trust you.


  The judge silently reviewed the indictment papers before him.


  “Mr. Calloway, you’ve been charged with one count of assault with a deadly weapon and attempted murder. Mr. Prosecutor, call your first witness.” The jury of nine men and three women directed their collective attention to the prosecution’s table.


  “Thank you, Your Honor. The state calls Mrs. Abigail McNally to the stand,” the district attorney said. The woman walked from her seat to take her place in the chair beside the judge.


  “Mrs. McNally, raise your right hand. Do you solemnly swear to tell the whole truth and nothing but the truth, so help you God?” the bailiff asked her.


  “Yes, I do.” The bailiff stepped back to his spot at the door to keep a close watch on the crowd. The prosecutor got up from his table and walked a few steps toward the obviously nervous woman.


  “Thank you for being here today, Abby. May I call you Abby?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Abby, on July 19th about 6:45 pm, tell the court where you were and what happened that day, please.” The mother of 3 teenagers sat up a little straighter and folded the Kleenex in her hand in half. She was not crying but was worried her hands might become sweaty. She was not comfortable being in front of all the people in the courtroom much less a judge.


  “Cassie, my daughter, and I went to Allen’s grocery store to get something on our way home from my parent’s house. They live about 80 miles up the road. We had been to see them because my dad always has something wrong or is taking a new kind of medicine. Sometimes they call wanting me to come over and check on the cat because she likes to disappear, you know. Or they want me to check the disposal because it is making all kinds of racket. ‘Of course it is making noise,’ I tell them ‘because there is a spoon that has dropped down in there.’ I tell them all the time not to put silverware on that side of the sink. Daddy forgets.”


  “And what happened at Allen’s?” he redirected her statement.


  “Oh, um, we walked in the front door of the grocery store and we were talking about what items we wanted to make sure not to forget. You know how you always go in somewhere for something and end up getting home without it? My kids and I do it all the time. Anyway, the doors slid open and we heard a man yelling ‘he shot me’ several times. We looked around and didn’t see anybody. Then we heard another man say ‘help me’.”


  “So you heard two different people?”


  “Yes.”


  “Did you hear anyone else?”


  “No, sir! The two voices were coming from behind the counter. So I told my daughter to use her cell phone and call 9-1-1. You know how kids usually have it glued to their face everywhere you go now days. I just don’t understand how they can be on that thing so much. I barely know how to even make a call, but they play games and text their friends, sometimes at the same time.”


  “You’re right, Abby.” Several people in the crowd laughed. “Please continue,” he tried to bring her back to the task at hand.


  “Oh, sorry! Yes. So she called for help and then had to stay on the line while they asked her questions. She couldn’t remember what the streets were so I had to help her and I walked around the counter to see what happened.” Her face almost lost all its color as she recalled the scene. “The man lying on the floor was saying ‘he shot me’ and the other man was leaning over him asking us to get an ambulance. He kept telling the man on the floor ‘stay with me’ because I guess he was afraid he might die.”


  “Did you know either of the men?”


  “No, sir! We don’t come in the store that often. We go to Bateman’s in our home town most of the time.”


  “Then what happened?” the DA continued.


  “Well, we heard the sirens coming and Cassie went outside to wait for them like the 9-1-1 operator told her to do. That operator was so nice. I just love when complete strangers are so nice to you on the phone.” She saw the attorney’s face starting to turn red. She continued. “Then several policemen came in and the taller one asked me to come outside with Cassie. He asked us all kinds of questions about what happened. He was really nice, too. He was handsome and really tall. I told him we didn’t rightly know how the man got shot or who he was. We didn’t see it happen.”


  “Tell me, Abby, are you sure you didn’t see anybody else in the store?”


  “I am sure. Now, I really didn’t have a chance to look around at first. But while we were waiting for the police and ambulance, I looked around because I didn’t know if anyone else might be shot or if someone might still be in there with a gun! I watched this show on TV the other night and…”


  “Thank you, Abby,” he said interrupting her next monologue about her television habits. “Now, I have one more question. Is that okay?”


  “Oh, yes sir!”


  “Would you please tell the court if the man you saw leaning over the elderly man who had been shot in Allen’s Grocery is in this room today.” He purposefully placed emphasis on the word elderly. Abby wasted no time looking immediately at the table where the defendant and his attorney were seated.


  “It was that man right there… with the pretty green eyes.” She pointed to Nathan as the courtroom erupted in laughter.


  “Order,” the judge commanded.


  “Thank you, Abby. The court thanks you for your time today. Nothing further, Judge.”


  “Mr. Kerrigan, do you have anything for this witness?”


  “No, your Honor,” Nathan’s attorney sat back down. A.J. Kerrigan had been the Calloway family’s attorney for years. This was a day he never thought he would see.


  “Call your next witness.”


  “Judge, if it would please the court, I would like to call State Trooper Brent Whitley.” The man in the khaki uniform stood and walked to the seat previously occupied by Mrs. McNally. He stood to his full height and raised his right hand knowing the drill. The bailiff completed that chore and the officer took his seat beside the judge facing the crowd.


  “Officer Whitley, we thank you for your service to this great state and for your time today. I won’t keep you long as I know that you have a very important job and want to get back to it. I understand that you were one of the troopers who arrived at the scene that day. Could you please tell us what you saw?” the DA asked.


  “Certainly. My partner and I received a call that a man had been shot at Allen’s Grocery store on University Blvd. We responded along with EMS. Upon arrival, we discovered the same scene that Mrs. McNally described. As I walked around the counter to assess the situation and provide directions to the ambulance attendants, I saw a weapon.”


  “What kind of weapon?” the DA asked.


  “It was a semi-automatic. So, I alerted my partner and we drew our weapons until the gun could be secured. My partner came around behind me and obtained the weapon for evidence. The gentleman on the floor, as she stated earlier, was saying ‘he shot me’ over and over although very weak.”


  “What happened next?”


  “I asked the gentleman on his knees above the victim to place his hands about his head. I was unsure at that time if another weapon might be present. He refused my instructions at first but I realized it was because he was applying pressure to the wound. Again, I asked him to step back with his hands over his head so the EMS workers could get to the injured man.”


  “Did he comply?”


  “Yes, sir. He didn’t act like he wanted to though.” The DA walked back to his table retrieving a photograph. He held it up for the officer to view.


  “Is this the weapon you saw that day?”


  “It appears to be.”


  “It is standard procedure,” the DA continued, “for you to do what else in this situation?”


  “We placed paper sacks over the hands of the suspect.”


  “And what is the purpose of that?”


  “The purpose is to preserve any evidence of gun powder residue. If a suspect has fired a weapon recently, a swab of the skin and/or clothes can detect it,” the officer explained. The DA again walked back to his table. He put the photograph down and picked up a small stack of papers stapled together at the top left hand corner.


  “I hold in my hand the report containing the results of that test on Mr. Calloway’s hands. Could you read the highlighted sentence?” He handed the report to the officer.


  “Is there any evidence of gun powder residue found on the hands of the defendant? The test was negative.” Nathan grinned just a bit hearing those wonderful words.


  “Officer, there’s one more sentence on that report I have highlighted. Would you be so kind as to read that line as well?”


  “Were there any fingerprints found on the weapon? Yes.” He looked up at the DA.


  “Please continue.”


  “If fingerprints were found, was a match identified for the fingerprints? Yes.” The officer stopped again.


  “Go on.”


  “Name of the match. Nathan Allen Calloway.” Someone sitting in the jury coughed as though to punctuate the answer unintentionally. It made everyone jump since they had been intently listening to the officer read.


  “One more question, Officer.” The DA made sure to point out once again his position of authority. “Was there anyone else in the store?”


  “No, there was not.”


  “Thank you, sir. The state rests, your Honor.”


  “Mr. Kerrigan, do you have anything for this witness?”


  “No, your Honor,” Nathan’s attorney sat back down.


  “Officer Whitley, the court and I also appreciate your service and your time today,” the judge said and dismissed him from the witness stand. He nodded at the judge and once in the direction of the jury as he passed by. The judge asked Mr. Kerrigan if he would like to call any witnesses.


  “Yes, sir. I would like to call Nathan Allen Calloway to the stand.” Nathan walked to the same witness chair and the bailiff went through the same routine. Nathan sat and waited for the first question. His attorney paused intentionally for a moment, allowing the judge and everyone else to get a really good look at this young, clean-cut, hardworking man before them. He needed them to see that this was not some hardened criminal but he could actually be your neighbor’s son or your nephew’s softball coach.


  “Hi, Nathan,” he addressed his client.


  “Hello, sir!” He looked at the judge. “Your honor.” The judge nodded.


  “Son, I am so sorry that your friend, Mr. Grady, was shot. You are pretty good friends, are you not?”


  “Yes, sir!”


  “Please begin by telling me why you were in Allen’s Grocery store on the day in question.”


  “I remember it well. I stopped on my way home from work to get a soda and visit with Mr. Grady.”


  “You know him pretty well, right?”


  “Yes. I stop in there a lot because, you see, he is there at the store by himself most of the time. He has lots of customers come in and out but I always felt like it made him happy to have a familiar face come in and ask him how he was doing,” Nathan explained. “It was the same as any other night when I went in that evening. We chatted for a few minutes and then I headed to the back to get the soda.”


  “How long were you back there?” he prompted Nathan.


  “I am not sure but probably just a few minutes.”


  “Then what happened?”


  “All of a sudden I heard someone yelling really loud at the front of the store. It alarmed me so much I almost dropped the bottle of soda. Mr. Grady was asking the person not to shoot him and the robber was telling him over and over to ‘Get the money out of the register’ and ‘do it now’! That kind of thing. I was scared. All I could think of was how scared Mr. Grady must be and that I had to get to him. So, I bent down a little bit where the robber would not see me and crept up the aisle toward the front. I put the soda down on one of the lower shelves so I wouldn’t drop it. Then, I was concentrating so much on trying to see Mr. Grady that I accidentally knocked over some boxes of rice or something that were stacked in front of the shelf on a display stand. When the boxes hit the floor and made such a noise, it must have startled them as much as me. The robber turned around to look in my direction and the gun went off.”


  “The gun was fired by the robber you saw and then what happened.”


  “The bullet hit Mr. Grady in the chest and he fell to the floor. He cried out and the kid just dropped the gun and ran out the front door.”


  “Kid? The person standing there with the gun held on Mr. Grady was a kid?” the attorney asked emphasizing the question.


  “Yes, sir! He didn’t sound like he was any more than maybe 17 or 18,” Nathan said as the judge looked up at him hearing this information for the first time all day. It was sad that this information of the perpetrator being a kid did not surprise him. He saw this kind of scenario in his courtroom all the time.


  “Then what did you do?”


  “Well, I thought about running after him, but I really just wanted to get to Mr. Grady to help him.”


  “Because he is your friend? Go on.”


  “Just like Mrs. McNally said, he was saying ‘he shot me’. I could hardly think straight but I tried to reassure him that he was going to be okay. I took off my jacket and bunched it up.” Nathan used his hands to demonstrate it even without a jacket present. “I put it against Mr. Grady’s chest to try to stop the bleeding and I just called out for anybody to help.”


  “Did you see the gun, Mr. Calloway?”


  “Yes. As I was walking up the aisle really slowly, the kid had moved around to the end of the counter. I guess he didn’t think Mr. Grady was going fast enough so he was telling Mr. Grady to ‘hurry up’!” Nathan paused a moment briefly living those horrible minutes in his head as he spoke.


  After allowing Nathan a moment to collect himself, he continued. “Mr. Calloway, we have heard previous testimony that your fingerprints were on the weapon. Where was the gun and how did they get there?”


  “He was standing at the end of the counter when the gun went off and that’s where he dropped it.”


  “So if you were not holding the gun, how did your fingerprints get on it?”


  “I ran around the counter to get to Mr. Grady. I didn’t really think about it until later but I grabbed the gun and moved it over because it was in the way and I didn’t want it to go off again if it had more rounds in it. I just didn’t know. I was screaming for help when Mrs. McNally and her daughter came in. The rest happened just as she said.” He looked at them both.


  “Mr. Calloway, we have heard your testimony that you did not have the gun. I must ask you, sir, did you shoot Mr. Grady?” the attorney asked.


  “No, sir! I could never do that!” he said firmly. His attorney paused and allowed this reply to echo in the jury’s ears.


  “Thank you, Nathan. Your honor, we have nothing more.”


  “Very well. Does the state have any questions for this witness?” the judge asked the DA.


  “No, Judge.” The judge dismissed Nathan to return to his chair beside his attorney and told the court they were taking a lunch break. The jury members were asked not to speak to each other or anyone else about the case and to return in one hour. Most of the folks headed for the deli located in the lobby on the first floor. Several stood in the hallways making phone calls to their loved ones or co-workers. Nathan returned to the holding area where Mr. Kerrigan was allowed to give him a sandwich and soda he had purchased downstairs. The family’s attorney, and longtime friend, then excused himself from Nathan to go prepare his closing argument. Nathan didn’t mind though. He took advantage of the time to sit quietly and pray. He asked the Lord to allow the afternoon’s events to go in such a way as to bring out the truth. Though his attorney had laid out all the evidence, it was still only his word that there was someone else in the store against the evidence that no one else was seen in the store - coupled with his fingerprints on the weapon.


  Upon returning from lunch, the DA was given the floor. He stood and approached the jury. “Folks, this is a simple case of Mr. Calloway doing something he wished he had not done and blaming it on someone else. Placing blame is a habit that can be formed in childhood and some people never grow out of it. Mr. Calloway would like you to believe that someone else, a kid no less, was in that store with a gun and that weapon was discharged causing a bullet to hit Mr. Grady in the chest. No one else was seen in the store and you have heard the report that the only fingerprints found on the weapon belong to him.” He pointed directly at Nathan then walked to the other end of the jury.


  “Every one of us would rather be seen by other folks as a hero rather than a criminal, right? We want to be the one who saves the day. Unfortunately, there is an elderly man in the hospital right now fighting for his life because of this gentleman. Granted, Mr. Calloway claims he tried to help save Mr. Grady. Let me remind you that there has been no evidence presented to you to indicate that he is not the shooter. None at all. All of the facts brought out today in each testimony indicated that Mr. Calloway walked into that store and attempted to rob Mr. Grady. Something did go wrong and a kind, old man is fighting for every breath right now as I speak. Witness’ testimony confirms that no one else was in that store. Even the police report indicates there was no one else found in the store that night. Bottom line here is you are not being asked to analyze the events to determine why he did this. You are being asked to review the evidence and see the truth for yourself. One shooter. One victim. One gun. One set of fingerprints. One choice. Find this man guilty. Do the right thing.” He walked back to his seat and indicated to the judge that the state rested its case.


  “Mr. Kerrigan, please proceed.” The judge motioned towards the jury.


  “Thank you, Judge. Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,” he said as he took his position in front of the jury. “Nathan Calloway is a young man with a bright future. He works alongside of his dad in their family print shop and loves it. If you ask him what his day is going to be like, he will tell you that it is never the same thing from day to day and that it’s exciting to him. Some days he runs the press and I am told that is no small task. It takes a lot of skill. Sometimes he helps customers at the front desk and often times he is on the road delivering his finished projects to local customers. He likes to make deliveries because he takes pride in his work and the company. He is single and drives a company truck. In his spare time, he loves working with different community organizations to help the needy, clean up the parks or serve food at the soup kitchen downtown. He is a man of his word. He is a man of integrity. Wouldn’t a person wanting NOT to be caught hide a gun instead of moving it out of the way? Wouldn’t a person NOT wanting to be caught run away from the scene instead of running to the victim and doing everything humanly possible to save them? Wouldn’t a person who committed a crime against a defenseless old man be someone NOT thinking clearly? Nathan testified to the events that took place that day and he told you the truth, folks. He was NOT the person who committed this crime and he certainly should NOT be punished for it. Thank you.”


  When Mr. Kerrigan returned to his seat, the judge looked over the paperwork for several minutes before speaking.


  “The jury will now go forth to deliberate this case. This court is adjourned until further notice.” Again, the gavel hit the desk. The jury retired to the room that would conceal their conversations for the next several hours. Nathan and his attorney exited the courtroom into the designated inmates’ hallway passing by a bench of young men shackled together. Some of the youth appeared as defiant as the day is long while others look like lost boys at a department store waiting for their mother to retrieve them having been separated from each other somehow. Although Nathan was in this hall for a very serious offense, his heart went out to these youngsters who were sitting there. He couldn’t help but think how they had their whole lives in front of them. He couldn’t help but wonder to himself how they got to this place. What the attorney had said in court was true. He loved working with youth at the East Side Community Center several times a month. He honestly believed they weren’t bad kids; most times they just didn’t get a lot of direction and attention at home so they ended up learning by trial and error… often the hard way.


  “I have gotten permission for you to wait here,” Nathan’s attorney told him. “All we can do is hope that we presented enough evidence to convince the jury of reasonable doubt. They don’t have to identify who else did this. They just need to agree that you didn’t do it.”


  “How do you think it went?”


  “I don’t know at this point. The jury was really tuned in to Mrs. McNally’s testimony and well, we’ll just have to see.”


  “I understand.” Nathan sat down where he was instructed to and prepared for a potentially long wait.


  One by one the boys down the hall were unhooked from the shackles and taken into a judge’s chamber to appear. Nathan found himself praying for each and every one even though he didn’t know them. Lord, I don’t know what that boy did with the long hair and tattoos on his arms. I know that you love him. Please have your way in his life and help him to find your saving grace in whatever situation he has to go through. Help somebody be able to tell him about Jesus. Praying those words sent his mind rushing back to his own childhood. He had a father and mother that loved him and were there for him no matter what happened or what he had done wrong. He had clothes and food and a beautiful home. He was taken to church. He even continued going to church long after he left home because he truly enjoyed it. He knew without a doubt he was blessed by God to have each and every one of those things. He wondered though if the kids he was watching march in and out of the courtrooms had ever had any of those things.


  He noticed one young man sitting with his hands folded like he was praying. He almost looked like he was arguing with himself by all the expressions that crossed his face. Nathan asked the Lord to help the troubled teen find his way. He watched intently though trying not to be caught staring as the teen was escorted into the large room to his left. The kid was clean cut and clean shaven. He didn’t have an attitude with the officer like some of the others had displayed earlier but he seemed extremely more sad. Nathan said a quick prayer for him as well. Most folks would find it hard to pray for someone they don’t know. However, that always seemed to come easy for Nathan. He didn’t have to know the person or what they were going through; he just believed that God could help them no matter what the situation. In his life, he had prayed for people who lost a child though he had never lost one. He had prayed for people who were going through cancer even though he had not ever had it. He had even prayed for friends in college who couldn’t decide what their major should be. It wasn’t silly to him to pray like that. He always believed that God should be involved in every decision that was to be made no matter how large or small. He recalled how his Pastor had once said that even the wisest man in the Bible asked God for wisdom. Not money, not fame, not material things, but wisdom to make sound decisions and live his life in a Godly manner. It was also sometime in college that he realized not everyone felt the same way.


  Almost 15 minutes later, according to the clock on the wall that Nathan kept checking, the teen returned to the hallway looking even more distraught than before he went in. Nathan wished he could run over to him and give him a hug. Wouldn’t that have raised some eyebrows? Some white, 30-something guy hugging a young black boy he doesn’t even know in the hallway of a courthouse with both of them in handcuffs. The officers would have probably thought they were going to fight which is what usually happens when anybody in this particular hallway comes in contact with each other.


  Nathan wished the attorney would come out and tell him something. All in God’s timing. He is in control of the situation so just rest in the Lord like Dad said. Trust God. That was easy to say to himself but sitting and waiting was the hardest thing in the world. No matter the reason… it is just plain hard to do. He had learned patience from working with the public on a daily basis. He suspected that was exactly why the Lord said patience was a virtue. It is hard to do but God gives sufficient grace to endure the situation or the circumstances until His perfect Will is accomplished. However, Nathan could not help but think about his difficult situation at the same time and reflecting on the fact that he was possibly facing prison time if somehow convicted. In fact, he couldn’t really even think the word ‘prison’. He couldn’t think about the ‘what if’ scenarios or even the ‘what next’ options. He knew he was innocent. He knew he had to stand on God’s promise that the truth would always be brought to light. Nathan honestly believed that God’s promises were true when they were written years ago and were still true today. Nathan chose to trust God when all of this began and he intended to continue to trust God. He wouldn’t have it any other way. God had always been there for him in the past and he believed this whole ordeal was no different. He didn’t understand why it happened or what good could come out of it but he knew that no matter what happened, he would trust God. I’m still in Your hands, Lord. Thank you for Your mercy. Thank you for Your grace that gives me peace in the midst of this situation.


  Nathan began to think about the fact that neither his attorney nor the DA brought out anything in the trial about what Jenny had overheard in the Diner. He could not even be sure she went to the police though she promised that she would go the very next day. Well, he can’t worry about that. That was in God’s hands, too. About that time, the attorney came down the back hall walking very fast. He approached Nathan who stood to greet him.


  “The judge has called for us to come back into the courtroom.”


  “The jury has a verdict?”


  “I don’t know. The judge didn’t say. He just asked me to come out to get you and come back in. So, let’s go.” Nathan followed the short, balding man back to where they originally faced Judge Marshall. Before going in the Officer guarding the door removed the handcuffs from Nathan’s wrist. It felt so good to move his hands without them. Though not on his wrists for very long, strangely enough it felt like they are still on there even after being removed. He gently rubbed each wrist. There were fewer people in the gallery now and no jury, but he did see Jenny sitting there with his parents as he came in the door. His eyes widened but she did not look at him right then. The two men walked quickly to stand directly in front of the judge. The robed official had even more papers in front of him. He read a few more lines as everyone waited patiently in complete silence.


  The judge finally looked up once again over his reading glasses. Nathan’s insides contracted and he braced himself for whatever the judge had to say. “Mr. Calloway, I am not quite sure how to tell you this.” Nathan swallowed hard. He couldn’t move a single muscle. He had to actually remind himself to breathe. “Guess I would have to say that this is your lucky day!” the judge continued. “Just a few moments ago, another judge sitting just down the hall informed me that he has something you have likely been waiting for.” Nathan’s mind was racing trying to figure out what he was saying. “It appears there has been a confession that affects your case.” One single tear escaped from the corner of Nathan’s right eye from the stress anticipating the verdict. “Having heard this new evidence in the case, the State has dismissed the charges against you, Mr. Calloway. You are free to go.” He could feel it travel warmly down his cheek. Nathan was elated. It was all he could do not to shout out loud. All he could think about was the fact that God delivered right on time!


  He turned and shook hands with his attorney. He was so thankful that they had allowed him to come into the courtroom this morning in his street clothes and not the jail clothes. Now he could leave. He could actually leave. He nearly leapt over the wall to where he parents were sitting so he could hug them. They were all crying and his mom just kept saying “Thank you, Jesus!”


  “Congratulations, Nathan,” Jenny said wiping tears from her face.


  “Jenny, it’s so good to see you here!”


  “I’m glad Sal let me come this morning. I came in during your attorney’s final comments. I have to go back in 20 minutes.”


  “Isn’t this wonderful? God did it! I didn’t know how but I knew He would let the truth come out.”


  “It’s wonderful. I am so happy for you.”


  “Thank you, Jenny. You remember my parents?”


  “Yes. It has been years since I have seen them.”


  They all walked out to the hallway. Nathan thanked them again and then headed off to go get the rest of his personal items from the front office clerk. Jenny turned the other direction to head to work. As she looked up from finding her keys in her purse, she saw Hazel standing there. The older woman’s eyes were red and swollen from crying. She had a stern look on her face that Jenny had never seen before in all their years as friends. Hazel stared at Jenny who had stopped in her tracks. One woman was crying in sorrow. One woman was crying for joy.


  “Hazel,” Jenny finally said and took a step toward her. “I’m so…” Hazel put her hand up and turned her head to the side averting her eyes as though she didn’t want to hear it. Jenny’s tears fell again. After a few seconds, Hazel finally collected herself enough to speak.


  “I always told my boy… ‘It is never wrong to do right… and it is never right to do wrong. What he did…” she sobbed for a moment and tried to continue… “was wrong. He got to answer to God for that. He and I both know that what you did…” Jenny felt like she couldn’t breathe waiting to hear Hazel’s next words, “…was right.” Jenny ran to her and they embraced. Jenny was so relieved. Weeping together, Hazel comforted her like a momma would.
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  Chapter 20.


  An ambulance rushing a patient to the Emergency Room entrance brought back fresh memories. Coming in the front door of the hospital, Nathan vividly recalled the last time he was there. That was a tragic day. Today was a great day. Mr. Grady had not been very alert since his arrival, but Nathan had been told that Mr. Grady had actually spoken to the doctor and nurses a little bit over the last 12 hours and that was a good sign. He was sleeping once again when Nathan arrived on the 4th floor. He watched Mr. Grady through the ICU window not wanting to go in and disturb him. Almost on cue, Mr. Grady opened his eyes and looked right at Nathan. Seated beside her precious husband of 50 years, Mrs. Grady turned to see what drew his attention. She saw Nathan and motioned for him to come into the room.


  “Hi, Mrs. Grady!” Nathan said quietly as he came in and hugged her first.


  “Hi, Nathan! It’s so good to see you here. What a wonderful surprise!” she said not letting go of him. “We have been so upset that you had to go through that whole horrible trial. How are you getting along?”


  “I’m okay, Mrs. Grady. I believe God had a purpose for it and I’m just glad to be on this side of the bars and have the truth known.” She nodded her head as Nathan went to the other side of Mr. Grady’s bed where there were fewer tubes and wires attached to him. “I wish I could have been here sooner.”


  “My sweet husband hasn’t been able to tell anyone anything since he got here. Once he was talking a bit, I asked him if he remembered anything from that day. He didn’t remember much.” Mr. Grady’s eyes followed Nathan as he came around the other side of the hospital bed without all the wires.


  “I’ve been… waiting to… see you.”


  “You have?”


  “I understand… that you… saved my life, son!” Mr. Grady struggled to catch his breath in between words.


  “It’s good to see you, sir! It wasn’t me! Only God can do that… I was just His hands that day, I suppose.”


  “Now… let me… finish!” Mr. Grady’s throat was scratchy from the tube they removed earlier in the day but Nathan understood his words. “I just want to… tell you… thank you. If you had not… been there that night… I might not… be here talking… to you right now! The Lord… sent you there… for a reason… to show me… something.”


  “To show you something? To show you what, Mr. Grady?”


  “About… you!”


  “Me?” Nathan’s dad came to the door but no one saw or heard him. He just listened.


  “Yes. You got… a good head… on your shoulders. Very smart… You got… a gift for… talking to folks… and that’s important… in my business. But I just… couldn’t make up… my mind. That was… until I saw… your kind heart… then I knew… you was the man… for the job!”


  “Job? What job?” Nathan was really confused and wondered if Mr. Grady had been given too much medicine because he appeared to be talking out of his head. Mrs. Grady stepped in to help out.


  “Nathan, what my husband is trying to tell you is how even before all of this happened, he’d been thinking about spending some time relaxing on our porch,” she squeezed Mr. Grady’s hand, “with me. He’s been working there at that store a long time. The kids are grown and we don’t get many opportunities to go visit them. So, he talked to the store owner about it and was asked who he’d pick to run the store.”


  “Wait a minute,” Nathan looked at her and then her husband. “I don’t understand. Who’d you have to talk to? I thought you two were the owners of Allen’s Grocery store.”


  “Lordy, no! Mr. Grady has been the manager of the store for pretty near 30 years now but we’re not the owners,” Mrs. Grady said. Not able to be silent any longer, Mr. Grady chimed in.


  “I remember… the day… the store opened. We stood… on the front sidewalk… in the sunshine… and it was… one of the… best days… of my life. He handed me… the keys… and said… ‘Run it… like it’s… your own… Son!’ So I did. But… I don’t know… if the smile… on your Dad’s face… was because he was… so proud of that store… or proud of you!”


  “My dad?” Nathan was still not sure what he was talking about.


  “How old… are you… anyway?”


  “I’ll be 31 in two months.”


  “Well… that sounds like… a perfect age… to take over… your store.”


  “My store?” Nathan looked at Mrs. Grady still trying to understand the whole entire conversation.


  “Yes. That’s… your name… isn’t it?” Mr. Grady asks. “Nathan… Allen… Calloway.”


  “Allen’s was named after me?” The senior Mr. Calloway stepped out of the doorway and into the room.


  “That’s right, son.” Nathan turned to face his dad hearing him speak.


  “Dad?”


  “Your mom and I took over your grandpa’s print shop because it was his life and even though he was very sick, he just couldn’t sell it. We had already made other plans, but family comes first. Now, I always planned to run the grocery store one day, but Mr. Grady here was doing so well. Truthfully, there was just no way that your mom and I could run both places. So we both prayed about it and decided to let him continue. From what I hear, he’s ready to hand over those keys and it sounds like he’s made up his mind.” Nathan looked at Mr. Grady and back at his dad. “Son, the store is yours, if you want it.” Nathan got tears in his eyes. “The store has been closed up for the last few weeks, but folks understood under the circumstances. However, it’s time to have a grand re-opening and announce you as the new manager.”


  “Dad, I don’t know what to say.” Nathan turned back to Mr. Grady again. “Are you sure?” Mr. Grady shook his head to confirm that was okay.


  “I’m good… Ready for some… lemonade and… quiet afternoons… on my porch. I’m planning… to be here… a little longer. I will help… you with… any questions… about the store.” Mrs. Grady stood up beside him holding his hand and smiling.


  “Ok.” Nathan walked over and hugged Mrs. Grady again and then gently placed his hand on their hands clasped together.
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  Chapter 21.


  A large crowd continued to roam the streets long after the parade went through town. Most of the folks were still lingering in the area to shop as lunchtime arrived so they were hungry and rushed the diner. Hazel was talking with some regulars at one of the booths while Jenny was putting a fresh pie in the display case. Nathan entered for the first time since before the trial.


  “Nathan! How are you doing?” Jenny came around the counter with a pitcher of water to refill several empty glasses. Nathan walked straight toward Jenny without greeting Hazel or any of the other familiar faces in the room.


  “I am so blessed right now I can hardly contain it. I’m drinking from my saucer because my cup has overflowed. The Lord answered my prayers, Jenny! He released me from an almost certain prison sentence and He is continuing to heal Mr. Grady who, by the way, gets to go home and be with his wife in just a few more days to take it easy.”


  “That’s wonderful!” Jenny said putting the pitcher down before even getting to one table. Hazel went by and picked up the pitcher to continue the task. She waved at Nathan though he didn’t see her because he was looking so intently at Jenny.


  “What?” she asked feeling odd about his stare.


  “I wasn’t sure at first since no one mentioned anything in the trial, but you did go to the police for me, didn’t you?”


  “Yes. I was really nervous but I went down there to the police department the very next day and told them what I had heard. They showed me a year book and I picked out the kids I saw that day. They interviewed them in the school office and one of them was arrested.”


  “Thank you, Jenny! That helped them find the right person.”


  “I am glad I could help you in some way.” The words rang in her ear for some reason. She had once prayed that God would let her repay the kindness someone had shown to her. She was helped several times by Nathan and now she realized God had truly used her to help Nathan just like God used Esther to save the Israelites. God answered her prayer, too. She didn’t know it yet, but God had richly blessed Nathan for his faith and trust just like the King had honored Mordecai for saving his life.


  “I have some good news, Jenny. I am going to be the new manager of the store… my store!”


  “Manager? Of the print shop?”


  “No, not the print shop. I am going to be the manager of Allen’s Grocery.” Jenny hugged him without even thinking about it then quickly tried to step back away from him when she realized what she had done. In her haste, she bumped up against the stool at the counter behind her.


  “My Dad owns the grocery store. He has for well… my whole life. He let Mr. Grady run it because he and my mom were so busy with the print shop. He even named it Allen’s… after me!” Now Jenny was the one trying to let what was being said to her sink in.


  “Really?”


  “Isn’t it crazy? I never knew any of this. God used Mr. Grady to help my mom and dad all those years. He used me to help Mr. Grady and,” he pauses, “He used you to help me!” There it was. Confirmation of what she felt, too.


  “Really?”


  “Jenny, I know you lost the love of your life not too long ago and have been through so much. I never felt like I had much to offer anybody, but Jenny, now I do. You can take all the time you need because I know I’ll never take David’s place.” Jenny covered her mouth with her hand. What is he saying? David? Take my time with what?


  “But, I want to take care of you and Caitlyn!” He got on his knee in front of her. Hazel saw him and put her tray of dishes down so as not rattle them and interrupt. “Ms. Jennifer Allison Boyd… before God and everybody in here… will you marry me… someday?” Jenny looked around the diner for the first time at all the faces watching her and then finally at Hazel who was shaking her head ‘yes’. Jenny looked at Nathan.


  “Yes.”


  * * * * * * * * * *


  The shiny floor of the foyer provided a beautiful reflection of Dana trying desperately to tie the bow on the back of Caitlyn’s miniature ‘just like mommy’ dress making a perfect picture for the photographer as she turned on her heels to go and hunt for the bride. Dana smiled hearing the camera click and scurried after Caitlyn into the bridal suite where Jenny was standing and gazing at the beautiful flowers in her bouquet. The last 18 months had been a blur but she was so happy. It was awkward at first adjusting to the thought that it was okay to love someone since David’s death. She went through all the phases. First there was guilt. Then it was an adjustment to accept help with Caitlyn. However, having a Christian man in her life was the most amazing relationship she had ever experienced. Nathan was a gift and blessing that only came from God and she knew it. Dana had started back to college to finish up her degree but she would not have missed today for anything in the world. Jenny was glad she was back even for just a couple of weeks. She offered to keep Caitlyn during their honeymoon because she missed the little tyke so much!


  “Jenny, you look gorgeous! Caitlyn, look how pretty mommy is!” Caitlyn smiled really big. “Mommy, pretty!”


  “You have waited and planned for well over a year and now it’s time!” Dana juggled her own flowers as she glanced to make sure the groom’s ring was still on her own glove before grabbing Caitlyn’s tiny gloved hand.


  “Thank you, Dana! This must be a little awkward for you.”


  “No. I know David would want you to be happy and Nathan is a great guy. It is more than evident that he loves you and Caitlyn. What more could I hope or ask for?”


  “Look at you, Ms. Caitlyn. Are you ready to drop the pretty daisies for mommy like we showed you last night?” Her little one nodded in agreement. “You are mommy’s pretty girl!” Normally she would say ‘baby girl’ but Caitlyn had informed her that she was no longer a baby wearing her big girl dress.


  “I am so happy for you, Jenny!”


  “Thank you, Dana! Last time I walked down this aisle, I never dreamed I would be trying to get through a single day without David, but God has blessed me with Caitlyn and now a wonderful Godly man.”


  Dana would hug Jenny but the dress would get in the way so squeezing each other’s hand would be enough. The two women shared a close friendship so no more words were necessary at that moment. They heard each other’s heart. Dana walked Caitlyn out into the grand foyer of the church so the three of them could make their entrance.


  “Nathan, you ready?” Pastor George asked. Nathan nodded. Exiting his office, he walked into the sanctuary from the side door by the choir loft and proceeded to the front of the church aisle followed by Nathan and his best man and college buddy, Mike Patton. They took their places in front of the huge heart-shaped archway completely covered with lilacs and daisies. The fragrance of the flowers and the scent of all the candles lining both sides of the platform filled the room. The flickering flames cast shadows that danced happily across the ceiling. The crowd of family and friends from the church anxiously awaited the start of the ceremony that was cued by the entrance of the Pastor, groom and best man. The first usher slowly walked Nathan’s mother down the aisle to her pew on the groom’s side. Upon taking her seat with her husband, the organ music began. Several moments passed before the back doors of the church opened. Dana took a deep breath when she saw all the people. She looked beautiful in her lilac and plum tea length dress with matching shoes. She squeezed the stems of the dainty bouquet containing daisies tied together with purple ribbon. She had never worn a dress so pretty nor had her hair done, but both were a gift from Jenny for her friendship, kindness and help on so many levels over the last two years. She was honored to walk that aisle in support of both Jenny being happy and Caitlyn having someone in her life who loved her like his own. That was important to Dana. She and her family were not only part of the wedding but would always be an integral part of the lives of this new little family. As Dana made it to the front and turned around to face the crowd, a tiny angel in white stood at the back holding a basket of daisies. It had taken the wedding coordinator about that long to get Caitlyn in place and convince her that ‘Grampaw’ had candy for her when she got to the front. She did exactly as she had been instructed to do. She took two steps and dropped a daisy. She took two more steps and dropped a daisy. She stopped only when she got all the way down the aisle beside Mrs. Calloway. She reached in her basket, pulled out a rose and handed it to her new ‘Glam-maw’. The all-important candy was delivered as promised. She smiled and ran to stand in front of Dana. Caitlyn peered around the preacher and Nathan winked at her. She waved. Several people in the first few pews laughed at her cuteness. The organist played the familiar bridal fanfare and the congregation rose to their feet in anticipation. The doors at the back had been closed after Caitlyn went through them and everyone, including Nathan, waited to see them open. He stood there praying for Jenny. He knew that this was a bittersweet day for her. They had talked about it openly. Since Jenny had not spoken to nor seen any of her foster families in years, she decided to walk the aisle by herself. Although David was her first love, she truly loved Nathan deeper than she ever thought possible. They both believed their love was strengthened by the fact that they were entering into this marriage with God first in their own lives and by their choosing that He would be first in their marriage as well.


  Tears of joy immediately filled Nathan’s eyes when at last the doors swung open wide revealing the amazing woman he would soon be able to call his wife. His smile was so big that his cheeks hurt. Jenny walked the aisle making eye contact with several people along the way. She mouthed ‘Thank You’ to Hazel as she went passed her. Mr. and Mrs. Grady were both beaming with delight for Jenny and Nathan. As she approached the front of the church, she saw Caitlyn blow her a kiss and then Jenny’s eyes met Nathan’s. He was always a happy person, but she couldn’t think of a single time he looked happier than right now. Her heart melted at the thought of it being because of her. He took a step forward and drew her to his side to stand before Pastor George. Dana took the bouquet from Jenny so that she and Nathan could hold hands during the ceremony. Here, before God and everyone, nothing stood between them. Both Jenny and Nathan were ready to begin a life together raising Caitlyn and serving God. The Pastor opened the ceremony with prayer.


  “Let us pray. Father God, this is a joyous occasion for all those present today and I know that it is a blessed day in Your sight as well. We come before you to join these two people into one, for the purpose of living their lives to honor and glorify You through their individual lives and as a couple united in the holy bonds of matrimony. Father, I ask that you bless Nathan as a provider of nourishment and raiment. Sustain him in all the expectations and pressures he will face each day. May he live in such an honorable way that his bride will find in him the haven for which the heart of a woman truly longs. Heavenly Father, I ask you to bless Jenny. Give her a deep sense of understanding and a greater faith in You with each passing day. Give her tenderness that will make her a compliment to her husband. May they daily seek the kingdom of God and Your righteousness. Loving you best, they shall love each other the more and be faithful both unto You and unto each other. May they minimize each other’s weaknesses, be swift to praise and magnify each other’s strengths and see each other through kind and patient eyes. Give them enough tears to keep them tender, enough hurts to keep them human, enough failures to keep their hands tightly clenched in Yours and enough success to make them sure they walk with You. May they never take each other’s love for granted but always experience that breathless wonder that exclaims ‘out of all this world, God gave you to me.’ In Your Son’s precious and holy name, Amen.”


  As the congregation was asked to be seated, Jenny and Nathan faced the Pastor still holding hands. “And now, Nathan, the scriptures say to the husband, Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also loved the Church, and gave himself for it; that He might present it to Himself a glorious Church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing; but that it should be holy and without blemish. So ought men to love their wives. And Jenny, the scriptures say to the wife, Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the Church; and He is the Savior of the body. Therefore, as the Church is subject unto Christ, so let the wives be to their husbands in everything. And to you both, the scriptures say to submit yourselves one to another in the fear of God. God has so united matrimony with human life that a man’s deepest interest revolves around it. When a man and a woman have chosen each other and come to that moment when they sincerely and publicly join in this covenant for life, they lay down on the altar a holy sacrifice to God, to each other, and to humanity. Thus, they follow God’s order and in His ways find true happiness. The union into which you are now about to enter, dear friends, is the closest and tenderest into which human beings can come. It is a union founded upon mutual experience and affection, and to believers in the Lord Jesus Christ, it is a union in the Lord. Marriage is God’s institution, intended for the happiness and welfare of mankind. We are informed by the Word of God that charity or love suffereth long, and is kind; charity envieth not; charity valueth not itself, is not puffed up, doth not behave itself unseemly, seeketh not her own, is not easily provoked, thinketh no evil; rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in the truth; beareth all things, believeth in all things, hopeth in all things, endureth all things; charity never faileth. So, a union embodying all of these ideas is not to be entered into lightly, but rather reverently, discreetly, soberly and in the fear of God. Into such a union, you come now to be joined. Who giveth Jenny to be married to Nathan?” At this point, Mr. Boyd stood.


  “I do.” Those in attendance who knew the Boyd family found themselves fighting tears at the incredibly sweet gesture Mr. Boyd made both by standing in the gap for Jenny who had no father and in some grander way by subtly acknowledging their approval of Jenny finding someone as special to her as their son had been in her life. Not many folks would attend their daughter-in-law’s wedding to someone else, but this family was different. The elder Boyd’s and Calloway’s both believed the relationship between Nathan and Jenny was a gift from God.


  “Before the omniscient God and in the presence of these witnesses, wilt thou Nathan take Jenny here present, to be they wedded wife? Wilt thou love and comfort her, honor and keep her, and in joy and sorrow, preserve with her this bond, holy and unbroken, until the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, or God by death shall separate you?”


  “I do,” Nathan said still looking deeply into Jenny’s eyes and smiling. He whispered “I love you.”


  “Before the omniscient God and in the presence of these witnesses, wilt thou Jenny take Nathan here present, to be thy wedded husband? Wilt though love and comfort him, honor and keep him, and in joy and sorrow, preserve with him this bond, holy and unbroken, until the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, or God by death shall separate you?”


  “I will,” Jenny said. Behind her she heard Caitlyn repeat her ‘I will’. Both Jenny and Nathan laugh. Caitlyn is grinning when Dana patted her shoulder.


  “Repeat after me,” Pastor George said. “I, Nathan, take thee Jenny to be my wedded wife; to love thee with all my heart’s affection; to endow thee with all my earthly possessions; to give thee all the honor of my name; and to share with thee the grace of my God.” Nathan repeats each small phrase as delivered to him. “Jenny repeat after me. “I, Jenny, take thee Nathan to be my wedded husband; whither thou goest, I will go; where thou lodgest, I will lodge; thy people shall be my people, and thy God shall be my God.”


  Jenny said the words with such emotion recalling the beautiful story of Ruth and Naomi that first introduced her to them. She had longed to have the courage and commitment that Ruth had and now she realized for probably the first time that she did have it. God had just shown her in one split second of saying those words that He had given her the deepest desire of her heart and exactly what she had prayed for many, many months ago. To most people in the crowd, these were just pretty words. To Jenny, it was confirmation once more that God was truly with her and guiding her every step of the way.


  The Pastor proceeded with the exchanging of rings and described how the rings were unbroken circles, the emblems of eternity that represent purity and endless devotion to each other. “Bless, O Lord, the giving and receiving of these rings. May Nathan and Jenny abide in Your peace and grow in their knowledge of Your presence through their loving union. May the seamless circle of these rings become the symbol of their endless love and serve to remind them of the holy covenant they have entered into today to be faithful, loving, and kind to each other.” Placement of the ring on their fingers sealed the vows they have exchanged and committed to keep one to another.


  “In as much as you, Nathan, and you, Jenny, have thus consented in holy wedlock, and have witnessed the same before God and these friends, by virtue of the authority that is vested in me as a minister of the Word of God, and by the laws of this commonwealth, I do now pronounce you husband and wife, united in the pure and holy bonds of marriage, and those whom God hath joined together, let no man put asunder. Henceforth, you go down life’s pathway together. Let love be the charmed word in all your relationships and may the circles of your rings truly typify your unending happiness. May Christ be the head of your home, the unseen guest at every meal and the silent listener to every conversation. May your hearts be continuously united and your lives blessed by the grace and true affection of a happy marriage. The Lord bless you, and keep you; the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious unto you; May the Lord lift up His countenance upon you and give you peace. In the name of the Father, and the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen. You may kiss your bride.”


  “Amen,” Caitlyn chimes in a little delayed. The congregation laughed as Nathan needed no additional coaxing and kissed his new bride.


  “Friends and loved ones, I present to you for the very first time, Mr. and Mrs. Nathan Calloway. The room erupted with clapping and Caitlyn put her basket down to join them. The organist played the Bridal Chorus recessional. Handing Jenny’s bouquet back to her, the happy newly-wed couple interlocked arms and walked back up the aisle greeting their family and friends as husband and wife. Dana took both Caitlyn’s hand and Mike’s arm to walk back down the aisle behind them.


  The reception was held in the fellowship hall of the church and the finger foods were all lovingly made for the occasion by Sal. He and the other waitresses had to keep the diner open that day and couldn’t make it to the wedding, but he was more than happy to help with this part of their special day. As the guests ate, visited with one another and took pictures, Caitlyn spun around in her ‘princess dress’ as she called it dodging Dana who was constantly making sure the younger kids were entertained. Sitting at the head table, Jenny had a contented smile on her face that reflected the joy in her heart. She looked at Nathan who was glowing with love as well and said “This is the day that the Lord hath made. I will rejoice and be glad in it.” He kissed her nose and said, “Me, too!” A tiny head popped up behind them. “Me, three!” Caitlyn said and hugged them both.


  * * * * * * * * * *


  Nathan had only been home from the honeymoon for two weeks when a special report about a devastating tornado leveling practically an entire town stirred his heart. He knew that he was blessed beyond measure. There was just a desire deep in his heart to have a ministry that would help others. He was content running the grocery store his father and Mr. Grady had given to him without question. Yet, seeing so many lives interrupted with just one storm brought to his mind a young man whose life was changed forever by one decision. Picking up the phone, he called Pastor George. Just a few days later after much prayer, Nathan discovered the path of his new ministry.


  Hearing the set of two heavy steel doors lock behind him rattled his nerves and brought back memories of his days behind jail bars that he would just as soon forget. However, today was different. Drawing on strength and wisdom only God can provide, Nathan began his ministry to mentor young men behind bars and share with them the love of the Lord. Visiting Markie today in prison was not something that had crossed Nathan’s mind but now he had a burden on his heart to reach out to this particular young man who caused Nathan to end up in jail and endure a jury trial. Although Nathan still saw Hazel at the diner quite regularly, the two really never spoke of her son and his situation. Today was different.


  He was led to a steel table that was bolted to the floor and scratched up from years of use by visiting friends and family of the inmates. Markie was escorted into the room. Nathan immediately realized that Markie had no idea who he was at first. As the officer led the young man to be seated across from Nathan, the toughness on his face smoothed out and visibly softened. Seated on one side of the visitation bench, Nathan faced Markie who obediently sat with his head down staring at the etchings on the top of the table like he had never seen it before.


  Nathan laid his Bible down on the table between them. Bitterness, revenge and anger have no place in a Christian’s heart. Nathan had trusted in the Lord and the Lord had trusted in Nathan to do the right thing. It had always been his desire to work with youth and helping this young man was the perfect start to his ministry.


  “Markie, I am here today to tell you that everyone has sinned and fallen short of the glory of God, but God loves you so much that He sent His only Son to die for the forgiveness of your sins.” Nathan continued talking to Markie wearing his youth mentoring program t-shirt. It was obvious that this was the call on his life.


  Special Thanks


  To my mom, I just don’t have words to tell you what you mean to me and how much of an inspiration you are to me as a Godly woman, wife and mother. I aspire to be the prayer warrior that you are. I love you and appreciate your tremendous contribution to proofing this book.


  To Pam Cutler, I sincerely appreciate your willingness to proof and provide your editorial thoughts on this book. I know that it was a “God-thing” that you offered your assistance just days after I asked God to send someone to help. Thank you for your encouragement in continuing on my journey to illustrate how to apply God’s Word to our daily lives.
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had always been told that bad things
happén to good people and facing daily problems all alone
was nothing new. After her parents died, she had no role
model for being a wife and mother, at least not good ones.
When her co-worker at Sal's Diner asked her to come to
church, Jenny figured it couldn’t hurt. She certainly
wanted a better life for Caitlyn than she had endured.
Having never read the Bible before, it was amazing to feel
like she was hearing her own life story as the Pastor read
each Sunday about Ruth and Naomi struggling to survive.
God helped them in so many unseen ways. “Would God
help me?” Jenny wondered.

She found the answer to that question and how God
would use her situation just like Esther to fullfill His plan.
Jenny ultimately discovered there was so much more to
Bible study than just reading it and putting it aside. She
experienced the joy of reading God's Word and applying it
within her heart.

Chiristing Scott is a full-time graphics
artist and the founder of Graphics2go.net.
She loves to play the piano and is an
international recording artist. Both she and
her husband travel across the United
States sharing the gospel through their
music and preaching revivals.

Christine enjoys meeting people and
praying with them. Being a teacher at
heart, she longs to help her readers
understand how to read God’s Word and
apply it to their daily lives.
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