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DEDICATED TO . . . 


Donald, my best friend, my prince charming. The years have flown past, and I’m amazed that we’re into our eighteenth year of marriage. I remember our honeymoon and how you’d look at me every few hours and say, “It took so long to get here; I can’t believe we’re finally married!” That’ll teach us to hurry time. With you, Donald, the dance is a beautiful one, sometimes slow, sometimes tapped out at a frantic pace. But I wish the music would go on forever, because every day is better than the last. Can you feel it? How we’re entering this new phase of life with teenagers? Stay close by and keep praying! I think we’re going to need each other more in the coming years than ever. I love being your wife. 

Kelsey, my precious daughter. I had a sudden disconnect the other day when I took you to get your driver’s permit. I glanced at the little girl beside me, half-expecting to see a ponytailed sixth grader. Because this is supposed to go on forever, right? The part where I drive you places and we hold deep, meaningful conversations about your friendships and your faith? But instead, there you sat, a willowy young woman with the future shining in your eyes. Has anyone ever been more excited to get behind the wheel of a car? Hmmm. Every minute matters, honey. I’m grateful for the relationship we’ve shared — and the one that will take us into this next stage of your life. Don’t ever forget you’re a one-in-a-million girl, Kels. I love you. Shine for Jesus! 

Tyler, my oldest son. This has been an amazing year for you, my Broadway boy! A lead part in a professional local theater company? I stand back in awe at how God has brought you from that precocious kindergartner walking around the house in an Annie wig singing “Tomorrow” at the top of your lungs, to the self-possessed young man, serious about shaping your voice and your acting skills so that you can be an even brighter light for the Lord. Your song is still the soundtrack of our lives, Ty. I love you. Keep singing for Him! 

Sean, my smiley boy. Everyone who sees you or gets to know you says the same thing: “That kid is always so happy!” You’ve been home more than four years now, but it feels like you’ve been here since the beginning. I love your smile and your energy, the way you listen at devotions every morning. You’ve blossomed in so many ways. God has big plans for you, Sean. Keep trying your best and reaching for the stars! I love you, honey. 

Josh, my soccer star. When it comes to picking teams, everyone wants you, and you’re the first to explain the reason: “God made me an athlete.” The same is true for your brothers, but I have a feeling Jesus will use your athleticism in a very special way. I marvel at your confidence, the easy way you have of excelling in everything from art to keeping your room clean. But the reason I’m most glad you’re on our team is because of your desire to please the Lord. Everyone else might be asleep, but there you are, a flashlight under the covers, reading your Bible. Keep your determination, Josh. I love you. Keep first place for God and all the rest will come. 

EJ, my determined chosen child. Long ago, God could’ve led us to any of a million little boys who needed a family. But He chose you, and we quickly did the same. You are living proof of how love and determination, boundaries and praise can change someone for Jesus. You have no quit in you, EJ, and I stand in awe at that. I love when you think no one’s watching and suddenly you launch into a silly song or dance. My heart delights in knowing that your talents are more than running faster than anyone at school. You make us laugh, and one day I pray God uses you to bring a smile to the faces of many people. I love you. Keep smiling when no one’s looking. 

Austin, my miracle boy. You will always be my little Isaac, the child we were given and then nearly lost. But sweet boy, you are simply growing up too fast, coming to me more often than before with sweatpants that hit above your ankle. I thank God that you’re still a towhead, still adorable with that toothless grin of yours. Yesterday I found a dinosaur on my bathroom floor and I realized you’d been in there an hour earlier. I went to move it, but then I stopped myself and let it stay. My days of dinosaurs on the bathroom floor are numbered. I love watching you run and gun on the basketball court, love hearing the other coaches ask, “Hey, that blond kid who’s a head taller than the other boys, is he really in first grade?” I’m so proud of your hustle and the way you listen to your daddy. He’s the best coach of all, honey. Now and in the years to come — whether the sport is basketball, baseball, or walking with God. I’m so glad you’re healthy and strong. I love you. 

And to God Almighty, who has — for now — blessed me with these. 
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PROLOGUE

Christmas 2006

 

It was time. 

Emily Anderson had waited all her life for this moment. 

The box on the floor in front of her held the hope of a lifetime . . . her lifetime. Inside could be a window, a glimpse, a pathway to the past, to a time still littered with question marks. But what if it wasn’t? What if it was nothing? 

For a moment Emily could only sit, stone still, and stare at it. Doubts gathered around her like summer storm clouds. This was her last chance. If the box held only high school mementoes, framed photographs, and old stuffed animals, then she’d know she’d reached her final dead end. 

And barring a miracle, her search for her parents would be over. 

She laid her hands on the dusty cardboard top and traced her fingers across the words. Lauren’s Things. The box would be nearly nineteen years old now. 

A lump stuck in her throat and she swallowed, forcing it down. “Mom . . . ” she stared at her mother’s name. “Did you leave me a trail?” She closed her eyes and hugged the box. “Please, God, let there be something here.” 

Downstairs her grandparents were fixing dinner. They’d given her this time. Her tender old papa had found the worn box in the garage stashed away in a cobwebbed corner with a dozen other forgotten cartons. He had known how much it would mean to her, how long she’d been waiting for a breakthrough like this. 

“Emily, honey,” he’d told her when she came home from college that day. “This belonged to your mother.” He held the box in his hands. As tall as she was, she still felt tiny next to him. He had to look around the brown edges of the box to see her. “I’ll take it to your room. You’ll need some time.” 

Indeed. 

She opened her eyes and stared at the box, hard and long, drilling imaginary holes through the flimsy cardboard. As if maybe she could see inside before she tore into it and found out for sure. Panic tap-danced around her, and she grabbed two quick breaths. What if she went through the whole thing and found no clues at all? Two more breaths. Come on, Emily. Exhale. She tightened her middle, pursed her lips, and blew out. God, get me through this. There has to be something. 

How many times had she prayed for a clue or a sign? A trail that would lead her to her parents, even for a day? Then she could ask them why they’d left and how come they never cared to find out what happened to their little girl? 

Emotion flooded her, tightening her throat, closing her eyes. Memories rushed back like forgotten classmates — hateful ones, who used to laugh when you weren’t picked at recess. 

Suddenly she was in kindergarten again, at the Mother’s Day luncheon. She and the other boys and girls had made place mats with bright green handprints and pretty painted flowers coming from the top of every finger. They sang a song, and Emily could hear their young, off-key voices booming out, “Thanks for all you do . . . Mommy, I love you!” 

As with everything around Mother’s Day, Emily directed the words to her grandma. 

Even back then, she’d known. She was the only kindergartner without a mother. The only one whose mommy left when she was just a few weeks old. Now she watched her kindergarten self as the memory of what happened next played back, every painful detail intact . . . 

“Grandma,” she asked, “where is my mommy? Do you know?” 

Her grandmother got sort of nervous. “No, sweetie. Papa and I tried to find her but, well, we haven’t had any luck.” 

Emily had felt suddenly lost. Like the day she was at the park and couldn’t find her papa. Then an idea came to her. She smoothed her fancy dress and swung her legs, setting her patent-leather shoes in motion. “Maybe I could find her!” 

“Honey.” Her grandma patted her hair. “I don’t think she wants to be found.” 

And that was that. 

Emily drew a shuddering breath, relieved that the memory was over. But on its heels came another. The time she was thirteen and all of eighth grade was getting “the talk.” 

“I feel funny talking about girl stuff in school,” she told one of her friends at lunch that day. “Seems like it should be private.” 

“So talk to your mom.” The friend smiled. “Moms are great for that.” 

The emptiness and loss were so terrible, Emily felt like an actual hole in her heart, a hole so thorough she bet her friend could see straight through her. That afternoon, Emily went home and made a promise. 

Someday,  I’m going to find my parents. No matter what. 

Emily brushed a hand across her face, as though she could free her mind from the haunting thoughts. She opened her eyes and stared at the box. 

Eventually her grandparents got Internet access. After that there were days of typing in her mother’s name — L-a-u-r-e-n A-n-d-e-r-s-o-n — and searching through lists of schoolteachers and scientists and track stars, but never — not in all the thousand entries that popped up, making her breathless with possibility — did she find her mother. Same with her dad. She’d spent hopeless afternoons looking for him any way she could imagine. 

And now, at eighteen, she was no closer to finding them than when she first started. What she wanted — what she’d always wanted — was the truth. Because the sketchy details she knew made up barely a handful of dots. Nowhere near enough to connect. 

Cobwebs stuck to the top of the box, and Emily brushed them off. She let her hands rest on the old, worn carton, wondering. Could it be? Did this box hold the secrets — secrets that would answer the questions that had haunted Emily all her life? 

Why did her mother leave? Where was she? Why hadn’t she been in touch since she ran away? Had her parents ever connected again? 

She gripped the top of the box. Maybe . . . maybe she was about to discover enough pieces to put together a trail. 

And maybe the trail would lead her to the story. 

She couldn’t wait another minute as she opened the side flaps. It was really happening; she was about to see her mother’s things, touch them and read them and breathe them in. Her heart beat so hard and fast she wondered if her grandparents could hear it downstairs. 

She peered inside. The first few items were framed photographs of her parents. Emily reached in, lifting them with careful fingers. Beneath them were yearbooks and folded handwritten letters. Emily’s heart jumped. Hours of exploration stretched before her. As she pulled out the contents of the box, she lay each item on her bed, staring at it even as she reached for the next item. 

Did the letters hold declarations of love from her dad to her mom, maybe words that explained the feelings they had for each other or their plans for after their baby was born? She would read them later. For now she had to keep digging, because she had to make it through the entire box, just in case. 

In case the answers lay somewhere near the bottom. 

She reached back into the carton and pulled out another layer of pictures and photo albums, and two-thirds of the way down, a tattered stuffed bear. Only after the bear was removed did she see something that caused her loud, demanding heart to jerk to a silent halt. 

Journals. Eight . . . maybe ten of them. And beneath those, what looked like notebooks, dozens of notebooks. 

Emily rifled through the carton, collecting the journals and placing them on the bed next to the photos, yearbooks, and letters. Then she pulled out the first notebook and opened it. The pages were a little warped and yellowed, filled with page after page of narrative and dialogue. Emily scanned the text and caught her breath. 

She’d found it. A missing piece. 

Her mother was a writer! She set that notebook on the bedspread and reached for another. This one was thicker, and on the front someone — her mother probably — had written, “Lauren loves Shane.” Emily stared at the words and felt the sting of tears in her eyes. Her hands trembled and she ran her thumb over the words. 

She slid further back on the bed, until she was leaning against the wall. She propped a pillow behind her and settled in. The clues she’d been hunting for all her life had to be here, buried somewhere between the paper covers of these spiral-bound notebooks. In the stories her mother had written, the stories she’d left behind. 

Tales of her parents’ love. Maybe the story of their loss. And perhaps even the reason why they’d gone away and left their baby to live without them. 

Biting her lip, Emily turned the page. 

And then, carefully so as not to miss a single detail, she began to read. 


ONE


March 12, 1988

 

The death of a friendship was usually slow and insidious, like the wearing away of a hillside after years of too much rain. A handful of misunderstandings, a season of miscommunication, the passing of time, and where once stood two women with a dozen years of memories and tears and conversation and laughter — where once stood two women closer than sisters — now stood two strangers. 

But Angela Anderson had no time to consider those things, no warning that such a death was about to occur. Because her friendship with Sheila Galanter died a sudden death the afternoon of March 12, 1988, in the time it took Angela to say a single sentence: 

“Lauren wants to keep the baby.” 

That was it. The look on Sheila’s face said it all. 

Angela’s teenage daughter, Lauren, had been in love with Sheila’s son, Shane, since the kids were ten years old. Both families were Chicago upper crust with healthy six-figure incomes, known in all the right circles across the city, prominent members at the most elite clubs. Their husbands owned a bank together, and by all estimates the kids’ futures were figured out. 

On afternoons when Angela and Sheila bared their hearts, snickering about the pompous women they knew, planning trips to London, and complaining about the five pounds they’d gained over the holidays, they sometimes dreamed about their children’s future. The engagement that would likely come after college, the ring, and, of course, the wedding. 

Then, to leave room for the kids to make up their own minds, they’d laugh about how silly they were and let the dreams pass. But as the years wore on, Shane grew smitten with Lauren, and there seemed more truth than silliness to the possibility. When the kids started their junior year in high school, Shane had — between baseball games — started referring to the impending wedding. 

“After I marry your daughter,” he’d tell Angela and her husband, Bill, “the four of us can vacation in Mexico.” Or he’d look at his own parents and say, “Where should we have the reception?” 

Shane’s pretentious statements made Lauren blush and kept the adults amused, but secretly every one of them believed it would happen. That one day, sometime after the kids finished university — probably at Wheaton College — after Shane found his place at the family-owned First Chicago Trust, he and Lauren would marry. And the four of them — Angela and Bill, and Sheila and Samuel — would finish their years not only the best of friends and business partners, but family. Family in every sense of the word. 

The bombshell came the day before Christmas. 

Lauren and Shane called a meeting after dinner. The talk was held at the Galanter house, and Sheila slipped a frozen pie in the oven for the occasion. Whatever the occasion might be. 

Lauren looked thin and pale, her light blonde hair almost white against her black cable-knit sweater. “Shane and I . . . ” Her mouth hung open and she stared at her tennis shoes. “We have something to tell you.” 

Shane sat next to her, holding her hand. Their knuckles were tight, their posture tense. Only then did Angela sense that whatever was coming couldn’t possibly be good. Shane slipped his arm around Lauren, shielding her. He was tall and dark and rugged looking, a product of his Greek heritage. Lauren seemed even more fair than usual next to him. 

“What Lauren’s trying to say is — ” Shane ran his tongue along his lower lip; his voice trembled — “she’s pregnant. It was an accident, but it . . . ” He looked straight at his father. “It was an accident.” 

Angela would never forget the silence that cloaked the room. She wanted to reach for Bill’s hand, but she didn’t dare move, couldn’t consider drawing a breath or trying to process the news. It was impossible. Shane and Lauren were good kids, kids who spent less time together than they did practicing their sports — Lauren her sprinting and Shane his pitching and throwing and hitting. They were raised in the church! Maybe they weren’t regular churchgoers, but the kids went to youth group every Wednesday, right? Wasn’t that supposed to count for something? 

Across from the adults, Shane pulled Lauren close and whispered something near her ear. Their faces were masked in fear and shame. 

As the first bit of air seeped through Angela’s teeth, she glanced at her friend. Sheila sat at an unnatural tilt, frozen. Next to her, Samuel dug his elbows into his knees and hung his head. But it was the look on Sheila’s face that caused a ripple of offense in Angela’s heart. Sheila was staring at Lauren, her eyes angry and intense, like two lasers drilling into Lauren’s being. 

It wasn’t a look of shock or horror or sorrow. Rather it was a look of blame. 

Sheila was the first to speak. “Well — ” she stood and smoothed the wrinkles in her dress slacks — “when is the . . . baby due?” 

Shane blinked. “Uh . . . ” He looked at Lauren. “Mid-July, right?” 

“Yes.” She tried to sit a little straighter, but she looked sick to her stomach. She crossed her arms over her midsection and leaned into Shane once more. 

Angela wanted to go to her, take her in her arms, and rock away the hurt, like she used to when Lauren was little and came home sad after a hard day. But this was so much bigger. And with everyone watching, going to Lauren would only look like she approved of the situation somehow. Honey. Angela gripped the seat of the chair and stayed put, her eyes on Lauren. Honey, I’m so sorry. 

Again Sheila took the initiative. “Certainly you’re much too young to have a baby.” She looked at her husband, Samuel, but his eyes were still aimed at the floor. Sheila turned her attention back to Lauren. “You’ll be giving the baby up for adoption, is that right?” 

Angela wanted to cut in. Why was Sheila acting so harsh? She didn’t need to presume anything at this point. Angela held her breath. Shock must be having its way with her friend. That had to be it. Shock was having its way with all of them. How could anyone discuss adoption when they were still absorbing the idea of a baby? 

Bill cleared his throat. “Let’s not be hasty, Sheila.” His tone was gentle, though Angela heard the weight of disappointment in his words. “This is hard for all of us. We need to hear the kids out.” 

“Actually — ” Shane looked from Bill back to his parents — “Lauren and I . . . well, we want to keep the baby. We’ll still finish high school, and I’ll go to college the way I’d planned.” He licked his lips, but his words sounded like they were stuck to the roof of his mouth. “It won’t be easy.” He looked at Lauren and smoothed his hand over her hair. “But we know we can make it. We’re sure.” 

The anger that sparked in Sheila’s eyes next was something new, something Angela had never seen before. Her friend paced to the window, stopped and spun around, all her focus on Shane. “That’s the most insane thing I’ve ever heard.” 

Angela’s head was spinning. All around her people were making sweeping statements, statements that would change the course of their lives forever. Lauren was pregnant halfway through her junior year in high school? She was about to become a mother at just seventeen? How irresponsible and sneaky the kids had been, and how little Shane had cared for Lauren’s virtue. As if that wasn’t enough shock, Sheila already had the baby signed off and sent to another family. What about Shane’s desire to raise the baby and still attend college in a year? 

None of it made sense, and in the end — after very little discussion — they could only agree on one thing: any decision on the matter would have to wait. Finally as the group stood, and an uncomfortable silence fell around them, Angela took Bill’s hand and went to Lauren. This was her little girl, her only child. 

Angela searched her daughter’s face. All her dreams for Lauren were gone now, too far gone to salvage. Angela wanted to shake Lauren, scold her for compromising everything she held to be true, scream at her for being a party to the disaster at hand. The news was the worst Angela had ever dreamed possible. 

But as bad as it was, it had to be worse for Lauren. 

Surrounded by a silence that had gone from uncomfortable to awkward, Angela finally held out her arms and let Lauren come to her. It was Lauren’s life that would change the most now, so what option was there but to embrace her and give her the love and support she needed? After a few seconds, Bill put his arms around both of them and joined their tight circle. Angela wasn’t sure how long they stayed close like that, but finally they parted and the three of them left. 

It took less than a week for Angela and Bill to reluctantly agree that Sheila — though hasty — was probably right. The best choice was for the kids to give up the baby. That way some of high school could be salvaged, and college would still lie ahead. They pulled Lauren aside on New Year’s Eve and shared their thoughts. 

“We’d like to help you find an adoption agency.” Angela put her hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “It’d be the best thing for everyone, especially the baby.” 

Lauren jerked away. “It isn’t up to you.” Her wide eyes darted from Angela to Bill. “It’s not up to Shane’s parents, either.” Her hand was on her abdomen, as if she were protecting her unborn baby from a life she had little control over. “Shane has a plan. He’ll still go to college.” 

“It won’t work, Lauren.” Bill crossed his arms, the lines on his forehead deeper than before. He’d spent a lifetime adoring their daughter. Now his eyes made it clear he was hurting, buried beneath the burden of the trouble she was in. “You’re too young to raise a child. Where would you live?” 

Angela forced herself to remain calm. “Besides, you’re a bright girl. You’re cheating yourself and your baby if you decide to raise a child now. You should be thinking of college, not how to change diapers.” 

“I’m a writer, Mother.” She strained with every word, her cheeks red. “I don’t need school for that.” 

“Yes, you do.” Angela looked at Bill. “Tell her.” 

“Your mom’s right.” He put his arm around Lauren’s shoulder. “Honey, the timing is wrong. Think of the baby.” 

Lauren pulled away from him and ran to her room. Her crying filled the house all that week, bringing a somber end to Christmas break. On Sunday, Lauren called Shane and the two talked for hours. When she came out of her room, her eyes were swollen from crying. Angela and Bill tried to talk to her, but she had only a few words for them. “We won’t do it.” She sniffed and ran her fingers beneath her eyes. “We won’t give up our baby.” 

The discussion wore on every day for weeks after that, though Angela and Bill avoided telling Sheila and Samuel about the kids’ decision. School started again, and Lauren and Shane managed to keep their news a secret from their peers. At least three times a week, Sheila Galanter called and gave what felt like an ultimatum: “Talk some sense into her, Angela. I don’t want these kids to lose everything over one mistake.” 

Angela should’ve seen the signs those first few months of the new year, should’ve realized what was coming. Sheila’s clipped tone whenever she called, the absence of dinner invitations and shared weekend evenings. Most of all, the way things changed between the men. For a decade, investors had come to Bill and Samuel with offers to buy their bank. Once in a while the men would talk about selling and investing the profits in something new, maybe moving their families to the suburbs. But they never seriously considered the idea. 

Not until after Lauren and Shane’s announcement. 

When an offer on the bank came in late January, the four of them decided to sell and move on. Though they talked about heading to the Chicago suburbs, by March the Galanters had a different plan. 

“We’re moving to Los Angeles.” 

Angela stared from her friend to Samuel, speechless. They’d stopped by unexpectedly, saying they had something to tell Angela and Bill. Just Angela and Bill. 

Not the kids. 

“We have other investments there. I know it’s a long ways away, but we’ll still see each other.” Sheila’s smile looked forced. “And this way the kids can have a break from each other.” 

Angela and Bill agonized long hours about telling Lauren, but in the end they kept the news to themselves. The move was still months off, and there was no point fueling the intensity of the kids’ feelings for each other. As the Galanters’ secret plans quickly came together, Sheila continued her phone calls to Angela. “She’s your daughter. Talk some sense into her. These kids don’t need that sort of responsibility. Not yet.” On another phone call she pushed it further. “Maybe you should tell Lauren we’re thinking of moving. Maybe that would change her mind.” 

Angela was appalled. “You mean blackmail her? Tell her you’ll stay if she gives up the baby?” 

“I’m just saying it might make a difference. We need an answer, Angela. Tell us what she’s going to do.” 

The entire situation felt like it was attached to one of those odd-shaped bouncy balls, ricocheting out of control. Twice more Angela talked with Lauren about her intentions, but her daughter never wavered. 

She and Shane wanted to keep their baby. As soon as they were out of high school, they would marry and start their lives together. 

Finally Angela couldn’t put Sheila off another day. On March 12, Angela asked her friend over so she could break the news. She served coffee and cream, and they took their places in the Andersons’ familiar sunroom. 

Angela wasted no time getting to the point. “Lauren wants to keep the baby.” She folded her hands in her lap. They were sitting on white wicker furniture, the sun streaming through the window. Bill was at the new bank in Wheaton, an hour out of Chicago, getting things set up. Lauren was at school. 

“That’s ridiculous.” Sheila brushed her hand through the air, erasing Angela’s statement. “She’s too young to know what she wants.” 

“Sheila, listen — ” Angela searched her friend’s eyes — “I can’t change her mind. I won’t.” 

At that, Sheila’s expression hardened, and her cheeks grew red. “Of course you can, Angela. You’re her mother. She’s a minor. She’ll do whatever you tell her to do.” 

“You’re serious, aren’t you?” 

“Dead serious.” Sheila’s voice raised a notch. 

“You think I can force my daughter to give away her baby?” Angela squinted at the woman sitting next to her. When had Sheila become so heartless? “She may be a minor, but the baby is hers. I can’t make this decision for her.” 

“Of course you can.” Sheila set her coffee cup down and slid to the edge of the sofa. Even as her voice fell, her sharp tone sliced through the growing tension. “My son has a future. He isn’t going to stay here while his pregnant girlfriend has a baby.” A fine layer of perspiration broke out across her brow. “Absolutely not.” 

“His pregnant girlfriend?” Angela laughed, but without a trace of humor. “Is that all Lauren is now? Shane’s pregnant girlfriend? Shane had a little something to do with it too.” 

“Shane’s a teenage boy.” Sheila spat the words. “If a girl makes herself available, what teenage boy wouldn’t take advantage of her?” 

A chill passed over Angela. “Listen to you.” She stood and looked down at the woman she’d considered her friend. Had she ever really known her? “This is Lauren you’re talking about.” 

“No.” Sheila raised her hand. Her fingers were shaking. “This is my son’s future we’re talking about.” She sat back a few inches and the lines in her forehead eased. “Be sensible, Angela. The last thing these kids need is more time together. We’re both moving the first week of June. Shane’s coming with us. That’s final.” Her hesitation was cool, indifferent. 

Angela felt like she’d been kicked in the gut. How had Angela been so wrong about the woman, trusting her all these years? “We’ve been friends for a long time, Sheila.” 

“And my son’s future will go on far longer.” Sheila’s tone lightened some. “I’m sorry, Angela. This isn’t your fault, it’s just — ” she narrowed her eyes, intent — “the kids need to be apart.” 

Her words put their friendship on the firing line. Angela was angry at Sheila’s tone and her accusation that Lauren’s pregnancy made Shane a victim and Lauren the villain. But suddenly there was more, and Angela was able to look ahead. 

In that moment she could stare hard down the road and see what her daughter’s life would be like with Sheila Galanter as a mother-in-law. 

It would be a life doomed to guilt and shame and never being good enough. The past would forever be brought out and examined, commented on with a series of tongue clucks and disdainful looks in Lauren’s direction. The idea made Angela’s heart hurt. She would never wish that for her daughter. How dare Sheila take that attitude about Lauren, as if Shane were the only one affected by what had happened? 

“Okay.” Angela straightened in the chair and leveled her gaze at Sheila. “I agree.” 

Sheila sat all the way back, the fight suddenly gone. “You do?” 

“Yes. Completely.” 

Sheila’s voice was almost a whisper. “What about the baby?” 

Angela knew the answer as well as she knew her own name. Lauren was going to keep the child. She and Bill would do whatever they could to help Lauren be successful as a single mom. For however long Lauren needed them. 

She cleared her throat. “We’ll talk to Lauren again. I think you’re right. We can convince her about this. Especially if Shane’s gone from her life.” 

Of course, it was a lie. Lauren wouldn’t give up her baby. But saying the false words came easily now that she too was ready to cut ties with the Galanters. Angela didn’t blink. “That’ll be best for everyone.” 

Relief flooded Sheila’s features. “Yes. I’d hate to have a grandchild on the other side of the country and not know about it.” 

Angela wanted to stand up and shout at the woman. You already have a grandchild growing inside my daughter! You’re so blind and vain and empty you’d do anything to protect your son’s reputation. Even this. Instead she stood and motioned to the door. “She’ll give the baby up. Don’t worry about it.” She crossed her arms and took a step toward the backyard. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have things to do. As you said, there’s no point pretending about our friendship.” 

Sheila looked almost as if she might apologize for making such a statement, but the look passed. She stood, collected her purse and car keys, and headed for the entryway. When Angela heard the door shut it was like gunfire, and something deep inside her heart took its last breath, shuddered, and died. Angela knew exactly what it was. 

Her friendship with Sheila Galanter. 


TWO


Something was wrong with their parents.

Lauren was sitting in Shane’s Camry, just outside her parents’ house, and she could feel it. Almost like a force, something bigger than the two of them or their families or anything they’d ever come up against. A steady snow had been falling on the windshield for half an hour and now they couldn’t see out. It was a picture of their lives, really. Living life on the inside, with no way to see out, no way for anyone else to see in. 

Shane gripped the steering wheel with both hands and looked straight ahead at the white nothingness. They’d known each other as far back as they could remember, and Shane was always the first one in a room to smile or tell a joke. But in the last few months he’d grown quiet and anxious, trapped and searching for a way out. “Maybe — ” he looked at her, looked straight to her soul — “we should drive off and never look back.” 

“Maybe.” She turned and leaned against the passenger door. 

They were supposed to see a movie that night, but instead they drove around town, scared and silent. No one at school knew she was pregnant, but they would soon. She was four months along now. Already she could barely button her jeans. Reality was closing in on them like a vice grip. 

A year ago she’d seen a movie with her dad where the main character was trapped in a hallway with no doors and no windows. Scary music pounded from the big screen as the walls began closing in, closer and closer, leaving the guy no way to escape, no way out. Just when it looked like he’d be crushed, he spotted a trap door and got out with his life. 

That’s the way it was with her and Shane now. The walls were closing in — but there was no trap door. No way of escape insight. 

They never meant to sleep together, but it happened. Not once, but a few times. Only a few times. Lauren stared at her hands. Her fingers were trembling. Proof that she was falling apart a little more every day. She’d fought so hard to get a little freedom from her parents. To get them to trust her. Getting them to let her go alone with Shane to youth group had been a major deal. But finally they gave in. Let her have some freedom. 

Maybe too much. 

Over the summer, their parents started letting them hang out together in their bedrooms with the doors closed. At first Lauren was thrilled. But now . . . She shook her head. What did they think was going on in there? Especially in the past year, since Shane had his own car and didn’t take her home until hours after his parents were asleep. 

“We trust you,” her mother said once. “As long as you’re with Shane.” 

Lauren felt a wave of disgust well up inside her. Why would that make things safe between them? Knowing someone as long as she’d known Shane made it more dangerous, not less. They were so comfortable together that giving in, going all the way, seemed like nothing more than an extension of kissing. Until it was over. 

The first time, when they were finished and they got dressed, they both were scared to death. “God’ll punish us for sure,” Lauren told him. 

Shane hadn’t argued. They skipped youth group that week — and the next too. After that it was easier not to go, not to look in the faces of their leaders and lie about how well they were doing or how they were praying or reading their Bibles. 

The punishment came, all right. A positive pregnancy test six weeks later. Since then everything changed between her and Shane. 

Everything but this one fact: they loved each other. And it wasn’t just a kid thing. They loved with a realness and a longing that consumed them. Yeah, they’d messed up and they were sorry. One of the youth group leaders knew about their situation, and the guy had met with them and their families a few times to pray and ask for God’s wisdom. 

But the punishment remained. She was seventeen and pregnant, and her parents’ friendship with Shane’s parents seemed to have all but disappeared. Their fathers were even breaking up their business relationship. Where would they work once they sold the bank? 

Lauren had a hard time breathing whenever she thought about it. She studied Shane again. 

His jaw was set, his eyes distant. He hit the steering wheel with his right hand. “I hate this.” He let his head fall back against the seat. “Something’s going on, but not one of them is talking.” 

“Tell me about the bank again.” Lauren’s stomach hurt. She leaned over and studied his profile. 

Shane closed his eyes. “I heard my dad on the phone. He said something about the sale of the bank, how it would close in a few weeks and then he could make the investment. Some new investment.” 

Panic made her squirm. “If they’re selling the bank, why haven’t my parents told me? That’s the part I don’t get.” 

For a long time he was quiet, then he turned and let his hands fall from the steering wheel. “Lauren . . . ” His expression softened. “There’s more.” He took hold of her fingers, sheltering them with his own. His eyes told her more than his words ever could, that he loved her, that he wanted to make this work but he was just a kid and he didn’t know how. He ran his thumbs along the edge of her hands. 

“What?” Her word was barely loud enough to hear. The inside of her throat was so dry she couldn’t swallow right. It was hard to believe there was more, that something else could be wrong. 

He hung his head for a moment and then looked her straight in the eyes. “I think we’re moving.” Fear took over his expression and he blinked it back. 

“Moving?” She shook her head slowly, not wanting the word to sink in, not wanting anything to do with it. 

“In that same phone call.” He swallowed hard. “My dad said something about going to Los Angeles in June, when school was out.” 

 “LA?”  She grew still, and from somewhere deep inside her she felt the faintest fluttering. “Why . . . why would they do that?” 

His expression was intense, more serious than she’d ever seen it. “I think they’re trying to keep us apart.” He released her hands and shoved his fingers through his hair. “I don’t know what to do, Lauren. I won’t let them tear us apart, even if I have to live on the streets, I won’t let them.” 

Her heart raced and her breathing grew shallow. It wasn’t real, was it? His family wouldn’t move him across the country a little more than a month before their baby was due, would they? “In June?” She gulped, trying to find her voice. “They might move to LA in June?” 

He searched her eyes. “I’m sure your parents know. They all know. We’re the only ones they aren’t telling.” His eyes grew watery, and he gritted his teeth. “They can’t do this. We need to know their plans so we can fight against them, okay?” 

Fight against her parents? When they’d finally accepted the fact that she was keeping her baby? If they didn’t have her parents or his parents, who would they have? Who would support them? She wanted to ask Shane, but she bit her lip instead. Her hand came up to his face and she touched his cheek with her fingertips. “I’ll find out what I can.” 

He gave a quick nod and looked at the snow-covered windshield again. His eyes were still serious, as if he were searching through a list of options trying to find one that made sense. Finally he looked at her and gave a sad shake of his head. “I can’t believe this.” 

“Me either.” She looked at her watch. It was midnight, time for her to get inside. She leaned close to him and kissed him, slow and tender. They hadn’t shared more than an occasional kiss since they found out she was pregnant. Almost as if they’d found a way back to how things had been before Shane had a car, back when holding hands and sharing a once-in-a-while kiss was the extent of their physical relationship. 

“Lauren.” His eyes had a sweet intensity. “Promise me nothing will change, no matter what they try to do to us.” 

She needed to get inside, but he still held tight to her hands. Her heart melted and she slid closer, slipping her arms around his neck. “I love you, Shane. I’ll never love anyone else.” 

“I want to be older.” He pulled back, his eyes wide and intense. “I wanna wake up tomorrow and be twenty-five, with a college degree and a job and a ring in my hand.” 

A ring? “A wedding ring?” 

“Yes.” He framed her face with his hands. “I want to marry you. I always have. This is our situation, our problem. But we need to figure it out, even if we are young.” He was breathing hard, almost frantic with hopelessness. “I’m not letting you go.” He kissed her again. “I love you, Lauren. I don’t care how old I am; I’ll never love anyone like this. Never.” 

“I love you too, Shane. You won’t have to let go. I promise.” She spoke the words straight to his heart and when she was sure she’d start crying if she didn’t leave, she opened the door and stepped out into the snow. She waved once more as she turned and took light, careful steps up the walkway. 

Inside, she leaned against the front door and waited until she heard his car drive away. The worse things got, the more she loved him, the more certain she was that somehow they could handle the days ahead. If only their parents would give them the chance. 

Her father’s voice came from the den down the hall and she followed the sound. What was he saying? Something about the bank? She slowed her pace. He mustn’t have heard her come in. She tiptoed to the edge of the door so she could hear better. 

“How far is it from here?” It was her mother’s voice. She must’ve been filing papers, because a rustling sound made it hard to understand her. 

“Only about an hour. The town’s great, wonderful schools. Lauren can have the baby this summer and start her senior year fresh, no baggage.” 

“I’m not sure.” Her mother sounded skeptical. “If she keeps the baby, we’ll have more than prom and college applications to deal with.” 

“If she does or if she doesn’t, I want her to have a fresh start. You know how it’ll be around here, Angela. She’ll always be the good girl who went and got pregnant with the school’s baseball jock.” 

Anger surged into her veins, but Lauren didn’t move. They might have more to say, and she didn’t want to miss it. 

“Come on, Bill.” Kindness filled her mother’s tone. “Shane’s more than the school’s baseball jock.” 

“I know that.” Her father’s words were fast and frustrated, like hail in a summer thunderstorm. “But right now the two of them need to be apart. That’s what’s best for them.” 

“And Sheila and Samuel found something in LA?” 

“Definitely.” For the first time in the exchange, her father’s voice relaxed some. “They’ll be gone by mid-June.” He paused. “I never realized how hard it is to work with Samuel Galanter. The man’s a control freak, and so’s his wife.” 

“They used to be our friends.” Her mother’s voice was soft, defeated. “It’s like we didn’t know them.” 

“In a few months, we won’t.” His words sounded pinched. “The nerve of that kid to take advantage of my little girl. We’ll see how much time he gets with her once they move to California.” 

Lauren had heard enough. She burst through the doorway, hands on her hips. “Don’t you listen for the door?” 

Both her parents opened their mouths, shock written in their expressions. “Lauren!” Her mother was on her feet. She tried a smile, but it died long before it hit her eyes. “No . . . we didn’t hear you come in.” 

“Obviously.” She paced in front of them, looking from her mother to her father and back again. “So you’re part of this . . . this moving to California thing?” Her face was hot. 

“We’re not part of it.” Her mother was at her side, touching her shoulder. “We wouldn’t have anything to do with another family moving away, honey.” 

“But that’s it, isn’t it?” Her voice was louder than before. She glared at her father. “You and Mr. Galanter sold your bank, and now you’re going your own ways. And if that breaks up me and Shane then so be it, right?” 

“The Galanters might be moving, yes.” Her mother’s voice was calm, and that was bad. The more upset her mom got, the calmer her voice. “That plays a factor in what we’re doing, obviously. We’re selling the bank, so — ” 

 “Right!”  She was shouting now. “That’s what I mean. How come Shane had to tell me? Why didn’t I hear anything before this?” 

“Watch your tone, young lady.” Her father stood and walked closer, his finger pointed at her. “We’ve been conducting business in this family for years without consulting you. You might be seventeen and pregnant, but that doesn’t mean you’re an adult, and it certainly doesn’t mean you’ll be privy to everything your mother and I do.” 

His tone wounded her, hurt her to the depths of her soul. Shane was right. The sale of the bank, the idea of both families moving, all of it was part of a giant plan to tear them apart. She closed the distance between them and took his hand in hers. “Why, Daddy? Why are you doing this to us?” 

He pursed his lips and looked away. When his eyes found her again, they were softer. “There is no us when it comes to you and Shane. You’re kids, nothing more than children. We’re going to save you from yourself, Lauren.” His voice was thick. “I love you too much to do anything else.” 

Her world rocked hard to one side, tilted in a way that made her wonder if it would ever be right side up again. She glanced at her mother, her ally, but she received nothing back. Her mom wouldn’t even look at her. One small step at a time, Lauren backed up. Her heart was beating so hard she figured they could hear it across the room. “You won’t win this!” Her voice was loud again — loud and shrill. 

“You will not talk to us that way, Lauren.” Her father’s gentleness from a moment earlier was gone. “Go to your room and think about your actions. This is no way for a daughter of mine to act.” 

She shook her head, stunned. Nothing was making sense, not his words or his expression or his tone of voice. It all ran together and she dropped her voice to little more than a whisper. “You won’t win.” Wetness filled her eyes, blurred her vision. She couldn’t make out the details of her father’s face through her tears, but she stared at him anyway. “I love him, Daddy. Selling the bank, moving away . . . ” Her throat was too swollen to talk. 

“Honey.” Again his expression eased. “You don’t know what love is.” 

An ache filled her chest and she could no longer draw a breath. Not with the two of them so close, knowing full well that they’d done this, planned against her and Shane this way. Her tone was still quiet, thick with the pain that coursed through her. “No matter what you and his parents do, the two of us will be together. You can’t live our lives for us.” 

She turned and ran to her room. She was about to throw herself onto the bed, when she remembered the baby. The precious little baby. It wasn’t his fault or her fault, but here they were. She sat down on the bed and stretched out on her side. With both hands on her middle, she let the tears come. 

All she wanted was to love Shane. How had things gotten so crazy, so mixed up? So she and Shane were young. So what? Did that mean they didn’t have a right to try to make this work, to figure out a way to raise their child and find a life together? She looked around her room at the pretty furniture and luxury bedspread. 

Her parents had more money than they knew what to do with — and so did Shane’s — but somehow they’d all missed out on how to love. The more she thought about their houses and their cars, the lifestyles they lived, the angrier she got. If they were poor or even average, the way most of her friends were, then this problem wouldn’t be nearly as big. Her pregnancy would be a disappointment to them, sure, but she’d stay home and raise her baby, and Shane would visit as often as he could. Then, when they graduated from high school, they’d get married and everything would work out fine. 

It was the money — the power and prestige that came with it. That’s why they were stuck in this situation. Then for the first time an idea came to her, a crazy, wild idea. She had five thousand dollars in a private account, money she could access if she needed it for clothes or a milk shake. What if she and Shane ran away together? What if they took the money and set out on their own? That could work, couldn’t it? 

But even as the idea took root, it died. She couldn’t run away with Shane. Not when she was expecting a baby. She needed medical care and her parents’ help if she was going to learn how to be a mother. Still, the thought wouldn’t quite go away. And as she lay there, as she stared at the ceiling and thought about Shane and their uncertain future, the movie scene came to mind again. The man in the hallway with the walls closing in, the trap door that had allowed him to escape. 

That was them, wasn’t it? Exactly like their situation. As she fell asleep she thought about the place they were stuck in, and how the walls were closing in on their plans and their time together. There had to be a way out, didn’t there? She could wait until her baby was born and take her money then, right? The thought came to life again and the slightest bit of peace filled her heart. 

Yes, the walls were closing in. But maybe — just maybe — their prison might have a trap door too. 


 THREE


Shane Galanter felt like he was drowning.

His mind was stuck on something that happened a few summers back, a terrifying memory that actually fit his life now. He’d been sailing with some friends on Lake Michigan, and the guys took turns diving off the sailboat and swimming fifty yards out and back. Someone had a stopwatch, so it became a competition. One swimmer would best another’s time by a few seconds, and everyone would try it again. 

Shane was on his third swim out from the sailboat when a strong wind came up. It hit him just about the time his energy ran out. And suddenly there he was — a mile from shore, fifty yards out from the sailboat, paddling toward the vessel and not making any headway at all. 

“Help!” 

But his shout was lost on the wind. His friends had their backs to him, all but the guy holding the stopwatch. And even he wasn’t watching. 

Shane kicked harder and harder, but didn’t get any closer to the boat. About that time, a wave hit him in the face, and he sucked in a mouthful of water. That’s when he realized what was happening. He was starting to drown, right in plain sight of his friends. He was taking in water and sinking a little more every few seconds, spending all his energy and not making any progress. 

Suddenly one of his friends stood up and pointed at him. “Hey! Galanter’s in trouble!” 

Another wave hit him and he swallowed a mouthful of water. The guys adjusted the sails and four of them started paddling. In a few minutes they reached him and pulled him into the boat. 

He still remembered how he felt. Remembered swallowing the water, feeling his strength leave him, knowing he wasn’t going to make it. 

Just like now. 

He was in over his head, but this time with no boat or shore or help in sight. One thing was sure, though. If he was going to drown, he wanted to know the details. Every single one of them. When he got home from baseball practice, he searched out his father and found him in his home office on the second floor. Shane walked in and closed the door behind him, just as his father looked up from a stack of papers. He had a pencil tucked behind his ear and a smile on his face. 

“How was practice?” 

Shane stared at him, stunned. “How was practice?” He gave a bitter laugh. “My girlfriend’s pregnant and my parents are having some kind of midlife crisis, and you ask me how was practice?” He removed his baseball cap and smoothed his hand over his hair. “Distracting, okay, Dad? How’s that for an honest answer?” 

His father turned his chair in his direction and crossed one leg over the other. “Okay, Shane.” He pointed to the leather sofa next to his desk. “Sit down. Looks like you want to talk.” 

“Not really.” The anger was a part of him at this point. It was there when he woke up and when he lay back down. “I have to talk. There’s a difference.” 

“Okay.” His father gave a thoughtful nod. “Why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind?” 

Shane sat on the edge of the sofa and dug his elbows into his knees. His eyes locked on his father’s. “Why don’t you tell me about California?” 

Surprise filled his father’s features. No question he’d caught the man off guard. His dad took a moment to recover, then frowned that practiced sort of frown. The one Shane so often saw him use with his mother when things didn’t go his way. “We have investments there, son. You know that.” 

“We’ve lived here twelve years and never once have you talked seriously about moving to California.” Shane kept his voice controlled. It wouldn’t get him anywhere to lose his temper, even if his blood was boiling. 

“You’re a child, son.” His dad squinted, stopping just short of being condescending. “We don’t talk to you about everything.” 

Shane’s heart slammed against his chest. “So it’s true? We’re moving to Los Angeles?” 

For a moment his father hesitated, as if maybe he might deny it or try to buy a little more time. But finally he exhaled hard and gave a slow nod. “Yes.” He brought his lips together and nodded slower this time. “In June.” 

“We can’t!” Shane was on his feet, ready to kick something. “Dad, that’s a month before the baby comes.” 

“In my day that would’ve made June the perfect time to move.” The moment his dad’s harsh words were out, regret shone in his eyes. He opened his mouth and closed it again. Then he pressed his fist to his forehead and looked at Shane. “I’m sorry. That came out wrong.” 

Shane sat back against the sofa. “It came out just how you meant it to come out. You’re moving so I won’t stay with Lauren.” 

“That’s not it.” His dad sounded tired, discouraged. “We’ve been talking about selling the bank for awhile, and a good offer came in.” He tossed his hands up. “It was time. What else can I say?” 

“Why California, Dad?” Shane uttered a sad chuckle. “Why not move to the suburbs, like Lauren’s family? You could invest here, couldn’t you?” 

“We already have investments in California.” His father stood and walked to his bookcase. He took a framed photograph from the top shelf and stared at it — Shane’s first-grade baseball photo. He turned and met Shane’s eyes again. “This is not how your mother and I pictured your life, son. Expecting a baby before your senior year in high school. Can you understand that?” He put the picture back on the shelf. “We only want the best for you. You and Lauren and the baby. All of you.” 

“Okay.” Shane was on his feet again. His blood was hotter than before, and he was breathing harder. “Help me understand how tearing us apart is good for anyone.” 

When his dad didn’t say anything, Shane turned and stormed out of the office. He had to find Lauren, had to reach her and tell her the truth. His parents were moving him to California; they had to find some way to keep him here, close to her. Maybe if he asked her to marry him now, maybe that would do it. Then they could be together through their senior years, he could go to college and one day he could become a pilot, as he’d always dreamed. 

He didn’t have much. His car, any money he had — it all belonged to his father. Except his birthday money, maybe four hundred dollars saved up in a box under his bed. He jogged to his room, pulled out the box, and grabbed the handful of bills. A quick count told him it wasn’t quite that much, but it was enough. 

Their parents couldn’t separate them if they were engaged, could they? His parents or hers, someone would have to come to their senses and let the two of them stay together. That way they could share the early days with the baby, and when they graduated they could have a wedding. 

His mother was shopping, so it was just him and his father at home. Shane stuffed the money in his wallet and shoved his wallet in the pocket of his jeans. Then he tore down the stairs, jumped in his car, and drove to the mall. They always had deals on rings at the mall, didn’t they? He knew her ring size, because a few months before she got pregnant they were seeing a movie at the mall and before the show started they stopped in at a jewelry store. It was all pretend and silliness, but he remembered her size. Six. The lady had said Lauren had beautiful, slender fingers. He parked and ran inside. The first jewelry store he saw, he walked straight in and up to the sales clerk. 

“I need a ring.” He was out of breath. The money felt like a million dollars in his pocket. 

“Very well.” The woman was older, with soft wrinkles across her cheeks and forehead. “Is this a promise ring, young man?” 

He was about to tell her no, that this was an engagement ring. But before the words would come, he realized how they would sound. Ridiculous, that’s how. He was just seventeen, and most people told him his baby face made him look younger than that. He met the woman’s eyes. “Uh, yes. Yeah. A promise ring.” He managed a nervous smile. “Anything like that?” 

The woman stood and led him to a section in the glass cabinet with smaller rings. Some of them had white little stones on them, and others had pink or blue. A few had what looked like diamonds. He lifted his eyes to the woman. “I want something real.” 

“Okay.” She smiled again. “A diamond, then?” 

“Yes.” Definitely a diamond. He’d loved Lauren Anderson since he was in fourth grade. She made him feel things he’d never felt before. She was fun and witty and his best friend of all. Nothing less than a diamond. 

“Very well, have you thought of what size stone?” She folded her hands and tilted her head to the side. “Diamonds come in many sizes. Full carat, half, quarter, and so on.” 

Shane’s eyes lit up. “Let’s try the full carat.” His mother had something like that. A full carat would make a nice ring for Lauren. 

“All righty then.” She opened the case from behind and pulled out a velvet pad with eight rings stuck into separate sections. Each one glistened and shot colors across the glass counter. “They start at fifteen hundred dollars.” 

He felt suddenly ill. The smell of mall popcorn and cinnamon buns filled the air, making him queasy. He looked at the woman and gave a tight shake of his head. “Not that big.” His shoulders fell a little. “I have three hundred and eighty dollars.” 

“Well.” The woman returned the tray of brilliant rings back to the counter. “We have something in that range. It’ll be a circle of maybe some crusted diamond chips. Something totaling about a quarter carat.” 

The rings she brought out this time were much smaller, without the shimmer. He tried not to frown at them, but he couldn’t help it. “Hmm.” Then he had an idea. Excitement rang out in his voice in a way he couldn’t stop. “Can you engrave them?” 

“Definitely.” It’ll be an extra twenty dollars.” She looked over her shoulder at an older man sitting behind a glass partition. “You’re in luck. My husband does all the engraving. He can get it done in a few minutes, if you have time to wait.” 

“Perfect.” His palms were sweaty. He rubbed them on his jeans. “I’ll wait right here.” 

She helped him pick out a size six ring that would work with his budget, even with the cost of engraving. The ring was small. The diamonds made a crusty little heart at the center and the band was white gold. But it was pretty, and it would serve the purpose. 

While he waited he thought of the talks he’d heard at youth group since he and Lauren had slept together. Just the day before there’d been one. Lauren wasn’t there — her parents didn’t let her go anymore. But the message hit him straight in the heart. One of the youth pastors had taken two sheets of construction paper, one red, one blue. 

“These represent you and your girlfriend.” He held them up and looked around the room. Then he took a bottle of white glue and drizzled it over the back side of one of the pieces of paper. He pressed the two pieces of paper together, back to back. “This is what happens when you and your girlfriend have sex.” 

He set the glued-together papers down on his podium and spent twenty minutes talking about the body, how God had asked His people to set aside their bodies as temples for the Holy Spirit, and how sexual immorality was never right for God’s people. 

“Basically . . . ” The guy smiled. Shane really liked him. He was younger than the main ministers and he talked like one of the guys. “Basically sex is a great thing. But it’s only great because God thought it up, and it’s only great when the people having sex are married. Because that was God’s plan from the beginning.” He grew more serious. “Any other sex is sin because God says so. And He says so for our own good. Sex outside of marriage hurts us. It always will, whether we think so or not.” 

He walked back to the podium and picked up the two glued-together pieces of paper. Then he took hold of the corners of each sheet and slowly pulled them apart so that the fronts of the paper faced the kids in the audience. “See?” He kept pulling until they were completely separated again. “Looks okay on the outside. That’s why so many of you think, ‘No big deal. I have sex with my girlfriend, so what? We aren’t hurting anyone.’ ” 

The room was silent, the kids staring at the two pieces of paper. It felt like everyone in the room knew what was coming. The pastor turned the pieces of paper over. The red piece was gooey and ripped up, with small sections of blue stuck to it. On the blue piece, small bits of red clung in sections. Both pieces were an ugly mess. 

“See.” He held the sheets of paper up a little higher. “God tells us to wait until marriage because sex outside marriage hurts us. Sometimes it hurts in a way everyone can see. And other times it hurts in ways only God and us ever know about. The bottom line is this: sex outside marriage will scar us, and we will never, ever be the same again.” 

The man’s words faded from Shane’s memory. He blinked and spotted a group of kids his age walking past the jewelry store. They were from another high school, the rivals a few miles east. Two of the girls and three of the guys wore letterman jackets. All of them looked happy and carefree. 

He wanted to shout at them, “Don’t do it! Don’t be alone together, don’t take chances, don’t do things your way! The Bible’s right about sex!” But he only watched them walk off, laughing and teasing and enjoying high school life the way it was meant to be enjoyed. 

Shane turned and faced the older couple working over his ring. Why hadn’t he listened? What made him and Lauren think they could beat the odds or get away with something that was so wrong? The bench he was sitting on was cold and uncomfortable, the same way he felt inside. He stood and wandered out into the mall. If only there was a way to go back, to tell God they were sorry and they needed a second chance . . . 

Not that he didn’t want the baby. He did. He wanted the baby and Lauren and the life they’d have together. But he wished like crazy they’d listened to God. He stared up through a glass window in the roof of the mall. God . . . we need you so bad. Please . . . He glanced back at the store, at the couple working on his ring. Please let this work out. 

A verse came to mind, one that the youth group leader wore once in a while on a T-shirt. It was written in big pink letters on a funky pale green background and it said, “I know the plans I have for you.” 

He hadn’t been in church all that much — his parents were never very good at making Sunday service — but he knew the verse anyway. It was a favorite among the kids because it talked about the very thing they all worried about — tomorrow. “ ‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the Lord, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.’ ” It was from Jeremiah 29:11. 

He sighed, and it rattled all the way to his knees. Just then, the old woman gave him a little wave and a nod that told him the ring was ready. He went to the counter and studied it. The words he’d asked them to engrave were the words that summed up how he felt about this season in their lives. 

Even now.

Even now, when Lauren was seventeen and pregnant, when their future and the future of their baby hung in the balance, he loved her. He loved her the way he always had, with a singleness and a focus. Even now, because no matter when she would see the ring or read the inscription on the inside of the band, it would be true. Even now, when they were struggling; even now, when they were not sure how to get from today to tomorrow. Even now . . . he loved her. 

No, they hadn’t done things right. But he would stand by her. He would stand by her as long as the sun came up in the morning, as long as spring followed winter. He paid for the ring, and the woman slipped it in a little velvet gray box. 

“I think your girlfriend will love it,” the woman was saying. 

In the background, her husband gave him a wink. “Young love is so precious.” 

Shane bit his lip. If they only knew. He thanked them, tucked the bag tight into his coat pocket, and left the mall. Since he was in sixth grade he’d wondered what it would be like to ask Lauren Anderson to marry him. He’d planned to take her to a beautiful mountaintop or a sandy beach overlooking the ocean. He’d get down on one knee and tell her how his life wouldn’t be complete unless she was his wife. 

But there was no time for anything like that now. 

It was mid-April, and his parents wanted to move him to Los Angeles in two months. He needed to set his plans in motion now, to find a way to keep them together. He was the man, after all. It was his job to take care of her and the baby, and he certainly couldn’t do that from three thousand miles away. 

He drove to her house and knocked on her door. That was something new also. He used to give a quick knock and walk straight in. But these days he felt . . . not quite welcome. Lauren’s mother looked out a side window and he heard her yell for Lauren. After a few minutes she came to the door, her eyes wide. 

“I didn’t know you were coming.” Her sweatshirt was oversized, pulled down around her jeans. 

The idea of her pregnancy starting to show sent a wave of fear over him. More proof that he really was drowning. He glanced at the window, but her mother was no longer standing there. “Hi.” 

“Hi.” She stepped out onto the porch and crossed her arms. Her eyes were sad — the way they usually were lately — but a smile tugged at the corners of her lips. “I felt the baby move today.” 

“You did?” A sense of wonder filled his heart, and it bubbled with life and awe and overwhelming love all at once. He wasn’t sure what to say. This should’ve been something they celebrated under the same roof, ten years from now, when they were married and old enough to have children the way they’d planned. Still, the life within her was their child. Too young or not, that baby was growing bigger every day. He reached out and touched his fingers to her stomach. It felt hard and just a little rounder than before. His eyes lifted and he looked straight at her. “What did it feel like?” 

“Like butterfly wings.” She giggled. “I think it’s a girl, Shane.” She shrugged with one shoulder, and suddenly she looked like the sweet, silly girl he’d fallen for so many years ago. “I can picture her fingers tickling the inside of my stomach. That’s what it felt like.” 

“Wow.” He crossed his arms again and shook his head. “I can’t imagine.” 

“You’re the first person I’ve told.” She lowered her chin, her eyes big and a little shy. “I wish you could feel it. It’s the most amazing thing.” 

“Me too.” He shifted his weight and stuck his hand in the pocket. The one where the ring box lay deep inside. It was too cold to go for a walk, and inside her house had too much tension. They weren’t ready to go out on a date, but an urgency pressed in on him. If he didn’t ask her now, another day would slip by — another day when they wouldn’t have a plan or a way to stay together even if his family moved to Mars. 

He coughed once and raised his shoulders up near his neck. “It’s cold out here.” 

“Yeah.” She didn’t invite him in. Another bad sign. “Wanna talk in your car?” 

It was the perfect idea. “Definitely.” He grinned at her, but stopped short of kissing her. Her mother might be somewhere, watching. 

The sun was fading, and the snow that had melted in the late afternoon had grown icy and slippery. They took careful steps to his car and climbed into the front seat, him behind the wheel and her next to him. When they were inside, her smile faded. “Is it something else? Something about our parents?” 

“No, nothing like that.” Shane felt a lump in his throat. Until Lauren’s pregnancy, he couldn’t remember ever crying. But in the past few months he’d felt tears in his eyes several times. This was one of them. “Lauren . . . ” How was he supposed to do this? It wasn’t anything like he’d always dreamed it would be. Still, he couldn’t have meant it any more if he’d flown a banner from the top of the Empire State Building. 

She had a funny look on her face, almost a smile but not quite. “What is it, Shane?” 

He gulped. Then he pulled the small gray velvet box from his pocket and held it out to her. Her eyebrows lifted, and she looked from the box to him and then back to the box. He opened the lid and showed her the ring inside. His voice cracked as he asked her the question, the emotion leaking in between every word. “Marry me, Lauren. Not today or tomorrow. But as soon as we can, okay? I’ll still go to college and I can become a pilot.” He released a nervous laugh. “I always wanted to fly, remember?” 

“Shane!” She was staring at the ring. She put her fingers over her mouth. Then she reached for it and stopped short. “Do you wanna take it out? So you can put it on my finger?” 

He laughed, and it sounded nervous even to him. This wasn’t going exactly the way he’d planned. His eyes met hers. “Does that mean you’re saying yes?” 

“Oh.” She gasped and gave a little giggle. “Sorry.” Her eyes grew suddenly serious and she sat up straighter, smoothing the wrinkles in her sweatshirt. “Yes, Shane. I’ll marry you.” 

“Good.” He smiled, laughing a little now, too. He took the ring from the box and dropped it. “Oops.” 

The ring bounced on his emergency brake handle and slid down under the seat. “I think I can get it.” She eased her hand down the crack next to the seat and felt around for a few seconds. “Hmm. Do you have a flashlight?” 

Shane was trying to hold back, but he couldn’t. Not for another minute. The laughter came slowly at first, in quiet bursts. When she saw that he’d given into the humor of the moment, she laughed too. Pretty soon they were both laughing hard, their heads back against the seats. “You know something?” Shane caught a breath and wiped at his eyes. 

“What?” She was still giggling. Her words didn’t come easily. 

“This is how it’ll be if we’re married.” He laughed again. “Lots of mistakes.” 

“But we’ll — ” she drew a long breath and her laughter faded — “we’ll learn together. That’s what’ll make it work.” 

“That and something we should’ve had from the beginning.” He was calmer now, the laughter gone from his voice. “God in the middle of everything.” 

“Yes.” A shadow fell over her face. “You think He forgives us? I mean, you think He’s done punishing us?” 

“I don’t know if this was a punishment, Lauren.” He put his left hand on the steering wheel and cocked his head in her direction. “You getting pregnant, that was a consequence. Okay, maybe it was a punishment too. But it was something that happened because we invited it to happen.” 

“You mean — ” her expression took on a hopeful look — “you think God still cares about us? After what we did?” 

“Yes, I think He still cares. Listen to what I heard yesterday.” 

For the next half hour he told her about it, about the blue paper and the red paper and how they looked after they’d been glued together. Then he told her the rest of the pastor’s message. The point was clear. Yes, they might mess up. Some of them in that room had probably already messed up, he told them. The point was to take those mistakes to God, tell Him you were sorry, and then move on in His strength and light, along His path. “See — ” he took her hands in his — “we have to find that ring because I want to marry you, Lauren. Then we’ll be one again and, well, our backsides won’t look so messed up.” 

“Okay.” She giggled again, but she didn’t say much about his story. Shane understood. She was bound to feel guilty, and that meant she didn’t feel close to God. Not that she ever really had. They were just getting close to Him when this happened. He swallowed back the desire to say anything else. She would feel close to God eventually. If they were married, he was sure about that. 

Because with every day he felt surer he couldn’t get by without the Lord. 

“I’ll try once more.” She eased her fingers down along the side of the seat and felt around for half a minute. Her eyes lit up then, and she pulled the ring out and held it in the air. “Here you go.” She looked at it, then at him. “It’s beautiful. Now you can put it on.” 

“Read it first.” He pointed. “There, on the inside.” 

She held it in the glow of the streetlights. “ ‘Even now’?” She looked at him. Then she held up the ring and read it again. As she did, an understanding came into her eyes. She hesitated some more, and as she looked at him this time, she blinked back tears. “Even now, we have this, right? What we’ve always had together?” 

“Yes. I love you, Lauren Anderson. Even now, when everything in life feels crazy. I love you no matter what.” 

He took the ring from her, and as he slipped it on her finger, they were both smiling. It was a good sign, a glimpse of hope that maybe they would find their way together and work things out. Maybe one of their sets of parents would let them marry after high school and offer them a room. And yes, their start would be rough. There would be goofs and laughs and awkward moments, for sure. But they would have each other. 

The ring — even with its small bits of crusted diamonds — shimmered in the fading light and Shane took her hand, running his thumb over the white gold. For the briefest moment, it wasn’t an engagement ring at all, but the tiniest, most miniature, life preserver. Something to cling to so that just for a moment he could keep his head above water. So the drowning feeling would go away and he could know that God did indeed love them and forgive them. That together they had a future and a hope waiting for them. 

Even now. 


FOUR


Angela Anderson was beyond worried.

The kids had talked about wedding plans every day for a month now, and nothing was changing their minds. Clearly they had a plan to convince both sets of parents, and they’d started with her and Bill. 

“We want to get married.” Shane stood straight and tall, Lauren beside him, when they broke the news. “We’re engaged. We need to be together.” He hesitated. “If my parents move away, I’d like to ask if I could live here, in the spare bedroom, until I turn eighteen this fall.” He swallowed hard. “Then we can get married.” 

Bill took a deep breath and lit into the kid. “First of all, you’re not engaged, and you’re not — ” 

“Yes, we are, Daddy!” Lauren stepped forward and held up her left hand. It was the first time they’d seen the ring, and both Angela and Bill were silent for a moment. “We’re engaged, and we have to be together. Shane’s right.” 

“Do not interrupt me, young lady!” Bill continued his tirade. “You’re not engaged because you’re too young. You’re not going to live together and you’re not going to get married the summer before your senior year in high school.” He lowered his voice. “None of this is going to work. You need to understand that before another day goes by.” 

The argument raged, and Angela could feel her heart breaking. Her husband’s expression was beyond angry, but she could see his fear. He’d confided to her that he was afraid he was losing Lauren. 

“We used to be so . . . so close.” He stared out their bedroom window. “Sometimes I wonder if I’ve lost her for good.” 

Now his words haunted her, even as he fought with their daughter. And the pain didn’t stop there. Shane’s face was marked with disappointment, and a gut-wrenching despair filled Lauren’s eyes. Their daughter wanted this as badly as Shane did, that much was clear. So what about that? Were she and Bill doing the right thing by forcing their daughter and the boy she loved to part? By giving them no way to make it work? 

Finally Shane and Lauren left, but Lauren tried again twice more that week. With each conversation, Angela’s doubt grew, and over the next month it caused a quiet crack in her facade of certainty. Shane tried his parents too, and of course they wanted nothing to do with the plan. No way on earth Lauren was moving with them, out west. And so, without the help of either set of parents, the kids really didn’t have a choice. 

Shane didn’t have a car of his own or money or a place to stay. For a week or so he talked about quitting school and taking a job at the greasy chicken joint down the street. Then, according to Lauren, his father helped him do the math, showing him that even if he worked sixty hours a week he couldn’t afford an apartment, a car, and food. Let alone support a wife and a baby. No, the kids didn’t have a chance of staying together without help. 

But that wasn’t the only issue that kept the weeks through mid-May tense and painful. Sheila called every few days. Whereas in the past they would make small talk and find things to smile and laugh about, now the conversations were about one thing only. 

“So — ” Sheila’s tone seemed harder with each call — “has she decided to give the baby up for adoption? That’s what she needs to do, Angela. You said it was going to happen. You can force her hand in this, you know.” 

Angela released a heavy breath and explained, yet again, that the decision had to be Lauren’s and Shane’s. Of course she’d recommended that the kids give the baby up. That would seem the most logical, kindest thing for everyone involved. “But you’re missing something here,” she finally told Sheila. 

“What’s that?” 

“Our kids love each other. They have for a very long time.” 

Sheila made a sound that suggested she couldn’t have disagreed more. “They don’t know what love is.” 

You don’t know what love is.  That was the phrase being bandied about among all the adults. Even Angela wanted to go with that. It was neat and tidy and gave them a reason to control the kids, figure things out for them. They didn’t know what love was. 

But what if they were wrong? 

That fear stuck like a thorn in her conscience, and no matter how she tried to work past it or look around it, she couldn’t dislodge it. By mid-May, Lauren was seven months pregnant and showing. Angela wanted her daughter to quit school so the kids wouldn’t talk. Lauren explained that the kids would talk anyway, and she was right. By then everyone in their circle knew she was pregnant. 

What made it more painful for Angela was the loss of Sheila’s friendship. The woman had been like a sister, the one she’d shared her deepest insecurities with, her greatest joys and fears. Now Sheila grew less considerate, more accusing of Lauren and even Angela, and finally Angela made a decision. She had to spare her daughter a lifetime of being hated by Shane’s family. The two were going to be apart — that much was already decided. The relationship they shared was all but over. Now it was up to Angela to keep Lauren from desiring a place in a family where the parents wanted nothing to do with her. She knew what she had to do next, and it was for Lauren’s own good. Because she loved her. 

On Saturday afternoon that week, Angela invited Sheila over, and the two of them sat down in the sunroom again. She studied the other woman, choosing her words with care. “Sheila, I know what you’re hoping. You’re hoping Bill and I were able to talk Lauren into giving the baby up for adoption.” 

“Yes.” Sheila folded her hands in her lap. She was careful not to look too long into Angela’s eyes. “It’s craziness for a girl her age to keep a baby, Angela. We’ve been over all this.” She paused. “So . . . is that why you called me here?” 

“No.” Angela took a slow breath and steadied herself. She had thought this through for days and now she believed it was all they had, the only chance of moving forward. “It’s about the kids, about our moves coming up next month.” 

“Our moves?” Sheila looked up and for a fraction of a moment, the old Sheila shone through. The one who was kind and open-minded, the one who would listen and offer support no matter the subject. Every subject except this one. 

“Yes.” Angela poured them each a cup of coffee. She took a sip of hers and sat it back down again. Bill was out supervising a work crew doing maintenance on some trees near the new bank building in Wheaton. Lauren was up in her room writing, something she did more than ever. Angela closed her eyes and willed herself to move forward with the plan. “I think we should wait at least a month before exchanging phone numbers. After we move, I mean.” 

Sheila made a face, but gradually the lines in her face eased. “What’ll we tell the kids? That we don’t want them to talk?” 

“No, nothing like that.” She lowered her voice. The last thing she wanted was for Lauren to hear her. “We can blame it on the phone company. It can take weeks to set up phone service. That way it’ll give Lauren a chance to have the baby and think things through without the pressure of talking to Shane every day, trying to do things as if they were still a couple.” 

Sheila’s arms relaxed to her sides and her face looked almost pleasant. “I like it.” She looked at Angela, her eyes imploring her to understand. “I’m glad you’re helping me on this. I mean friendship aside, we have to care about our kids. They’re too young to be together this way.” 

“You’re right.” Angela wasn’t so certain, but this was all she and Sheila had left now, a series of actions and reactions, a practice in going through the motions. “Let’s see if we can keep them apart for a month, month and a half.” 

“So when we get to LA — and Shane is coming with us to LA, regardless of what he thinks — I give you our new number, but you don’t give it to Lauren until forty-five days later. You call me with your new number, but I don’t give it to Shane for the same period. Something like that?” 

“Exactly.” 

“I like it a lot. It’s a good plan.” 

“It is. I feel the same as you. They need time apart.” The lie made Angela wince. Lauren and Shane would disown them for life if they could hear this conversation. This meeting wasn’t about making Sheila happy or believing that the kids were better off staying away from each other. It was about protecting Lauren from the hostility that Shane’s family held toward her. For that, she would lie even if it meant hurting Lauren in the short term. She looked at Sheila. “It’s only for a month, maybe six weeks. After that they can catch up and we’ll see what happens.” 

Sheila was already on her feet. “Very well.” She looked at her watch. “I can’t stay. I have a church dinner tonight.” Her eyes met Angela’s one last time. She stopped short of flashing that phony smile Angela had seen too often in the past months. Instead she let the corners of her mouth raise just a little. “This isn’t easy for any of us, Angela.” She paused. “Please let us know if you get anywhere with Lauren. There are so many wonderful families waiting to adopt children. It would be a great sacrifice if Lauren would consider it.” 

Angela wanted to spit at her. A great sacrifice for Lauren? Yes, and a great victory for Sheila. Angela took a few steps toward the door and held it open wide so Sheila wouldn’t stay longer than necessary. Then, since she was on a roll, she told yet another lie. “I was right about adoption, Sheila. Lauren’s leaning more toward it everyday.” 

“She is?” Sheila’s eyes sparked to life, the same way they did when Bloomingdale’s announced a storewide sale. 

Angela felt sick to her stomach. She bit her lip and nodded. “Yes. I’m almost positive.” 

Sheila left, spouting platitudes and half smiles, making comments about things being meant to be and life working out for the best and how every change was like another season meant to be savored and how nothing stays the same anyway. 

The silence after Sheila left gave Angela her first peaceful moment all morning. She sat down on the sofa, leaned back, and closed her eyes. She’d done it. She’d convinced Sheila to stay out of her life, out of her daughter’s life. At least for a month or more. That meant Lauren could have her baby in peace, without constant phone calls and directives from Sheila about why the baby should be given up and when. 

As she sat there, everything about the morning meeting felt right except one thing, the same thing that had troubled Angela for much of the past month: What if the kids’ love didn’t fade away? What if Sheila and all the adults were wrong? What if age didn’t determine whether or not a person could truly understand what love was and whether it was real? 

Angela folded her arms and gripped her sides. They were teenagers; of course they would move on. They’d be heartbroken for a season. But they’d get past their grief and given a month or so of separation, they might reevaluate and decide it was better to take time away from each other. In fact, if that happened, Lauren might indeed decide to give her baby up for adoption. And yes, everyone would win in the process. 

She blinked her eyes open, stood, and padded her way up to Lauren’s bedroom. She did a light knock on the door. 

“Come in.” Lauren sounded tired and distracted. Shane had baseball all that day, so she’d spent most of the afternoon in her room writing. 

“What’re you working on?” Angela sat on the edge of her daughter’s bed. The memory of her conversation with Sheila burned in her mind. She felt like a traitor. 

“A short story.” She held up a blue notebook. “I have lots of them.” 

“What’s this one about?” 

“A little girl named Emily. She’s a princess in a faraway land, where everyone else is a rabbit or a bear or a fox. She goes all her life not knowing where to find her prince until she meets a special woman on the other side of the mountains.” 

“Hmm.” Angela nodded. “I love your imagination.” 

“Even without a college degree?” She smiled at her mother. The ring Shane gave her was still on her finger, the two of them still believing that somehow one set of parents would give in and let them stay in the same house for the next six months. As Shane had pointed out the week before, they could even get married now with their parents’ permission. Not that anyone was about to grant that. 

Angela stayed silent for a while and Lauren wrote a few more lines. Then she closed the notebook and looked at her mother. “Why was Mrs. Galanter here?” 

Guilt poked pins at Angela and she forced a smile. “We were talking about their move. They haven’t decided on a house in California yet.” 

“Shane’s meeting with his dad today. They might let him stay with one of his friends on the baseball team.” She smiled, content. No question about it. Lauren really believed it would work out and the two of them wouldn’t be separated. 

Angela remembered Sheila’s tone. Shane is coming with us, regardless of what he thinks. She cleared her throat and tried to smile at her daughter. “I’m not sure about that, honey.” 

“I am.” She set her notebook down beside her bed and sat cross-legged near her pillow. “God’ll work something out.” 

“God, huh?” Angela felt a curious twist in her heart. She was the parent, after all. Talk about God at a time like this should’ve been coming from her and Bill. And it would one day, when they weren’t as busy, when they were out in the suburbs in Wheaton and life was simpler. Then they would go to church every weekend and figure out how to get more God into their every day. 

Lauren looked out the window, her eyes gently pensive. “If we’d spent more time talking about God last summer, you know, putting Him first, then maybe we wouldn’t have made so many mistakes.” 

They were quiet for a bit, and outside a light rain started to fall. Finally Angela found the words she was looking for. “Tell me how you feel about Shane.” Her voice was soft, not threatening the way so many of their conversations had been since the first of the year. “How do you really feel?” 

Lauren wrinkled her nose, and her eyebrows lowered in a soft V. “You already know how I feel, Mom.” 

“I know what you say. But that’s what you’re supposed to say. You’re pregnant. Of course you’re supposed to say you love him. But what does that really mean to you?” 

Lauren exhaled slowly and looked out the window again. “It means that no matter what happens, even if they take him from me, a part of me will always stay with him.” She looked at her mother. “A part of him will always stay with me.” Her hands had been tucked beneath her knees, but now she held out her left hand. “I’ll wear his ring forever, Mother.” She smiled. “Shane Galanter loves me like no one else ever will. He stands up for me when no one else does, and he believes in me when I don’t believe in myself.” A laugh sounded low in her throat. “Everyone thinks we’re too young to know what love is. But I look at the way you and Daddy and the Galanters are, the way your friendship has died because of this, and you know what I think?” 

Angela’s throat was thick, her emotions choking her. “What?” 

“Being old hasn’t helped you know what love is, either.” 

She didn’t want to cry, not with Lauren watching. But the tears came anyway, and since she couldn’t speak, she leaned in and hugged her daughter. Hugged her for a long time. As she left her room a few minutes later, the doubt she had about what they were doing to their children was no longer a single small thorn poking at her conscience. 

It was a full-size dagger. 

 

[image: l]

 

Lauren couldn’t wait for Shane to show up at her house that night. She hadn’t told her parents he was coming, and now it was after eleven o’clock and her mom and dad were in bed. Lauren sat by the window watching the rain. It had been a light sprinkle all day, but now the drops were harder, heavier. 

Still, the roads were clear. Shane should be there any time. 

In her lap was the story she was working on, the latest one. Ever since she could hold a pencil she’d been writing stories — especially when her heart was full of unresolved emotions. She stared at the notebook in her hands and flipped back to the beginning of the story, reading the first page: Even Now — the Story of Us by Lauren Gibbs. 

A smile tugged at her lips. Lauren Gibbs was the name she always used when she wrote. A long time ago she’d read the name in a book and something about it — the way it fit the character or the strength of it — stayed with her. 

The day she’d found it she ran up to her dad, struggling to reign in her enthusiasm. “Dad . . . this is the perfect name.” 

He was reading the newspaper. The pages crackled in his hands as he bent it in half and lowered it so he could see her. “What’s that?” 

“The name in this book.” She held it up. “It’s perfect.” 

Slowly he began to open the paper again. His eyes darted from the article to her and back again. “Good, honey.” 

“Dad!” She huffed at him. “You’re not listening.” 

“What?” The paper fell a few inches, and he looked at her. “Of course I am. You like the book you’re reading.” 

“No!” Another huffy breath. “I like the character name in the book.” 

He blinked. “Character name?” 

“Yes. Lauren Gibbs.” She smiled big again. “Isn’t that the greatest name?” 

Her dad chuckled a few times. “I think Lauren Anderson is pretty enough.” 

Lauren stuffed the memory. Her father didn’t need to see anything special in the name. She made good on her word. Using it on her short stories was a way to leave herself behind. In her mind, Lauren Gibbs wasn’t a seventeen-year-old high school student. She was worldly and wise, with years of education and a fascination with international affairs. She traveled the world and met interesting people from a dozen different cultures. 

That was the perspective she wrote from, as if she, like her fictitious alter ego, actually lived such a life. 

Her eyes traveled down the page. The first line of the story read: “She watched him from her quiet place at the dinner table. She would remember this day for the rest of time — the day she fell in love with Shane Galanter.” 

She heard a car in the distance and shut the cover. Once in a while she shared her stories with Shane, but not this time. They had too much else to work through. She set the notebook down and looked out the window again. This was the big chance they’d been waiting for. His father had told him they could talk about the possibility of him living with one of the baseball players for the next year. That would work perfectly. It meant his parents would be out of the picture. The way his mother treated her lately, it would be nice to have some distance between them. Headlights rounded the corner and she squinted into the dark night. It was him. He pulled his Camry up in front of her house and cut the engine. She watched him get out of the car, watched the way his shoulders slumped forward a little, the way his steps were slow. 

She sat up a little straighter and a thought hit her, one she had resisted for the past month. What if his dad hadn’t given him permission? What if they were insisting Shane move with them? They wouldn’t do that, would they? Not when she was wearing his ring. Not when they were engaged to be married. 

He was almost to the door, but she reached it first, opening it and motioning for him to be quiet as he stepped inside. Once the door was closed she leaned against it and searched his eyes. “He’s going to let you, right?” 

“Lauren.” He looked down, and in that instant the answer was as clear as the Chicago skyline in August. When he lifted his eyes to hers, they were shiny wet. “He wants me to come to LA for my senior year. Just until I’m finished school. Then he’ll do everything he can to help us.” 

The room felt wobbly, and she wouldn’t have been surprised to see the ceiling fall down around their ankles. “You . . . you’re leaving? In a month?” 

“What else can I do?” A hint of anger colored his tone. “I have nothing, Lauren. No car, no job, no education, not even a lousy twenty dollar bill.” He pulled her close. After a while he leaned back and looked at her again. The sorrow in his eyes was so raw it hurt. “My mom says you’re thinking about giving up the baby?” 

She shook her head, frustrated. “Never, Shane. Never once.” Her hands came in tight around his waist and she held him. “Why does she keep saying that?” 

“It’s not just her.” His voice was kind, gentle. “Your mom said the same thing.” 

 “What?”  She took a step back and shook her head. “Is that what you want?” 

“Of course not.” He reached for her hands, but she kept her distance. “It’s just . . . for the next year, nothing’s up to us.” 

She turned her back to him and stared out the window. A trembling started in her arms and moved to her hands. If Shane was leaving, then maybe she should give up the baby. How would she raise it without his support? Her parents had promised their help, but clearly they didn’t approve. The trembling moved down her legs to her knees, and suddenly her entire body was shaking. 

He came up and slipped his arms around her, resting his hands on her swollen belly. “I want this baby, Lauren. I wish it were coming ten years from now, but I still want it.” He eased her around so that she was facing him. “Don’t ever think I don’t.” 

“You’re really leaving?” 

“I won’t give up. I’ll keep looking for away, pushing my dad and trying to make this work somehow until the last minute.” He took her hands in his. “I promise.” 

“I know, but — ” her teeth were chattering now — “but if it doesn’t work out, then we only have a month left together.” 

“They can take me out of Chicago, but they can’t take me out of your life. So we finish up school, Lauren. Then we’ll be together. My dad promised.” 

She wanted to scream or cry or grab him and run as far away as they could get. But they were stuck. The walls closing in a little more every day. She felt the baby move, and it made her eyes fill with tears. “Find a way, Shane.” A sob broke free and she buried her face in his shoulder. “Please. I can’t do this without you.” 

He held her, whispering promises that he’d try, that maybe there was something they hadn’t thought about. But in the end, as he drove away that night, she was convinced that she wasn’t the only one who knew the truth about their situation. He knew it too. 

Never mind about love. Good-byes were a month away. 


FIVE


The days passed like so many minutes, each one colored with a different set of new and frightening emotions.

Some afternoons Lauren drove to the lake with Shane, and they’d walk along the shore talking about forever. They barely noticed the strange looks they drew from people who passed by. With her straight blonde hair, she looked younger than her seventeen years. Whispers came with the territory. 

Neither of them cared. They were too caught up in their own world to mind what anyone thought. Even their parents. 

“I’m talking to one of my teachers about renting a room,” Shane told her one sunny afternoon as they sat side by side on the beach. “You know her. Mrs. Tilp.” 

“Mrs. Tilp, the calculus teacher?” Lauren squinted into the sun. Her abdomen was tight, the baby pressing against her. 

“Yeah, she and her husband have an extra room. I heard her talking about it to another teacher. I asked if I could rent it, you know. Through next year. We could get married in the fall and live there together with the baby.” 

The possibility sounded doubtful. “Did you tell her it would be you? Or you and me and the baby?” 

“Me for now.” He adjusted his baseball cap. “I thought I’d ask about the two of you after she says yes.” 

A day later, Shane had the answer. The teacher didn’t want a student boarder. Especially not a minor. Shane’s next attempt was a neighbor three doors down, a retired man who lived by himself. 

While the possibilities dwindled one at a time, Lauren refused to believe it wouldn’t somehow work out. At night, when Shane’s school day was over, the two of them were almost always together. They felt uncomfortable in either of their homes, so Shane would pick her up and they’d park someplace to talk. 

“What about names?” Shane asked her one night. They’d discussed a few, but hadn’t decided anything. “We need a plan, just in case.” 

“In case?” Lauren searched his eyes, and instantly she understood. “You mean if they take you to California?” 

He pressed his lips together and nodded. His eyes fell to her belly and then rose again. “I have one.” 

This was wonderful, sitting alone with him, pretending they were like any other normal couple about to be parents. She leaned back against the car door and grinned at him. “For a boy or a girl?” 

“Girl.” 

“Okay, what?” The baby moved inside her, and she set her hands over the area. “Here.” She took his hand and laid it on her belly. “You haven’t felt this yet.” 

“Really?” His touch was light as they waited. The baby kicked again, and Shane’s face lit up. “Wow . . . That was amazing.” He put both hands on her now and caressed the place where the baby lay. Then he leaned in and whispered, “Hey, little one, I felt that. You’ve got a strong kick.” 

The baby moved again, and the happiness in Lauren was so great she wondered if she was glowing. This was Shane’s first contact with their baby. It made everything about her pregnancy feel normal and real and wonderful. The way it was supposed to feel. 

Shane ran his hand over her middle once more and then he leaned back against his door and grinned. “Here it is — Emily.” His eyes shone. “What do you think?” 

“I like it.” She pictured her daughter — it was a daughter, she was sure of it — dressed in pink and lace and bearing the sweet, feminine name. Justine or Tabitha had been on her list, something a little modern. But it touched her that Shane had chosen a name. “I didn’t know you were thinking about baby names.” 

“I can’t think of anything else.” He gave a weak chuckle. “School’s barely holding my attention because I’m dreaming about you and the baby, when it’ll be born and whether . . . ” His smile faded. “Whether we’ll be together when it happens.” 

She ignored that last part. If their parents would let them, she was sure Shane would make the best father ever. Another time when they were together she asked, “What about for a boy?” 

“I’m not sure.” He made a curious face. “Maybe Josh or Jared. Something like that.” 

The discussions always felt the same to Lauren. Like they were playing house in the shadow of an impending tidal wave. Still, the normalcy of talking about names made the days bearable. Especially when each one drew them closer to his parents’ moving date. 

With a week left, the call Lauren had expected all along finally came. 

“I have to go.” Shane sounded like he’d been crying. “I’ll finish school in California and then I’ll come find you. Whatever it takes. We’ll figure something out from there.” 

Even then she wasn’t ready to give up. All week she tried to talk sense into her parents. “Do something, please!” She took hold of her mother’s hand, her father’s shoulder. “We love each other; we don’t want to be apart. Please, help us.” 

Her parents listened and once in a while offered some show of sadness on her behalf. But they never once offered a way out. Lauren cornered her mother in the kitchen one day near the end of that week. “Call the Galanters. Have them over. Tell them we can’t do this living so far apart. Please, Mother.” 

“Lauren, things are different. The Galanters have made it clear they want no part of our family.” 

It was like the shrinking hallway. No doors. No windows. No way out. 

Finally it was Sunday night. Shane and his family were leaving the next morning, and he was on his way over to say goodbye. Lauren headed outside to meet him. 

“Stay in, honey,” her mother called from the kitchen. “We want to say good-bye, too.” 

“No, you don’t. You could care less if he leaves.” Lauren’s tone was sharp. Things between her and her parents had never been worse. If they didn’t want to help keep Shane around, then what good were they? Everyone was against them. She slammed the door behind her, walked to the end of the sidewalk and waited. 

She wore a faded oversized yellow T-shirt and her father’s navy running shorts. Her middle was gigantic, so big it scared her, and even though the air was heavy and hot, she began to shiver. How had things gotten so crazy? Why hadn’t they listened to their youth group past or before, back when they still had time to finish high school like any other kids? 

The moon was full that night, casting light through the trees and spraying shadows around the place where she stood. She heard a car in the distance and she squinted at the headlights coming closer. It was him. She knew the sound of his car. When he stopped and climbed out, she knew for sure. He’d been crying. He still was. He shoved his hands in his pockets, walked around the front of his car, and came to her. 

“Lauren . . . ” He pulled her into his arms and tried to hug her. But her abdomen was so large that the moment was awkward, and he drew back. “I only have ten minutes. My dad wants the movers to hook the car up to the moving truck.” 

She searched his face. “What if we give the baby up, would that make them stay?” 

“No.” He ran his fingers along her brow and into her hairline near her temple. “We’ve been over this.” Question marks danced in his eyes. “Do you want to give the baby up?” 

“Of course not.” She sniffed and a pounding filled her chest. “But I can’t have the baby on my own, without you. My parents aren’t on my side, Shane.” She took a step back. “I don’t know what to do.” 

He felt her hand, moved his thumb across the surface of her engagement ring. “Remember what it says.” 

She blinked, trying to see him more clearly. “Yes.” 

“Even now, Lauren. When everything’s falling apart I still love you. I still want to marry you.” 

The minutes counted down, and finally they were left with only a lingering, desperate hug and a flurry of promises. “I’ll call.” Shane eased himself from her and started toward his car. 

“I’ll be waiting.” She took a step closer. 

“The year’ ll go fast.” He stopped a few feet from his door. “I’ll visit, I promise.” 

“We’ll meet you there as soon as you graduate.” 

“I know.” He narrowed his eyes, seeing past her fear and uncertainty. His cheeks were wet. “You gotta keep that promise.” 

Another step closer. “I’ll tell you as soon as I go into labor.” 

He was about to get into his car, but for a moment he did nothing but keep his eyes on hers. She understood what he was doing. These few seconds would have to last for her too. Then, in a voice quieter than before, he said, “I’ll never love anyone like I love you, Lauren. Never.” 

She massaged her throat and swallowed hard, willing the words to come. “Me neither, not as long as I live.” 

There was nothing left to say. He climbed into his car and drove away. Only then did she notice the pains in her belly. Not sharp pains, nothing serious. Just an aching sensation. 

As if even the baby inside her was grieving. 
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Angela tried not to watch, but she couldn’t help it. 

She sat in the dark living room, staring out the window as Lauren and Shane said good-bye, as they hugged and wept, and finally as he drove away and Lauren dropped to the grass, her head in her hands. That’s when it came over Angela — a suffocating guilt. 

“Baby, it’ll be okay.” She put her fingers against the cool glass, her voice a whisper. “We’ll get through this.” 

She was still sitting there when Bill walked up and put his hand on her shoulder. 

“They’ll be all right.” His voice was low, confident. He hadn’t once allowed for any other possibility. 

Angela understood. Lauren was so precious to Bill. His protective instinct toward her was intense. This was his way of keeping her from what he believed to be a painful decision. If she and Shane stayed together, she’d keep the baby for sure — even if that wasn’t the best decision. If that happened, she’d never get the chance to really grow up, to experience her senior year in high school or her college days after that. Even more, if she married Shane she’d be stuck with in-laws who no longer liked her. 

Bill had no doubts at all. Separating Lauren and Shane was the best decision for everyone. Angela wanted to feel the same way, but she was too busy trying to grab a single breath. She put her hand over her husband’s. “What if they’re not?” She turned and looked at him, and her heart pounded out a strange rhythm. “What if they’re not all right? Maybe we’re wrong, Bill. This is all our doing, us and the Galanters.” 

He frowned and looked out the window at their daughter. “They’re only kids. They don’t know what’s right for them.” He lifted his chin a little. “I think we all know the best thing for the baby is for Lauren to give it up.” 

Angela felt the stirrings of anger. “We’ve been through this. She wants to keep it, you know that.” 

“But with Shane gone . . . ” He shrugged. “With him out of the picture, I think she’ll change her mind.” He straightened and gave her shoulder a final squeeze. “I hope so.” 

Then he turned and went back to the living room. She heard the television click on, and after that, the sound of an announcer talking about the Reds and the White Sox and who was in the line up that night. 

Angela watched him go and a soft cry escaped her. She shook her head. No matter how sincere his motives, could he really be a party to breaking the kids up and never have a single doubt? Between them and the Galanters, they had manipulated their kids’ futures in every way possible. They had more than a decade of history together, yet the four of them had willingly stood by as their friendship died. Then they’d agreed to keep their new forwarding phone numbers a secret. At least for a month. All so that maybe Lauren would change her mind and give the baby up for adoption. Angela looked out at Lauren and even through the dark night she could see the obvious. Lauren was sobbing, crying alone on the damp early summer grass with no one to comfort her. A chill ran down Angela’s spine and she shuddered. The thought wouldn’t leave her alone, wouldn’t allow her a minute’s peace. It was the same thought she’d had all week, all month. Yes, in some twisted way they were all trying to do what was best for the kids. 

But what in all of heaven would happen if they were wrong? 
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Shane couldn’t see for the tears. 

He was the best player on his baseball team, a kid no one dared cross in the locker room or anywhere else. But in the past month he felt his life falling apart one day at a time. And there was nothing he could do about it. A red light ahead brought him to a stop. He pressed his fists against his eyes and rubbed. They wouldn’t have the last word, no, not if he could help it. They could take him away from Chicago, away from Lauren and the baby and all he wanted for their future. But they couldn’t change the way he felt about her. 

All his life he had pictured himself growing up to be a businessman, an investor like his father; a man who would earn his pilot’s license and fly to important meetings. But in the past month that had changed. He had a new outlook on his parents and their world and all they stood for. Somewhere along the way the money had become them, who they were. It was no longer an asset to be used as a tool. The wealth they’d accumulated defined them. 

It was their wealth that wouldn’t allow for an only son of the Galanter family to be a father the summer before his senior year. That’s what the move was about, no matter what they told him. If they could rush him across the country and enroll him in a new school where no one knew him, then life could go on pretty much the way it always had. No worries, no cares, and a future as good as gold. 

As if by taking him from Lauren, the truth would somehow disappear. 

Instead, the truth had become clearer than ever. The life he would lead one day would never be the life his parents led. He would find meaning and value in something other than money, and he would find it with Lauren and their baby, their children. He remembered the feeling of the baby moving beneath his hands. The child growing inside Lauren was his, and he would spend a lifetime figuring out how to be a daddy. 

The light turned green and he pulled into the intersection. His eyes were dry now, the tears gone. In their place was are solve strong enough to last a lifetime. Because the truth he could see so clearly was this: he really wouldn’t love anyone the way he loved Lauren Anderson. One day, as soon as he could make it happen, they would find each other once more. He would add a white gold band to the ring he’d already given her. 

And then they’d never be apart again. 


SIX

Lauren’s determination grew with every tear she cried. She and Shane would be together again, sooner than later. The day after Shane left, he called her from a pay phone in Oklahoma somewhere. Static played between his words, but she made out most of what he said. 

“My mom told me we won’t have a phone at first.” He sounded far away, nervous, and rushed for time. “We’re at a gas station. They’re filling up the car, so I don’t have long.” 

Lauren was confused. “You won’t have a phone?” Why was everything starting to feel like a conspiracy against them? “Everyone has a phone, Shane. How come?” 

“My parents said it takes time. Something about where our house is. I guess the whole neighborhood’s new and phone service could take a few weeks.” 

Panic welled up in her. “We‘re moving this Friday.” She ran her hand along her forehead and tried to concentrate. “We’ll have a new number too. How am I supposed to get it to you if you don’t have a phone?” 

“My mom’s going to talk to your mom. I’m not sure, but maybe through your dad’s work or something.” His voice was calmer now, but she could hear a car engine in the background. “I called because I want you to remember something, Lauren. If I don’t call, I’ll be thinking of you. That’ll never change. We’ll figure out the phone number thing even if it takes a few weeks.” 

She felt herself relax. “Okay. If our moms have it worked out.” 

“They do. They have to.” He paused. “I gotta go, but how are you feeling?” 

“Good. The baby’s heartbeat is strong.” 

“You . . . you haven’t changed your mind about anything, have you?” 

Why did he keep asking her? She clenched her teeth. “I told you. I’ve made up my mind, okay?” 

“Okay. Hey . . . I have to go. I love you, Lauren. I’ll call as soon as I can.” 

“I love you too.” 

They hung up and that was the last she heard from him. Now she and her family were completely moved into their new house in the suburbs of Wheaton, a full hour out of the city. They had a new phone number, and once they were unpacked she approached her mother. “How’s Shane supposed to get our new number?” 

“I’m waiting for his mother to contact us, honey. She’ll give it to us when their phone service gets connected.” 

“Okay, but how will she reach us when our number’s new too?” She had two weeks until her due date, and she was uncomfortable most of the time. “I need to talk to him, Mom.” 

“Oh.” Her mother didn’t blink. “The phone company has a forwarding service, sweetheart. Anyone can call our old number and get the new one for the next three months.” 

Light dawned in her heart. A forwarding service? “Really?” She hadn’t thought of that. “So he’ll call any day.” 

“Exactly.” Her mother smiled. 

Three more days passed after that, making it two weeks since she’d heard from Shane. Her back ached and she took a walk down their winding drive to the mailbox. Where was he and what was he doing? Were they unpacked and getting used to their new neighborhood? And what part of Los Angeles had they settled in? Was it a suburb or near the city, and why hadn’t she asked before? 

She wandered inside. Her dad was at the new bank, the one near Town Square, and her mother was in the den with an interior decorator, going through a sampling of window coverings. She went to the kitchen, sat at the desk chair, and stared at the telephone. Why wouldn’t it ring? No one would go this long without phone service, would they? 

But that had to be it, that the phones simply weren’t connected. Because Shane would’ve called the minute he had a chance. She tapped the phone with her finger. As she did, her abdomen tightened, and stayed that way for half a minute. False contractions. She’d been having them for a few days now. She breathed out a few quick times in a row, and tried to remember their last conversation. 

What had he said? That he would call as soon as he could, right? She let that play in her mind for a moment. Why hadn’t he found another pay phone by now? He could’ve gone with his parents to the market or the gas station or anyplace in Los Angeles. Pay phones were everywhere. He could call her old number and get the forwarding message, right? But then why hadn’t he called yet? 

She ran her finger along the receiver. May be the information on the forwarding service was wrong, maybe they were a digit or two off, and he couldn’t figure out her new number. An idea came upon her slowly, in fits and starts. She could call their old number, couldn’t she? Then she could hear the recording for herself, make sure it gave the right new number. Why hadn’t she thought of that sooner? 

Her mother’s lighthearted laughter sounded in the background. Most of her time had been spent with the decorator lately, and her father was practically never home. Board meetings with the new trustees, an intensive program of learning the operations systems, and meeting the employees. 

So may be it was up to her to figure out how to reach Shane. 

She picked up the receiver and dialed her old number. A one and the area code, and the seven digits that had been as familiar to her as her first name. As soon as the numbers were all in, she waited for the ringing. But it never came. Instead a strange tone sounded in her ear, and a mechanical voice said, “The number you’ve reached has been disconnected. No new number is available.” 

What? No new number is . . . Gradually, like the slow collapse of a line of dominoes, the floor began to fall away beneath her. She gripped the receiver. The recording was still playing. “— you’ve reached has been disconnected. No new — ” 

Her mother had lied to her. There was no other explanation. They’d disconnected the old number, the one Shane knew, and they’d intentionally left no new number. The reason was as shocking as it was obvious. Her parents didn’t want her talking to him. They’d moved her to the suburbs, and now they were preventing phone contact. 

Lauren was on her feet. She slammed the receiver down. “Mother!” Her voice boomed across the house. “I need to talk to you!” 

In the other room, her mother’s laugh stopped short. “Lauren . . . I’m busy. Can’t it wait?” 

She stormed through the kitchen, down the hall, and into the den. The decorator was watching, eyes wide. Lauren glared at her mother. “I need to talk to you right now.” Her tone was angry and just barely controlled. She stepped back into the hall and headed for the kitchen. Then she spun around and waited. 

Her mother whispered something to the decorator Lauren couldn’t make out, then she slipped into the hallway and locked eyes with Lauren. Her mother should’ve been angry. After all, Lauren had interrupted her in the middle of a business meeting, with a tone of voice that would never have been acceptable in the past. 

But as her mother walked toward her, her eyes didn’t hold a bit of anger. They held concern and anxiety and fear. Most of all, fear. Her mom waited until they were inches apart, then she folded her arms. “Are you in labor?” 

“Do I look like I’m in labor?” She snapped the words. Her voice was still a little too loud, but she didn’t care. “This isn’t about me, Mother. It’s about you.” She pointed to the telephone on the desk behind her. “I called our phone number, our old one.” 

Her mother looked at the phone and then back at her. The fear in her eyes grew. “And?” 

“Oh, don’t act surprised.” She wanted to scream. It was all she could do to keep her tone somewhat controlled. “You know exactly what I’m about to say.” 

“Lauren, watch how you talk to me.” 

“You don’t sound very convincing.” She studied her mother’s eyes. Who was this woman standing in front of her? All her life her mother had been her friend, her ally. The first one to listen and lend a bit of advice when her girlfriends ganged up against her at different times during her school years, or when a certain teacher gave her a hard time. But ever since she got pregnant, her mother had worked against her at every turn. Her mother and father, and Shane’s parents, too. 

Her mother shifted her weight. “Maybe you could tell me what you’re talking about.” 

Lauren let out a small scream. “Don’t do this! You know what I’m talking about. Stop lying to me!” She clenched her fists. “You didn’t leave a forwarding number on our old phone. If Shane tried to call me since we moved, he would’ve gotten nothing, no new number, no clue how to reach me.” 

“What?” Her mother walked around her to the phone. She picked up the receiver, dialed a series of numbers, and held it to her ear. After several beats, she looked at Lauren and set the phone back down. “No forwarding number.” 

“Yeah, and you knew that.” Her anger was growing with every few words. As she spoke, another wave of tightness seized at her middle. She winced and pointed at her mother. “You lied to me.” 

“I didn’t, Lauren. I promise.” Shock filled her voice, and she was suddenly indignant as the implication took root. “I told your father to put the new number on when he disconnected the . . . ” Her voice trailed off and she turned slowly to the phone. “I told him . . . ” 

The tightness was worse now, stronger than it had been all day. “You’re saying Dad did this, that you had nothing to do with it?” How could she trust her? How could she believe either of them? “What does it matter? The two of you are determined to tear us apart. I should’ve run off with Shane.” She was yelling now, the truth settling in around her heart. 

Her mother shook her head, her voice softer than before. “I swear to you, Lauren, I didn’t do this.” She picked up the receiver again. This time she punched in fewer numbers. After a moment she said, “Yes, this is Mrs. Anderson. I need to talk with my husband, please.” 

Lauren had heard enough. What did it matter whose fault it was? One of her parents had kept their new number off there cording so they could separate her from Shane. With her head spinning, she ran upstairs to her room. 

Only then did the first real pain grab her. It ripped across her middle and dropped her to the edge of her bed. She bent in half, trying to survive it. When it passed, she eased herself onto the mattress and set her head on the pillow. It was too soon for the baby, but the pain that had just hit her sure felt like the real thing. 

She stared at the ceiling, red hot anger flooding her veins. How could her parents have done this? They’d betrayed her, and now how would she get hold of Shane? In the distance she could hear some of what her mother was saying. 

“But I thought you’d leave the number, Bill. Lauren’s very upset about this and now she thinks I did it on purpose and — ” 

Another cramping pain hit, hard and sure. She rolled onto her side and drew her knees to her middle. Every breath was a struggle until finally the hurt let up. That’s when she knew for sure. These were contractions, and if they were coming this close, she might be in labor. 

“Mother!” She shouted as loud as she could. Her mom was at her side in a few minutes. 

“Lauren, your father meant to leave the message, but — ” 

“I’m in labor.” She panted, trying to catch her breath. “It hurts so bad.” Another pain hit, and she yelled out loud. From downstairs she could hear the decorator gathering her things and shouting a good-bye. There was the sound of the front door shutting behind her, just as the contraction let up. 

“We need to get you in.” Her mother helped her to her feet, made a few phone calls, and in thirty minutes they were at the local hospital. The plan had been to have the baby in Chicago, at the hospital they were familiar with. But they had no time, and the staff at the local Central DuPage worked quickly to get her into a delivery room. 

“She’s been in labor for quite sometime,” the doctor told them. “The baby’ll be here within the hour.” 

Lauren was scared and angry and worn out. She could barely breathe as one wave of pain after another rocked her. She tried to concentrate on the doctor’s words. What had he said? Within the hour? How was that possible? Her due date wasn’t for two weeks, and until she figured out about her parents’ lie, she’d felt fine. Now she was breathless, the pain radiating up through her chest and around to her back. She couldn’t begin to sort through her emotions. Shane was completely out of touch, and she would be a mother in an hour. All that, and the fact that her parents weren’t on her side. 

Her mother touched her elbow. “I’ll stay here, honey. Your father’s on his way.” 

Lauren moaned. She wanted to tell her mother to leave. If she really cared she’d help her find a way to reach Shane. But the next contraction was already on her, and she couldn’t talk. A memory flashed through her mind. She and her mother at a baby shower for a neighbor. Lauren had been maybe thirteen years old. 

“What if I don’t know how to have a baby, I mean when it’s my turn?” She’d turned to her mother, genuinely anxious about the idea. 

Her mother had squeezed her hand. “I’ll be there for you, Lauren. I’ll tell you what to expect, and I’ll help you through it. You’ll be just fine.” 

That’s how their relationship was before she got pregnant. Now, here she was, going through the very thing that had frightened her. Yes, her mother was with her, but not really. Their relationship was strained and tense, as if the woman beside her wasn’t her mom at all, but someone who only looked like her. 

“Are you okay?” Her mother pulled a chair up next to her. She crossed her legs and leaned closer, concern written in the lines of her forehead. “Do you need anything?” 

“Yes.” Lauren was between contractions. She ran her tongue over her lip and locked eyes with her mother. “Shane.” 

Her mother didn’t ask again. 

The doctor’s prediction proved to be right on. Exactly fifty minutes after arriving at the hospital, with only a mild amount of medication for the pain, Lauren gave birth to a six-pound, three-ounce baby girl. The moment the doctor held the baby up, tears flooded Lauren’s eyes. This was her daughter, her child. A part of her and of Shane. She covered her mouth and shook her head, amazed. “She’s . . . she’s perfect.” 

The doctor smiled, and in the next chair, her mother was crying too. For some reason Lauren was bothered by her mother’s tears. Was she crying because this wasn’t how things were supposed to go, or because she was too young to be a grandmother? It was an instant that would never come again — the birth of her first child. It was a time when her mother’s emotion should’ve been joy, not pain. 

For Lauren, of course, the tears were joyous, but they were also filled with sorrow. This was her daughter, a fair-skinned beauty who would forever be a part of her, a part of her life. But Shane should’ve been here, beside her, seeing their daughter for the first time. How long would it be before he knew about her, before his parents would let him fly back to Chicago to see their little girl? 

That night, her parents took turns holding the baby and spouting the types of things first-time grandparents were supposed to say. “She has Lauren’s chin . . . she’s perfect.” Or, “Look at those blue eyes!” Her mother was no longer crying. Instead, by the time they were ready to head home, her parents were upbeat, promising to return in the morning. 

No one said a word about adoption. 

When they left, Lauren held her daughter close against her chest. As terrible as it was that her parents had been trying to keep her from Shane, at least they weren’t going to force her to give her daughter up. She studied her little girl’s face. “Hi, sweetie. Mommy’s here.” 

The baby squirmed a little, her eyes never veering from Lauren’s. “You need me, don’t you, little one?” 

The precious child in her arms trusted her with her entire being. Lauren had no idea what she was doing, no clue where they would go or how they would find Shane again. But they would find him. They would go to him as soon as they could. She owed Shane that much. 

By the end of that first night, she’d given the baby a name: Emily. 

Now she would press her parents to do everything in their power to help her find Shane. Then they could figure something out so that they could be a family sooner than later. Little Emily needed her daddy too. In the glow and marvel of those early hours of being a mother, Lauren would’ve walked barefoot to California with Emily in her arms if it meant finding Shane. If her parents weren’t going to help, she would find him on her own. She stared at her ring and brought it to her face, brushing it against her cheek. 

Whatever it took for the three of them to be together. The way they should’ve been now. 

The way they would be forever. 



SEVEN

Lauren was determined: she was going to find Shane.

Every day that passed, her resolve grew stronger. She would find him, and she would do it soon. The baby was four weeks old by the time she felt strong enough to take the subject to her parents. It was after eight o’clock on a Monday night the first week of August. Lauren had rocked Emily to sleep and tucked her into her crib. Now she padded down the carpeted hallway toward her parents’ den. They often spent time there after dinner. The room had a full-size patio door that led to a covered porch. It was one of the nicest spots in the house. 

She was almost to the door when she heard her father’s voice. He sounded stern, frustrated. Lauren stopped and listened. 

“I don’t want his contact information, don’t you see that, Angela?” He uttered a harsh chuckle. “In fact, this is just how I want it. Our daughter doesn’t need any ties to that family, that woman.” 

“It’s both of them.” Her mother’s voice was tired, the way she often sounded since the move. “Sheila doesn’t want her son dragged down by Lauren, but Samuel’s right there with her. Believe me, the idea of tearing these kids apart comes from both of them.” 

“Okay, fine. Exactly.” His tone was louder than before. “So why should I take calls from the kid? So he called the bank, so what?” 

“Bill.” Her mother’s voice was slower, more calm. “Listen to yourself. This is Shane we’re talking about, honey. He was practically part of the family for all those years, remember?” She sighed loud enough that Lauren could hear it in the hallway. “I mean the kid calls the bank looking for you, looking for some way to reach Lauren, and you have your secretary tell him he’s got the wrong bank? Is that fair?” 

Lauren’s knees felt week. She felt the room begin to spin, and she braced herself against the wall. Shane had called the bank, her father’s new bank? And he’d been told he had the wrong place? So what would he think next? Did he even know what Chicago suburb they’d settled in or what neighborhood? She squeezed her eyes shut and forced herself to listen. 

“Of course it’s fair, Angela. The things Sheila and Samuel said about our daughter, the way they treated her . . . Lauren’s my child, Angela. I don’t want her around people who don’t like her. If she’s away from Shane, she’ll be away from his parents.” 

Her mother was quiet for a moment, and Lauren wondered if she was crying. Finally she said, “How did it all turn so bad? They were our friends. Our best friends.” 

“I’ve learned something.” Her father sounded matter-of-fact. “Playing cards together, vacationing together, doesn’t always mean you know people.” His voice grew wistful. “I thought I knew Sheila and Sam. But you watched how they handled this. The only thing that mattered was Shane. They would’ve burned down our house if it meant protecting their boy from his responsibility.” 

There was silence for a moment. Lauren’s entire body shook and she felt sick to her stomach. This was the sign she’d been looking for, the proof that her parents really and truly had conspired against her and Shane. Now she would leave this house, walk out of their lives without looking back, and one day, when she and Shane were settled, she would consider being a part of this family again. But not until then. She was about to burst into the room, but she waited in case there was more. 

There was. 

After another few seconds, her mother said, “So what did he say? I mean, did he leave a message?” 

“He told my secretary his name was Shane Galanter, and he was looking for Bill Anderson.” A long sigh came from her father. “I’d already told her that if anyone named Galanter called, she was to say they had the wrong bank. No one there by my name.” 

Her mother groaned. “The kids miss each other, Bill. What if we’re wrong?” 

“We’re protecting Lauren.” Her father was curt, adamant. “It’s for her own good, because I love her. Besides, she’ll never find out.” 

“Yes, I will.” Lauren stepped into the room, still holding onto the door frame to keep her balance. Her head pounded, and she could barely feel her feet. She stared from her mother to her father, her eyes wide, unblinking. “I heard it all, Daddy. Shane called you at work and you had some . . . some woman tell him he had the wrong bank.” She wanted to scream at him, shout at both of them that they couldn’t do this. But it was already done. All that was left inside her was an eerie sort of iciness, an anxiety that defied expression. 

“Lauren — ” Her father was on his feet. His mouth hung open for a few seconds. But he rebounded quickly. “The two of you need time away from each other. The Galanters and we agreed. It’s important, so the two of you can figure out what you want from here.” 

“We already know  what we want.” She was imploding, her voice fading with every few words. “You and Mom don’t have any idea what I want.” She pressed her hand to her chest. “What Shane and I want. We need to be together.” 

“Okay.” Her father looked across the room. 

As if on cue, her mother turned to Lauren. “We’ll help you find him, honey. It won’t be hard. Your father has ways.” She paused. “It’s like your dad said. We all felt it would be best if we gave the two of you some time apart. If you could’ve heard the things Mrs. Galanter said about you, honey . . . ” 

“I don’t care about her. I care about Shane.” Her voice was getting louder, and she brought it back down again. “All you’ve done is tear us apart.” 

“We were trying to help you.” 

“The phone connection thing, the made-up forwarding information, and now this — Shane calls the bank and gets a lie.” She laughed, but it came out low and sad. “Thanks for the help, Mom.” She looked at her father. “You too, Dad.” She turned to walk out, but her mother was on her feet, crossing the room and coming toward her. 

“Where are you going?” 

Lauren was done sharing information with her parents. “My room.” She looked at her mother over her shoulder. “I have nothing left to say.” 

Her parents must’ve felt the same way, because they didn’t speak another word as she walked away. Not until she was in the hallway did she hear her mother’s voice. “I’m sorry, Lauren. We . . . we never meant to hurt you.” 

She stopped and closed her eyes for a few seconds, holding back the sudden rush of tears that stung at her eyes. “I know.” She blinked and looked back at them one last time. “I know.” 

As she made her way through the house and up the stairs to her room, she was certain her mother was telling the truth. In some strange, twisted way the things she and her father had done to keep her and Shane apart really were acted out with the thought that it would be best for her. 

But some part of their consciences must’ve known it was wrong. She sat on the edge of her bed and looked across the room at Emily’s crib. The baby stirred and gave a small sneeze. 

Lauren stood and went to her. “Hey, little one, you okay? Mommy’s here.” She leaned out and touched her forehead. It was warm, but that might’ve been from the blankets or the sticky summer night. Lauren frowned and adjusted the layers so the baby had less over her body. 

The most amazing thing about being a new mother was the intensity of the love she felt for her daughter. She would’ve done anything for little Emily, and come tomorrow she would prove it. She soothed her hand over Emily’s forehead again. She wasn’t that warm, after all. “Everything’s going to be okay.” 

She should’ve been furious with her parents, devastated by their betrayal, fighting mad about everything that had happened to Shane and her. Instead, as she stared at her daughter, she felt a surging sense of freedom. She and Emily would be fine on their own. 

She leaned over the crib and kissed her daughter on the cheek. Then she went to the top drawer in her nightstand and pulled out the envelope just inside. It held five thousand dollars, money she’d taken from her personal account that afternoon. Since her money was still at the bank in the city, she’d found a local branch first. Her mother thought she was running to the grocery store with Emily, but she stopped at the bank on her way home. It was her money, gifts she’d gotten over the years, money she’d earned babysitting. Some of it was from her parents, but only when it was given as a birthday or Christmas present or for getting A’s on her report card. 

Now it felt like a million dollars in her hands. With that kind of cash she could take Emily to Los Angeles, find someplace to live, and start searching for Shane. She would try the local banks, places where his father might work. Then once school started again, she would try every high school in Los Angeles if she had to. Her parents would get over her decision. She’d done the unforgivable. By getting pregnant she and Shane had cast a shadow of shame on their families too long and dark and wide to ever step out of. The only way she’d live in the light of happiness and freedom again was by finding Shane. 

As she fell asleep, she heard Emily sneeze twice more. Nothing to worry about. Just a small case of the sniffles, probably something all little babies dealt with in the first few months of life. And if she came down with a real full-blown cold, they could stop at any supermarket along the way to California and find something to help her. 

The next morning Lauren’s father left early, without saying good-bye. Her mother checked in and reported that she was spending the day with the interior decorator. 

“We’re accessorizing today. Looking at a few of the local boutiques.” Her mother gave her a tentative smile. “You’re not still upset about your father’s situation at the bank, are you?” She paused, the corners of her lips locked in an upward lift. “You and Shane will connect one of these days real soon. We’ll help you.” 

“How, Mom?” She had Emily cradled in her arms. Her suitcases were packed and in the closet. “I don’t have his phone number, and he doesn’t have mine.” She narrowed her eyes. “Where exactly does he live? Do you know that?” 

Her mother’s shoulders lowered a little. “Los Angeles. That’s all they told me.” 

“Okay, what about his dad’s business? He had investments in LA, so what are they? Where are they?” 

“Gas stations, I think. And a small airport, maybe.” She bit her lip. “At least I think so.” 

“You see?” She made a sound that was part laugh, part moan. “Why say we’ll connect soon? Shane found Daddy’s bank, which is pretty good with nothing to go on, don’t you think?” 

Her eyes fell to the floor, but she nodded. “Yes. Yes, it was.” 

“So he found it, and then someone tells him it’s not the right bank. No one there by the name of Bill Anderson.” She kept her voice calm so it wouldn’t wake Emily. “What makes you think I’ll be able to find Shane now?” 

A pair of robins sang from a tree outside her window. Her mother looked up and gave the slightest shrug. “I’ve been asking myself the same thing all night.” She hugged her arms tight around her waist. “Honestly, Lauren, I don’t know. I have to believe he’ll find you, but I don’t know how.” 

“Maybe if our phone number was listed.” She hated the sarcasm in her voice. It made her feel ugly and jaded, like a world of distance lay between her and her mom. 

“Lauren — ” her mother sighed — “you know we can’t list our number, not with your dad’s involvement at the bank. We’ve never been listed, and neither have the Galanters.” 

It was all she needed to hear. She had to go to Shane. Whether he was in California or on the moon, she had to find him. She held Emily closer. “I love you, Mother, and I always will.” Her voice cracked. “But I can’t believe what you and Daddy have done to me.” 

Her mom came to her then and placed her arms around Lauren and Emily, holding them tight. When she drew back, she looked deep into her eyes, “I love you too, honey. I’m sorry. Really.” 

She turned and walked away. When Lauren heard the front door close behind her, she stood and set Emily down in her crib. With her heart in her throat, she added a few more items to each suitcase. All of Emily’s clothes, and more than enough for herself. 

As she left the room, a suitcase in each hand, she stopped and looked back. She scanned the room, taking in her box of short stories and photo albums, her yearbooks and souvenirs from a childhood that ended far too quickly. She could always come back for those things once she found Shane. 

The only memento she packed was a framed photograph of her and Shane, something she would set next to her bed so that wherever the next place was she called home, she would be driven every day to find him. 

Only then would she send for the rest of her things. 

She packed the car with the suitcases, then came back for Emily. She left a note in Emily’s crib that said simply, “Gone to meet Shane. I’ll call when I find him. Love, Lauren.” 

By four that afternoon they were three hundred miles out of Wheaton. Everything ahead of her looked bright and promising. The sky was clear, the map on the seat beside her had the route marked out perfectly. A woman at the local auto club had helped her with the best possible freeways and stopping points. She would get to California in six days and after that she’d find Shane and they could be together. Only one thing caused her even an inkling of doubt. 

In the backseat, Emily was still sneezing. 



EIGHT


Something tragic had happened.

By six o’clock that night, Angela Anderson was sure of it. She called Bill at the bank and struggled to keep the panic from her voice. “Have you seen Lauren?” 

“Lauren?” His tone told her he was busy. “Of course not. She’s home with the baby. You know that.” 

“She’s not here, Bill. I think she’s gone.” 

“If she’s not there, then of course she’s gone.” His impatience grated on her. “Honey, I’m in a meeting. She’s probably at the store, and she’ll be back in a few minutes.” 

“What if . . . what if she’s gone?” 

“Gone where?” 

“Gone gone. I think she left, maybe to find Shane.” Angela’s voice was controlled, but only barely. “She didn’t leave a note, not one that I could find. I looked in her room, every where.” 

He uttered an exaggerated sigh. “She’s out shopping.” 

“I thought of that, but Bill, I’ve been home for an hour. She wouldn’t be gone this long.” She hesitated. “I have a bad feeling.” 

“All right, well listen.” There was kindness in his voice now. “Why don’t you check her room again and see what you can find. This is Lauren we’re talking about, honey. She wouldn’t do anything crazy.” 

A sense of peace washed over her. Bill was right. Lauren was grounded. Before getting pregnant, she’d been a standout student, a kid who always told them where she was; one who preferred staying home and playing Scrabble and Hearts with her parents and Shane rather than hitting a high school party. 

Of course she wouldn’t just take Emily and leave. 

Still, just to be sure, she needed to check her room one more time. She hurried up the stairs, a sick feeling in her heart. She pulled Lauren’s door open and scanned the bed. This time she saw something she hadn’t before. Lauren’s photo of herself and Shane, which always sat on her bedside table, was gone. Angela looked at the crib again. The bedding was gone too. The first time she’d checked Lauren’s room she’d assumed the baby’s sheets and blankets were being washed. Her heart beat hard in her throat. What if the bedding was missing for another reason? She moved in closer, her steps slow and fearful. 

On the mattress lay a piece of paper, something else she hadn’t seen her first time up. 

Angela’s heart screamed at her to leave the room, run back downstairs and convince herself that Lauren and Emily were only at the store, that they hadn’t gone farther away than that. But the note demanded her attention. She forced her feet to take her to the edge of the crib, and then without drawing another breath she lifted the note and read it. 

Gone to meet Shane. I’ll call when I find him. Love,  Lauren. 

A burning sensation flooded her veins, a mix of adrenaline and fear all wrapped up in a shock that wouldn’t let her believe her own eyes. “No . . . ” Even as she spoke, she read the words again, then one more time. “No, Lauren. No!” Her hand shook so hard she could barely make out the words. 

What was Lauren thinking? She and Emily wouldn’t last on a trip across the country by themselves. Lauren had never driven more than an hour or two at any one time. She was only seventeen! How would she know which freeways to take or how to make it from Chicago to Los Angeles? 

Angela wasn’t sure whom to call first. The note clutched in her hand, she raced down the stairs. Bill. He had to know before anyone else. She had to dial his number three times before getting it right. She had him on the line in less than a minute. 

“So — ” Angela heard the nervous tension in his voice — “is she home?” 

Angela dropped to the nearest chair and grabbed a handful of her hair. Think! Say something. She squeezed the receiver and found her voice. “She’s gone. She and Emily. I found a note.” 

“A note?” She had his attention now. She heard a door shut in the background. “What did it say?” 

“She’s gone to California to find Shane. She’ll call when she gets hold of him.” 

He made a disbelieving sound. “That’s ridiculous, Angela. She’s just a child. She doesn’t have any idea how to drive across the country.” 

“Or how to care for little Emily.” 

“I’ll be right home. You call the police, and tell them what happened.” He was in a hurry now, anxious to fix the problem. “And pray, Angela. I can’t have anything happen to her.” A catch sounded in his voice. “I can’t have it.” 

She told him she’d do her best, then she hung up and called the local police office. “Our daughter ran away. We need your help.” 

“Okay, hold on.” He connected her to another officer. 

“I’m Officer Rayson. Your daughter ran away?” 

“Yes.” Angela put her hand against her chest. Her heart was racing so fast she could barely feel the beat. “Just today.” 

“Okay, let’s start with her age.” His voice held compassion, but still she had the sense this was a routine call for him. 

“She’s seventeen. She . . . she just had a baby.” 

The officer hesitated. “A baby? Is the baby with her?” 

“Yes. She’s four weeks old. My daughter packed a few suitcases, best I can tell, and the two of them set off today. Probably this morning.” 

“Ma’am, you’re asking me to make a report on a seventeen-year-old runaway with a newborn baby?” 

“Yes.” Angela clenched her fists. The man wasn’t going to help her. She forced her next words. “Is . . . is that a problem?” 

“Sort of.” The sound of rustling papers came across the phone line. “Ma’am, she’s almost an adult, and since she has a four-week-old baby, we can assume she left on her own without any foul play, is that right?” 

“Definitely. She left a note.” Angela gripped the counter in front of her and stared at the piece of paper. “She said she was going to California to find the baby’s father.” 

“Okay, then.” Resignation rang in his tone. “If she doesn’t call in a few weeks, let us know. Maybe we can get someone in California on the case.” 

 “What?” It was a shriek. “Sir, we need your help! She’s only seventeen. She hasn’t had a driver’s license for a full year yet!” 

“I’m afraid we look at things a little differently.” He waited a beat. “She may not be an adult, but because of the baby we see her as one. At that age, they have a pretty good idea of what they want. It’s a family issue.” 

“What about — ” She gave a series of light taps to her forehead. Think, Angela. Come on. “What about a missing person’s report. Couldn’t I file one of those even if she’s almost an adult?” 


“You can file one on a person of any age, Ma’am. But they need to be missing for twenty-four hours.” He sounded doubtful. “I have to be honest with you, though. We can’t put manpower behind every missing person’s report.” 

She couldn’t make sense of what was happening. The room felt like it was shaking beneath her feet, and all the colors seemed to melt together. The police couldn’t help her? What good was a police force, then? Her daughter was gone, headed one of a dozen different ways toward California. Los Angeles. But LA was a huge city, gigantic. How would Lauren find Shane? 

More important, how would she and Bill find their daughter? 

Bill came home while she was still sitting there, still poring through the yellow pages looking for someone who could help. She contacted three private investigators, but all of them said it was too soon to do anything. Lauren would be driving for the next week. If she wanted to call, she would. If not, there wasn’t much any of them could do. She would need to arrive in Los Angeles and set up residency before they could be of much help. 

Bill walked in, set his things on the kitchen counter, and put his hand on her shoulder. “Are the police on their way?” 

She looked at him, and for just a moment hatred gripped her. He had done this to them. He and the Galanters. She’d gone along with it because they were convincing. They made her believe the kids really would be better off apart. But hadn’t she doubted the decision all along? Watching the two of them say good-bye that night in the city, hadn’t she known this could happen? 

She blinked, letting the rage go. She could hate him later. Right now they had to find Lauren and Emily. “The police aren’t going to help.” She explained the situation. “I’ve tried a few private investigators, but they all say it’s too soon.” 

He hesitated, but only for a handful of seconds. “Then we have no choice.” He turned and went to the kitchen cupboard. It was his routine when he came home from work, and now he went ahead with it as if this were nothing more serious than a traffic ticket. He took a glass and filled it with ice water. “We’ll have to wait till she gets there.” He sipped the water. “I’m sure she’ll call.” 

“Bill!” She stood, slamming the chair back in against the counter. “Do you hear yourself? Your daughter has run away. She’s taken her newborn daughter, our grandchild, and you — ” she gestured at him — “calmly pour a glass of water and tell me she’ll call?” She was trembling, her voice loud and shrill. “I can’t believe who you’ve become. Sometimes I think I hate you for what you’ve done to her.” 

The water was still in his hand, but he set it down. His eyes found hers and a layer of remorse colored his expression. “Angela, calm down.” He went to her, but as he tried to touch her shoulder, she jerked away. 

“Don’t touch me.” She pushed her finger at his chest. “I didn’t want this, Bill. We pushed her out, don’t you see that?” Tears flooded her eyes and her throat felt scratchy. “All that mattered to any of you, to any of us, was how things looked. The kids needed to be apart, but why? So we could pretend this never happened, so we could pretend Lauren didn’t get pregnant and everything was perfectly normal, right?” 

“Lower your voice, please.” Though his tone was kind, Angela knew he still didn’t understand what she was feeling. “Everything will work out. You’ll see.” 

“No, it won’t. We let this happen, and now . . . now we might never see her again.” 

She spun away from him and hurried around the corner to their bedroom. How had life become so crazy? And where were Lauren and Emily? She wasn’t sure she could survive without them. Suddenly she realized her daughter held a piece of her heart, the part that understood life and the purpose and meaning of getting up in the morning. And now that Lauren was gone, that part of Angela was dead. 

The part capable of loving. 

Even loving the man she had married. 
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Emily was sick. There was no denying that now. They’d been on the road for two full days, and the baby was burning up. Lauren drove aimlessly through the streets of Oklahoma City trying to decide what to do. She’d already stopped at a drugstore and bought pain reliever, something to lower Emily’s fever. That was half an hour ago, and it seemed to be working, but her baby still sounded terrible. She was sneezing and coughing and now she was wheezing every time she breathed in. 

A rush of fear and desperation worked its way through Lauren’s veins. Where should she take Emily? She had money, enough to see a doctor, but then what? Would they put the baby in the hospital? Would they find out that Lauren was a seventeen-year-old runaway? And what then? Maybe she would lose her daughter forever. 

In the backseat, Emily started to cry, and the sound of it made her wheezing worse. 

“Okay, honey, it’s okay. Mommy’s here.” 

The words hung in the small, stuffy car and mocked her. Mommy was here? So what? She didn’t have a clue how to be a mother, otherwise her baby wouldn’t be sick. She was about to get back on the freeway, head for the next town, when she spotted a sign that read, Hospital. 

She sped up and pulled into the parking lot. The least she could do was get someone to look at Emily. That shouldn’t raise too many flags. She parked and lifted the car seat from the back. Once inside the emergency area, she stood there, shaking, mouth dry. Other people were waiting in the lobby, and most of them turned and looked at her. Could they tell she was on the run? Was it obvious? And what about the people who worked there? What would she say? How would she explain her situation, other than by telling the truth? 

A blonde woman behind the counter smiled at her. “Can I help you?” 

“Yes.” She looked at Emily and back at the woman. “My baby’s sick.” 

The woman handed Lauren a clipboard and a pen. “Fill out the information sheet, and we’ll get your baby seen as soon as we have an empty room.” 

“Okay.” 

The form asked a dozen questions, some of which she couldn’t answer. Address, for instance. And phone number. She also left blank the part about emergency contact information and next of kin. But she filled in Emily’s birth date and the fact that they didn’t have insurance. Then she signed the form and turned it in. They were called back five minutes later. The woman from the front office led her to a room. “Wait here. Dr. West will be in to see you in just a moment.” 

“Thank you.” Lauren sat on a chair in the corner and slid Emily’s car seat close to her feet. She felt her daughter’s forehead and a shudder passed through her. The baby was hotter than before. There was a knock at the door. 

“Yes?” Lauren gulped. What if they called the police or sent her back home? What if they could tell she was running? 

The door opened and a pretty black woman walked in. “I’m Dr. West.” She held her hand out to Lauren. “Let’s take a look at your baby. Why don’t you get her undressed, everything except her diaper.” 

Lauren lifted Emily from her car seat and laid her on the cold examination table. She started to cry, and as Lauren undressed her, she noticed that her baby’s face was red. “I think she has a cold.” 

When Emily’s hot body had nothing on but her diaper, the doctor held a stethoscope to her chest. She moved it three times before looking up, her face knit in concern. “Her lungs sound pretty full. Do you live nearby?” 

“Is it a cold?” 

“I’m not sure.” The woman gave her a slight frown. “Where did you say you lived? We might have to admit her. I’d like to see her get an X-ray.” 

Panic coursed through Lauren. She put her hand on Emily’s head and patted her hair. “I’m not from around here. I’m . . . I’m moving to California.” She looked at her daughter. “The two of us are moving there.” 

The doctor waited until Lauren looked back up at her. Then she made a thoughtful sort of sound. “I tell you what. Wait here for a minute.” She gave a last quick look at Emily and then she left the room. 

Lauren couldn’t draw a deep breath. Where was the woman going? Was she calling the police or maybe a social services department? Maybe she was doing a check on her name, and by now her parents would’ve called and reported her missing. That would bring the police for sure. Emily was crying, squirming on the table. Lauren studied her, the look in her eyes. She didn’t look that sick. And with the pain reliever and maybe a cough syrup, they should be okay until she got help. There was only one place where she could turn now, and it would feel like utter defeat. But her medical insurance, her support system, everything was in Chicago. She had no choice but to go back. 

Then, when Emily was well, they could head for California once more. 

“It’s all right, sweetie.” She cooed at Emily as she slipped the baby’s tiny arms into her little sleeper. After four weeks it no longer felt awkward dressing her, but here she felt anxious, like she was doing everything wrong. When her baby was dressed, Lauren picked her up and cradled her close, bouncing her slightly so that she would settle down. 

After a minute Emily was quieter, her crying only in small bursts. Lauren checked the clock on the wall. No wonder her baby was upset. It had been four hours since she’d eaten; she was probably starving. The idea brought a memory back to her. She’d been maybe eleven years old, home with the flu, but she came downstairs and found her mother in the kitchen. 

“I’m hungry, Mama. Can I eat something, please?” 

“That’s a great sign.” Her mother pulled her close and stroked the back of her head. “Little girls get their appetite back when they’re feeling better.” 

Her mother’s words faded from her mind. Hunger meant that children weren’t that sick, right? That was what her mother had told her that day. She sat down and adjusted her shirt so she could nurse her daughter. Sure enough. Emily was starving. She made precious little sounds as she ate. 

Maybe that’s all this was. A little cold, a fever, and a lot of hunger. She’d driven a long way that day. They probably should’ve stopped sooner. 

The doctor walked in then. She was holding the form Lauren had filled out. “Lauren.” Her voice was tender. “I see you’ve listed no emergency contact and no next of kin.” 

“No.” She looked at Emily. The baby was much happier now, content to be eating. Her eyes lifted to the doctor’s. “No, we don’t have family at this point. We’re making a new life for ourselves out in California.” 

“Okay.” She leaned against the examining table and took a slow breath. “But you’re a minor, is that right?” 

Lauren searched her mind for the right answer. She hadn’t written her age on the form, so how did the doctor know? Had the woman contacted the police or found out that she’d been reported missing? Lauren gulped and just as she was about to shake her head and deny anything of the sort, she felt herself nodding. “Yes. I’m . . . seventeen. I’ll be eighteen before Christmas.” 

“You know what I think?” 

“What?” Lauren held Emily a little closer. 

“I think you need help, Lauren. We have social workers here in Oklahoma City who can help you if we admit Emily. They can find somewhere for you to stay while your daughter’s being treated.” 

Lauren shook her head and looked at her daughter. “Actually, I think she’s doing much better. She’s eating.” She lifted her eyes to the doctor again. “I think maybe she was just hungry.” 

“I’m worried she could have pneumonia.” The doctor winced. “I can’t be sure without an X-ray, but I’m concerned.” 

“What happens if a social worker helps me? I mean, what happens next?” She hated the thought. It meant that there was a possibility someone would take Emily from her. That’s what agencies did to mothers like her, right? Mothers too young to know how to care for a baby? 

“We’d have to cross those bridges when we reached them.” The doctor frowned again, but Lauren didn’t sense any anger from her. Just a compassion she hadn’t felt from either of her parents. “Everyone would do their best to keep you and Emily together. I’m sure about that. I think we’d want to run a missing persons check. Just to see if you’ve been reported missing.” 

A missing persons check? Lauren felt herself closing down. That wasn’t going to happen. The police would come and they’d make sure Emily was admitted to the hospital, then they’d take Lauren to the station and call her parents. Social workers would get involved, and when Emily was better they wouldn’t consider giving her back to a seventeen-year-old run away. Then Lauren would be shipped back to her parents. She might never see her daughter again. 

She had to buy time. “Okay.” Lauren licked her lips. “Well, first I need to get some things from the car. Then we can talk about it, okay?” 

“All right.” The doctor straightened and felt Emily’s head. “She doesn’t feel as warm as before.” 

She wasn’t as warm! That was a good sign — a sign that Lauren could take Emily and race back home and still get her the care she needed without risking the possibility that social services or the police would get involved. Lauren slipped her daughter back into her car seat and thanked the doctor. “I’ll be right back.” 

Dr. West turned a different direction as they left the examination room. Lauren wanted to race out the door. She only had a few minutes to get away without being noticed. But she wouldn’t leave without paying. She took two twenty-dollar bills from her purse and set them on the counter since no one was behind the desk at that moment. Without looking back, she hurried out the door. 

She drove as fast as she could and was on the freeway before she looked over her shoulder. When she did, Emily was sleeping. Then, for the first time since she’d left home, Lauren thought about God. In the days after she got pregnant, Shane had talked all the time about faith and the Lord and His plans for them. Lauren never quite understood how God could want anything to do with them. 

Still, she’d told Him she was sorry for messing up, sorry for sleeping with Shane when this whole mess could’ve been avoided if they’d only done things the right way. She was forgiven, at least that’s what the youth group leaders had told her. It was what Shane said too. But still she’d felt like a failure, a disappointment. If God was her heavenly Father, then she would be the last one He’d want to hear from. 

But there, with Emily sick and a thousand miles between her and the help she needed, Lauren couldn’t do anything but cry out for help. 

“Lord, I’m here again,” she whispered the words out loud. “Help me, please! I’ll drive fast, I won’t stop for food, just gas. But please get me home so Emily can get help. Don’t let her die, God.” Suddenly she realized there were tears on her cheeks. What was she doing, turning around from Oklahoma City and heading back to Chicago? She should never have left home in the first place. She should’ve let her mother take care of Emily. That way she could’ve gone after Shane on her own, without risking any harm to her daughter. 

“God, I’m the worst mother of all. But you’re our Father. For both of us. Please get us home safely, and please, please let Emily be okay.” 

She wanted an answer, a loud shout maybe from the dashboard speakers, something that would tell her everything was going to be all right. Instead, she felt only a sense of urgency. As if maybe God Himself was telling her that Emily was sicker than any of them knew. She pressed her foot on the gas pedal and picked up another ten miles per hour. 

Then just as quickly she eased up. She couldn’t get pulled over for speeding. That wouldn’t do either of them any good. “God, help me!” 

Daughter,  my peace I give you . . . I am with you always. 

The answer might not have come across the stereo speakers, but it resonated in her heart. I am with you always. What a wonderful thought. Lauren could feel her heart begin to respond to this truth. She wasn’t alone, driving into the dusk and facing fifteen hours of freeway time before she could get help for Emily. She was driving with God right next to her. God Himself. 

She leaned back in the seat and relaxed her grip on the steering wheel. He would see her home safely, and He’d help Emily get better. It was all going to be okay. The peace that felt nothing short of Pine stayed with her for the next twenty-four hours. It was on the last stretch that everything began falling apart again. 

Emily cried all the time and nothing made her feel better. She was burning up and with every breath her little chest rose higher than before. Lauren pulled over at a rest stop and slid into the backseat. She leaned up and locked the doors. It was pitch dark, and there was a group of shady-looking people standing near the water fountain. The stop would have to be a short one. She unbuckled Emily from her seat and felt her fear double. Her daughter’s body was still burning up. “Are you hungry, little one?” 

Emily’s wheezing was worse, but it wasn’t until she refused to eat that Lauren felt truly terrified. 

Come on,  God . . . I need you. Make her eat, please . . . 

She held her daughter tight, tried to help her nurse, but nothing worked. Emily was too sick. Lauren gave her a small dose of cough syrup and another spoon of pain reliever. But still she cried for most of the last five hours of the drive. By the end of that time she sounded so sick, Lauren could barely focus on the road. 

All along she’d been blaming herself for being a bad mother, for having no experience, for thinking she could take a newborn on a road trip across the country. But in those final hours, her anger shifted toward her parents. This wasn’t her fault, it was theirs. They intentionally separated her from Shane. If he hadn’t gone away, she would never have packed up a car and taken Emily on the road. 

The whole situation was her parents’ fault. Theirs and the Galanters. The people who were supposed to love her and Shane the most had almost destroyed them. Her very own parents had betrayed her by allowing the Galanters to leave without any forwarding information. The reason was obvious now. Shane’s parents and hers never had any intention of staying in touch. They’d been willing to sacrifice their friendship for the sake of keeping up appearances. 

Lauren’s stomach hurt as the reality sank in. 

Appearances. That’s what it came down to. Shane could have his life without the responsibility of being a teenage father. And with Shane gone, then just maybe she would give up the baby and she too could carry on into her senior year without a care in the world. If things had gone according to her parents’ plan, Emily would be safe in the arms of some adoptive family by now. 

Lauren gritted her teeth and shifted her lower jaw from one side of her mouth to the other. Were they right? Should she have given little Emily up for adoption? Was that the answer in all of this? She shuddered at the thought of saying good-bye. It wasn’t possible; she loved Emily with everything in her. 

No, she would take her home, get the help she needed from her parents, and then she would leave them and never look back. Because they would never accept her for who she was, never accept Emily. Her life and the life of her daughter would always feel like second-best to her parents. And she couldn’t have that attitude coloring Emily’s life. No, they wouldn’t stay. They would get help, get Emily better again, and then they would leave. 

And this time they would never, ever come back. 


NINE


Angela was sitting alone in the dark, her head in her hands, when a car pulled into the driveway. Her heart leaped into her throat and she raced for the door in time to see Lauren get out of the car. 

“Mother! I need your help!” 

Angela wasn’t sure what to do first. The reality was just hitting her. There was Lauren standing in the driveway, when only a minute earlier it seemed they might never see her again. But her tone snapped Angela out of her shock. She stepped out onto the walkway, ran to her daughter, and embraced her. When Lauren remained stiff, unresponsive, Angela drew back and took hold of her daughter’s forearms. That’s when she saw it. Intense anger and fear, all mixed together, burned in her daughter’s eyes. 

“Lauren . . . ” The fear was hers now. She brought her hand to her daughter’s face. “What is it?” 

“She’s sick.” Lauren jerked away. She opened the back door and unbuckled Emily from her car seat. 

As Lauren lifted the baby, Angela grabbed a sharp breath. The baby was limp, her face red and blotchy. Angela took a step closer. “How long has she been like this?” 

Lauren cradled Emily against her chest. “I don’t know.” Her face was pale and drawn. She looked as if she hadn’t slept in days. “We need to get her to the hospital.” 

The hospital? Angela’s head was spinning. It was just after eleven o’clock at night. “Let me go get your father. He’s asleep already and he should — ” 

“No!” Lauren was wide-eyed. She looked crazed, like maybe she was having a nervous breakdown. “I don’t want him coming with us.” She held Emily out toward Angela. “Take her, tell me how sick she is.” 

Angela took the baby in her arms and immediately felt the heat. The child was burning up. Worse, her eyes were open but she was indeed unresponsive. “Is she half asleep?” 

“No.” Lauren was breathing fast, wiping her palms on her shorts and pacing a few steps in either direction. “She’s been like this for a few hours. She won’t eat.” 

Angela held her head near the baby’s chest. She was having a terrible time trying to breathe. Angela felt the blood drain from her face. Emily wasn’t only sick. She was deathly sick. “Okay — ” she nodded toward Lauren’s car — “let’s get her back in her car seat. She needs a doctor. I’ll drive.” 

They made the trip in silence, Lauren in the backseat with Emily. Angela wanted to ask where Lauren had gone and why she hadn’t gotten help in one of the cities she’d passed through along the way. But it was too late for any of that. All that mattered now was Emily. 

“Sweetie, it’s okay,” Lauren cooed at her daughter, but Angela could hear the tears in her voice, hear the way her hushed sobs broke her statements into short bursts of words. “Mommy’s here, honey.” 

When they reached the emergency room entrance at the hospital, Angela directed Lauren to take Emily inside. She parked the car and when she ran in to join them a nurse was taking the baby from Lauren and rushing her through a set of double doors. 

“Lauren . . . ” Angela stopped, not sure what to do. 

Lauren looked over her shoulder. “Follow us!” 

They gathered in an examination room just inside the double doors. In seconds, a doctor joined them and began undressing the baby. It took him less than a minute to look up from her, his expression grim. “She has pneumonia. We need to start treatment right away. We’ll put her on an IV antibiotic and give her immediate breathing treatments.” 

He rattled off a series of orders to a few attendants and nurses standing by. When everyone was in action — with one nurse putting an IV in Emily’s arm, and another preparing a machine with a miniature face mask — the doctor motioned for the two of them to follow him. 

In the hallway outside Emily’s room, he directed them to a quiet alcove. Then he held his clipboard to his chest and looked first at Angela, then at Lauren. “I have to be honest with you.” His expression was deeply troubled. “She should’ve come in much sooner. I’m afraid her chances aren’t good.” 

Lauren began to fall, slowly at first and then her knees buckled beneath her. Angela hurried to catch her, but she was out cold. 

“We need some help!” The doctor snapped his finger and a pair of nurses jumped into action. “Smelling salts; let’s hurry.” 

Angela was on her knees, her daughter’s head in her lap. Everything was falling apart, and there was nothing she could do to stop it. Emily might not make it? Was that the next terrible thing that would happen? And then what? How would they ever have a restored relationship with Lauren after this? She wanted to pray, but she was out of practice. Besides, they hadn’t exactly asked God about what to do when it came to Shane and Lauren. Why ask Him now? He had probably washed His hands of them a long time ago. 

The nurses were at Lauren’s side now, waving smelling salts beneath her nose. In a few seconds she came to, but she looked deathly white. Her eyes were glazed over, and Angela could only imagine all she’d been through. She must’ve turned back to Chicago when she realized Emily was so sick. She probably drove straight through, terrified that she wouldn’t get back home in time. 

Lauren was fully awake now. She sat up and rubbed her eyes. A frantic look came across her face and she stared at the doctor. “Where is she?” 

“Your daughter’s in the room across the hall, Miss Anderson. We’re doing everything we can.” 

“What was that part you said? Before . . . before I fell?” Lauren didn’t look even a little familiar. The fear in her eyes made her look like a crazy person. “Something about my little girl and her chances.” 

The doctor sighed and helped the nurses get Lauren back to her feet. Then he looked straight into Lauren’s eyes. “She’s getting everything she needs, but I’m not sure it’ll be enough.” 

“Meaning what?” Lauren’s words were fast and hard. “Tell me what that means.” 

The doctor looked to the nurses and then to Lauren. “Your daughter’s very, very sick, Miss Anderson.” He pursed his lips and gave a slight shake of his head. “She won’t make it without a miracle.” 

“Lauren . . . ” Angela moved to take hold of her daughter’s arm, but she pulled away. 

“Leave me alone.” Her anger lasted only a moment. When she turned back toward the doctor there was no trace of it. “Can I sit in the room with her? I . . . I won’t be in the way?” 

“Yes.” He nodded toward the door. “You can be with her the entire time.” 

Angela looked at the doctor. “Can I stay too?” 

“No!” Lauren held out her hand in as top-sign fashion. Her eyes were ablaze with anger. “I don’t want you in there. This is — ” She looked at the doctor. “Excuse us, please.” 

“Certainly.” The doctor cast Angela a quick look as if to ask if Lauren was all right. Angela gave him a slight nod. Everything wasn’t okay, of course, but the two of them could work through it. “I’ll be coming in often to check on her and give you updates.” He hesitated. “I’m sorry.” 

When he was gone, Lauren’s eyes blazed. “I don’t want you in the room with us.” Her words were a hiss, and Angela took a step back. She’d never seen Lauren act like this, never. 

“Honey, I think I should stay.” 

“Mother, listen to me.” The confusion and craziness seemed to fade, and she looked more lucid than she had since she’d pulled in the driveway. She pointed at the door of Emily’s room. “My baby’s dying in there because you lied to me, you lied to me and you pushed me and Shane apart, and you left me no choice but to go after him.” Her voice was a study in controlled fury. “So I’m going in there to sit with her, and I don’t want you anywhere near me. Or her. Understand?” 

A shiver passed down Angela’s spine. “I’m sorry, Lauren. I never meant for this to — ” 

Lauren wasn’t listening. She opened the door, stepped inside the room, and shut it behind her. Only then did Angela turn and walk back to the waiting room. She would stay until Lauren was willing to talk to her again. As she sat there, she was too stunned to cry, too shocked to do anything but go over what had just happened. She’d wondered what the repercussions might be if they separated the kids, if it all didn’t go the way they’d planned. She’d doubted Lauren and Shane would be okay, as the others asserted. Agonized over what would happen if they all were wrong. 

Well, now Angela knew. 

And the worst was yet to come. 

 

[image: l]

 

Lauren didn’t move from her chair for the next six hours. She slid it up against Emily’s little bed and watched as one person or another came in to work on her. She watched them monitor Emily and place a plastic mask over her face to help her breathe, and she watched the medicine drip into her daughter’s veins. 

The whole time she begged God for one thing: that He might find it in His heart to let Emily live. 

Through two o’clock and three in the morning, things still seemed horribly grim. The doctor checked on her and shook his head. “I’m not sure she’ll make it, Miss Anderson. Babies this sick usually don’t go home.” 

In between his visits, she looked at Emily, afraid to touch her. Once in a while she’d put her fingers against her daughter’s forehead and run them down her tiny arm. “I’m sorry, Emily. Mommy’s sorry.” 

Most of the night her eyes were dry. She was too scared to cry, too worried that she might lose a minute of praying and willing life back into her little girl. 

Then, at four o’clock, the doctor came in with the best news of the night, the best news of the past two days. “Her white count is better. It looks like she’s responding to the antibiotics.” 

“Really?” Lauren didn’t usually say much when the doctor came in. She was too afraid of the answers. But this time she felt a surge of hope so great she couldn’t keep quiet. “You mean she might pull out of it?” 

“I can’t say.” He studied Emily, placing his stethoscope to her chest and listening. When he straightened, he looked at Lauren. “I hear an improvement. I’m amazed, really. If things continue in this direction, she might get better quickly. Once babies make a turn for the better they can be eating in twelve hours.” He paused and lowered his brow. “But don’t get too excited, Miss Anderson. Your baby is still very sick.” 

When the doctor left, Lauren felt an absolute certainty. Emily was going to pull through! God had heard her cry and He’d reached down from heaven and given them a miracle. She thought about what the doctor said. Emily could be awake and wanting food in twelve hours. If that were true, she’d need to be rested enough to take care of her. Especially because she didn’t want to spend any more time than necessary in Chicago. 

She considered her options. What she really needed was sleep. She could take the car and go home, get eight hours of sleep, and then come back. If she stayed at the hospital it wouldn’t help Emily, and if she didn’t get sleep she’d be no use at all to her daughter. But first she needed to talk to her mother. Lauren wasn’t any less angry, but she needed to tell her that Emily was doing better. She deserved to know at least that much. 

Emily’s breathing sounded better, much better. Lauren hesitated. She hated leaving, hated being apart from her daughter for even a few hours. But she had no choice, not if she was going to be well enough to care for Emily when she woke up. Lauren stood and leaned overhear baby. “Keep fighting, Emily.” She kissed her daughter’s feathery soft cheek. “I love you, sweetheart. I’ll be here in the morning.” 

With one last look at Emily, she left the room and went to the waiting area. Her mother was awake, sitting in a chair at the far end of the room. Their eyes met, and Lauren moved toward her, refusing further eye contact until the last moment. 

“Emily’s doing better. The doctor says he can’t believe it.” She sat down in a chair opposite her mother. “I want to be strong for her when she wakes up. I thought I’d go home and get some sleep.” 

Her mother nodded. “I’ll stay here.” 

Lauren hadn’t considered that. She figured her mother would go home, since she might need sleep too. “Are you sure?” 

“Yes. I’m fine. I’ll go in and sit with her while you’re gone.” 

For a moment Lauren considered telling her mother she was sorry about the scene earlier. But things between them were still a twisted ball of knots. It would take months to unravel all the hurt and resentment. For now she stood and her mother did the same. And even though it went against everything she felt, Lauren hugged her. 

It was a short hug, but it was a start. 

She drove home, slipped in through the front door, and crawled up the stairs. She was asleep before her head hit the pillow. By the time she woke up, it was two in the afternoon, and the house was silent. She sat straight up and looked at the crib. 

Where was Emily? 

It took her a few minutes to remember that she’d come home not quite halfway to Los Angeles, and that Emily was sick. And then it all rushed back. 

She jumped from the bed. She needed to know how Emily was more than she needed her next breath. She called information and got the number for the hospital, and a minute later she was talking to a nurse. 

“Hi.” Lauren swallowed. The fear from the night before was back. “My little girl is a patient there. I need to check on her.” 

“What’s her name?” The woman seemed kind, not rushed the way nurses sometimes seemed. 

“Emily Anderson.” 

“Okay, let me check. I’ll be right back.” 

Please,  God . . . please. 

The seconds passed like hours, and finally the woman came back. “I’m sorry, you’re the baby’s mother?” 

Lauren’s heart tripped over itself. “Yes, I need to know . . . how is she?” 

“Well . . . I don’t know how to tell you this, but she’s gone. Just a few hours ago. I’m sorry someone didn’t call you and — ” 

The woman’s words grew too dim to hear. Gone? Emily, her baby girl, was gone? Lauren dropped her head in her hand, and the phone slid down her cheek. She could hear the woman speaking, but it didn’t matter, it didn’t make a bit of difference. Her baby was gone. Just a few hours ago . . . a few hours ago. 

God . . . God where were You?

She was the worst mother ever. 

Her feet and hands and heart felt numb, and she eased off the bed to her knees. I begged you, God. You let us down. My baby is dead and I wasn’t even there to hold her or tell her it would be okay. You knew . . . You had to know it was going to happen and You didn’t make me stay there . . . 

She gripped the edge of the bed and strained for a single breath, but it wouldn’t come. The room was spinning, tilting hard to one side. In the distance a tinny voice was saying, “If you’d like to make a call, please hang up and try again . . . If you’d like to make a call . . . ” 

God, why? Why didn’t You let her live? She was everything I had, all that mattered. Her tears came then, delayed only by the shock racking her being. Waves of tears shook her, tearing at her soul. Emily was gone, and Shane never even had a chance to meet her. Is that fair to him, Lord? He wanted to be a father and now he’ll never even know her! She squeezed her eyes shut and remembered a few months back, when she was pregnant and sitting beside Shane in his car. He’d put his hand on her belly and felt Emily kick. The wonder and awe on his face . . . 

He would’ve made the most wonderful father, but now . . . 

Now he would never have the chance. 

Everyone had failed her. Her parents and Shane’s parents. And now even God. “Will the punishment never end?” She whispered the words, but as she did the anger came back fast and furious and her voice rose. “Will it never end?” She pounded the bed and opened her eyes, staring out the window. “How could You let her die, God? Why did You take her from me? She never . . . never even got to live.” 

She sobbed out her anger, her grief, letting her forehead fall against the bed. “Emily . . . baby girl . . . ” The fight left her, and all she could do was picture her precious daughter, the way she’d looked in the hospital bed. The doctor said she was doing better, right? So what went wrong? The tears came harder now, and Lauren wondered if they’d fill the room and drown her. “Emily . . . baby, Mommy’s sorry.” Her words were muffled, spoken into a bunched up section of blankets. “I should’ve stayed with you, sweetheart.” She gasped for whatever air she could get. “Emily . . . I love you, baby. I’m sorry.” 

It took time, but finally her tears slowed. As they did she was left with an emptiness that knew no bounds, a hollow place that was chilling cold and pitch dark. She could still hear chatter coming from the phone, but she blocked it out. There was only one person she wanted now, one who could hold her and make sense of the nightmare that her life had become. 

Shane Galanter. 

She wanted him now more than ever before. Lauren stood, slowly and carefully, because the room was still spinning. After a minute she found her balance, drew a slow breath, and walked out of her room. No need to stop and look around, to think of the memories she was leaving behind. Memories of her little girl would live forever in her heart, a single bright light in a place that would be dark until she found Shane. 

Emily was gone, and with her every hope for the life the two of them could’ve lived with Shane. But Shane was still out there. Somewhere. As she drove out of the suburbs toward the freeway, she passed the hospital and thought about going inside. She could at least hold her baby one more time. Certainly her body would still be there. Or maybe not. Maybe they’d already taken her to the morgue. Yes, that would be it. There was no way she could go into the hospital now. 

She had a handful of photographs and a month full of memories of Emily Sue Anderson. She was too late even to see her daughter’s lifeless body, and beyond that, to see her mother. Not when all of this — every bit of it — could’ve been prevented if only their parents hadn’t separated them. 

She and Shane should’ve been together, at home with Emily in their arms. Gripped with emotion, Lauren pulled off the road and stared at the hospital. She wouldn’t forget her last day with Emily. Watching her breathe, and believing with everything in her that God was going to give them a miracle. 

Her lips pressed tight together. 

But You didn’t do that, did You? You summed up my abilities as a mother, and You chose to take Emily home with You. I’ll never forgive You for that, God. Not ever. 

She cradled her empty arms against her chest and imagined the feel of Emily against her, warm and alive and fully dependent on her. “I let you down, baby . . . Mommy’s sorry.” The tears in her heart became sobs, and Lauren let her head fall against the steering wheel. “Emily . . . if I could hold you one more time.” But she couldn’t, because everyone had worked against her and Shane. Even God. What good was it that Emily was in heaven? Didn’t You have enough babies up there? Did you have to take mine? As angry and scared and empty as she felt, even that one truth — that Emily was in a better place — meant nothing to her. 

Not when all she wanted was one more chance to hold her daughter. 

She blinked until she could see. Then she pulled the car onto the road and headed toward the first freeway onramp. She was finished with Chicago, with her parents, with their God . . . with every piece of her past. She would find Shane. They’d make a way to be together. Then later, when they were married and more stable, they could return to Chicago and talk to her parents. They could see about mending ties. Nothing would ever be the same again, but she could always go back home. Always pick up her things. 

But she could never have her little Emily again. 

Grief filled every breath as she pulled out of town and headed for her new life in Los Angeles. The drive would take six full days, and on the third day she sold her sports car to a dealer in Texas. She used that money to pay cash for another car, a sensible four-door sedan with low mileage. 

Not only was the new car more economical, but her parents couldn’t trace her license plate. They wouldn’t expect her to have a new car, and by the time she registered it in California, she’d think of someway to keep her parents from knowing about it. 

By her fifth day on the road, she began to worry about money. She had forty-five hundred dollars left, but it was going fast. Before she could look for Shane she had to have a plan, a place to live, a job. 

She settled in a town called Northridge, and on her second day there she drove to the California State University, located in the center of the town. On a bulletin board she found three sets of girls looking for a roommate. One sounded more serious than the others, and the rent was only a couple hundred dollars a month. Perfect for her budget. 

She made the call, and by that afternoon she had a place to stay and roommates who seemed nice enough. One of them asked about her age, but she brushed off the comment. 

“I look young. Everyone always says so.” She smiled, though it felt foreign on her lips. A smile hadn’t touched her face since she left Chicago, since she drove away from the place where her daughter had died. But she wouldn’t share any of that, not with strangers. Not with anyone except Shane. 

One of them, a petite Chinese-American girl, raised a curious eyebrow. “Are you a student at Cal State Northridge?” 

“Not yet.” Lauren swung her purse over her shoulder. “I need to earn money this semester.” 

“What was your name again?” A tall, thin brunette leaned against the wall. Her eyes sparkled, and Lauren guessed that a lifetime ago if she’d met the girl, the two might’ve become friends. 

“Lauren.” 

“Got a last name?” 

The cool facade cracked down the middle, but just for a minute. She smoothed her hand over her button-down blouse and grinned. “Sorry. Lauren Gibbs.” 

“Lauren Gibbs?” The Chinese-American girl made a curious face. “I’ve seen that some where before.” 

Lauren shrugged. “It’s a common name.” She kept her breathing even, unwilling to give herself away. “What about you?” 

Their names were Kathy, Song, and Debbie. They talked about the campus and classes, and then they all fell silent. Kathy, the girl who seemed most in charge, held out her hand. “Welcome. The first rent is due when you move your stuff in.” 


“Would now work?” Lauren took out her wallet and pulled out two hundred dollars. 

They all laughed, and Lauren went back out to the car for her things. She ached inside. So this was her life now. Lies and making do and pretending she was someone she wasn’t. The pain she carried buried deep within her. She blinked tears away. 


So be it. 

All that mattered was surviving long enough to find Shane. 

Her room was small and she shared it with Song. It took thirty minutes to unpack and get her area set up. She placed the photo of Shane and her on the windowsill. The pictures of Emily she would keep in the drawer. She’d buy a photo album, so she could look at them often. 

The next day she found a job waiting table sat Marie Callender’s, a restaurant across the street from her apartment. On the application, she wrote Lauren Gibbs, and all her contact information came from the new life she’d started the day before. 

By then, she had a plan. When she got her first paycheck, she’d get identification and a driver’s license with her new name. It was possible. Especially since she didn’t have a Social Security card yet. One of the girls at the restaurant had given her some information, a way to start the process. Once she had her new identity firmly in place, she’d register her car and get on with life. 

There was a community college not far from Northridge. She would contact the school and take her GED. Then she’d enroll in classes on that campus for the first two years. After that she’d transfer to Cal State Northridge and earn a degree in journalism. Life would be the way it should have been. At least on the surface. 

That afternoon Lauren went back to the apartment and found the single phone on a desk in the living room. She grabbed a pad of paper from the counter and a pen from the drawer. August was too soon for school to be in progress, but by now Shane would be enrolled somewhere. Office staff started earlier than teachers, didn’t they? She tapped the pad of paper with her pen. A phone book sat not far away, and she reached for it. A section in the front had the names and numbers of all the local high schools. She started at the beginning 

Canoga Park High School. 

She picked up the phone and dialed the number. 

“Canoga Park High School.” 

“Yes, hello.” She did her best to sound old. After all she’d been through it wasn’t a stretch. “I need to verify that our son’s enrolled for the coming semester.” 

“Very well. Is he a new student?” 

It was working! Lauren swallowed hard. “Yes. We just moved here from Chicago.” 

“Okay, let me get the list of incoming students.” She hesitated. “What was the name?” 

She closed her eyes and pictured him, his dark hair and damp eyes, the way he’d looked that last day when he told her good-bye. The woman was waiting. “Shane Galanter.” 

“Shane Galanter.” The woman repeated his name slowly, and the rustling of papers sounded in the background. “Nope. He’s not registered yet. Would you like me to start the paperwork?” 

Lauren opened her eyes and wrote a tiny NO next to the name Canoga Park. “That’s okay.” She uttered a polite laugh. “I’ll talk with my husband. We’ll come in later this week. Thank you.” 

Next on the list was Taft High School. 

By three o’clock she’d tried every school in the San Fernando Valley. Shane wasn’t enrolled at any of them. But that was okay. She had a room and a job and a plan for the future. And she had a new identity. Lauren Anderson was no more. Her death date was the same as her daughter’s. She died the moment the nurse told her that Emily was gone. From that moment on, Lauren had no family, no daughter, no desire to do anything but move on and fulfill her single goal in life: to find Shane. She would look as often as she had a chance, every day, every hour. 

Even if it took the rest of her life. 


TEN


Shane couldn’t think of anything but Lauren.

They’d been tricked, that much was obvious. The whole phone number thing didn’t make sense unless it was intentional. At least on the part of Lauren’s parents. He’d brought it up to his parents a handful of times, and they always seemed surprised. His mother looked confused the first time he told her about the recording on Lauren’s old phone number. “We thought they were leaving a forwarding number. Angela told me they were leaving it on the recording.” 

“So why didn’t they?” Shane was ready to get in his car and go back to Chicago. Except the car wasn’t his, and his parents wouldn’t let him take it farther than the mall. He fought his frustration as he looked at his mother, trying to figure out the situation. “What do you think happened?” 

“Truthfully?” Pained sorrow filled his mother’s face. “I think maybe they wanted to be rid of us . . . rid of you, Shane.” 

“Why?” He was on his feet. “They know how much Lauren and I want to be together. I can’t call her without a phone number.” He thought for a minute. “Do they know ours?” 

His mother frowned. “I don’t see how they could. We’re in a new development, and getting our phone service in took a while. You know that.” She took hold of his hand. “It feels like they wanted to cut ties, son. I’m sorry.” 

Time wore on and he watched the calendar. When it came time for Lauren’s due date, he waited until he had the house to himself, which happened every afternoon. His father was always at his new mortgage office, and his mother spent her afternoons there helping set it up. So every afternoon Shane worked through a list of hospitals within a hundred-mile radius around the city of Chicago. 

“My girl friend’s having a baby,” he told the receptionist at the first hospital on his list. “I need to know if you’ve admitted her.” 

“Sir, I’m afraid we can’t give patient information out to anyone except next of kin.” 

He felt the frustration build. “You mean if I were her husband you’d tell me if she was there?” 

“Exactly.” 

He didn’t have to be told twice. He called the next hospital on his list. “My wife’s having a baby. I need to know if you’ve admitted her.” 

“Her name?” 

He felt a surge of hope. “Lauren Anderson.” 

The sound of typing filled the phone line. “No, sir. No one here by that name.” 

Then he’d go to the next hospital on the list. When he was finished, he’d hide the list where his parents wouldn’t find it. Not that they’d stop him from trying to find her. But they weren’t happy about the pregnancy, and he had the sense it would be better to keep his phone calling to himself. 

Each day, after his parents were gone, he’d pull the list from his hiding spot under his bed and start again at the beginning. Lauren’s due date was mid-July, and he made the phone calls until the end of the month. Then he began to panic. What if something had happened to the baby, or what if Lauren left the area or decided to give the baby up? 

There were nights he couldn’t sleep because his mind wouldn’t stop thinking of ways to find her. She was in the Chicago suburbs somewhere. He tried calling directory assistance, but none of the Bill Andersons listed outside the city were the right one. That’s when he hit on the idea of calling the banks. There were dozens in the suburbs around Chicago, but he had plenty of time. 

He made another list and started at the beginning. 

“Hi, a friend of mine recently bought a bank in your area. I’m trying to find him. Could you tell me if Bill Anderson is the new owner there?” 

“Bill Anderson?” 

“Yes. It was only a few months ago.” 

“No, we’ve had the same owner for ten years.” 

The answers were mostly the same. Only a few times did people give him a little bit of possibility. Once he called a bank outside Wheaton and started the conversation the same way: 

“A friend of mine bought a bank in your area. Could you tell me if Bill Anderson bought your bank recently?” 

“Yes. Could I get your name please?” 

Yes? Shane was so excited he stood up and paced across the empty kitchen. “My name’s Shane. Shane Galanter.” 

“Just a minute please.” The woman put him on hold and after a short time she came back. “I’m sorry, that’s not the name of our owner.” 

“But you told me yes, you just said that, remember?” Shane pushed his fingers through his hair and rested his forearms on his knees. “Please, check again.” 

“Sir, I’m very busy. I don’t keep track of the bank owners. Can I help you in any other way? Would you like to open an account?” 

Shane slammed the phone in the cradle. He tried that bank three more times, but he never again had the strange response he’d gotten that first time. 

At the end of another week the bank list turned up nothing, and that made Shane wonder. Maybe Lauren’s father had chosen a different investment, the way his father had. A mortgage company or an insurance office, something new. The possibilities were endless, and that meant another dead end. 

He tried the few friends Lauren still had, but none of them had her new contact information. Besides, most of them had faded away by the time summer came. Teenage girls didn’t spend time with one of their own who was seven months pregnant. 

More time passed, and now it was late August and school was starting in a week. Shane was going crazy trying to find her. She would have the baby now, and that meant she’d made her decision. Either she was learning how to be a mother with their baby at her side, or she had given the baby up. 

One night that week he was quiet at dinner, and his father asked him about it. “You okay, Shane?” 

“I can’t stop thinking about her.” 

His father took a bite of his chicken. “Who?” 

 “Who?” He looked from his father to his mother. “Are you serious?” 

“Honey, he’s talking about Lauren, of course.” His mother passed a bowl of mashed potatoes across the table. She looked his way. “Have you tried her old number again? Maybe they’ve left a forwarding number by now.” 


“I try it every day.” He raked his fork through his green beans and pushed his chair back from the table. “I can’t find her. I hate this.” 

“I’ll tell you what, son. You get through this next year of school, and if she hasn’t turned up by then, we’ll go looking for her.” 

By the end of the year? Shane stared at him. Did he really think that was a possibility? That the two of them wouldn’t find each other for a whole year? What about the baby? He was a father; he certainly had the right to spend time with his child, to meet him or her. 

That night he turned in early. Baseball was done for the summer, and he still had a few days before school started. He opened his closet and pulled out a box he kept near the back. Then he shut his bedroom door, carried the box to his bed, and gently lifted the first thing from the top. It was a framed photo that Lauren had given him at the end of their fifth-grade year. The two of them had just finished a track meet, and they had their arms locked around each others’ necks. In the background, he could see her parents, talking to some of the other adults. His mother had taken the picture. He could hear her voice still. 

“You two are darling together.” 

“Mom, come on.” He hadn’t been into girls back then. Lauren was his friend. “Take the picture.” 

When she finally snapped it, Lauren grabbed her water bottle and sprayed him. The move took him by surprise. He grabbed his and chased her, but she was fast and she had a head start. They ran, and as he caught up to her he tore the lid from his bottle. He doused her before she could get away, and they both wound up lying on the grass, side by side, soaking wet and laughing hard. 

He looked at the picture now. It was faded, and their faces looked so young. Like that moment had happened to a different couple of kids altogether. He reached back into the box and the next thing he brought out was a handmade card, something Lauren had made him for his thirteenth birthday. 

On the outside she’d drawn stick figures of the two of them on opposite sides of a football stadium. It reminded him of his parents and hers sitting at a high school football game, talking and laughing and watching the action on the field. He and Lauren had walked down behind the bleachers and there — in the shadows of the stadium — they shared their first kiss. 

“Don’t tell anyone ever, okay?” Lauren’s cheeks were red. She could hardly wait to get back up to the bleachers. 

“I won’t. We can stay on opposite sides of the stadium, okay?” He grinned at her. “That way no one will ever guess.” 

“Okay. Let’s do that.” 

He looked at the card now. It was lightly yellowed from the years that had passed. The stick figures couldn’t have been farther apart. On the inside she’d written, “How’s life on your side of the bleachers?” 

He ran his fingers over the cover of the card and slipped it back into the box. 

How had everything gone so wrong? They were the couple their friends liked to hold up as the perfect pair. Their families were best friends, they both had a determination to stay away from the pitfalls other couples fell to — either by spending too much time together or by getting too physical. It was that last summer, that’s what did them in. When he looked back, it made sense that they’d fallen. They were alone so much of the time, and by then they were almost too comfortable with each other. 

He looked back into the box. It was half full of cards and letters. He reached in and pulled out one that was folded into a small square. Carefully so he wouldn’t rip the paper, he opened it and found the beginning. “Shane, we were studying zoo animals and Miss Erickson assigned me to work on the monkey. Which made me think of you. Remember the monkey? I never laughed so hard in all my life. Love you lots and lots, Lauren.” 

The monkey. A chuckle sounded low in his throat. He and Lauren had gone to the zoo with their sixth grade science class. He’d been caught talking to her, and the teacher forced him to give a speech on monkeys to the class. 

Again the memory dimmed, and he reached for another folded note. This one had a picture Lauren had drawn. It was a fighter jet with a little man sitting in the cockpit. She’d drawn an arrow to the figure and scrawled the words, “You’re gonna fly one day! When you go, take me with you.” 

The evening wore on that way with one special picture or letter after another. In the end, he packed everything back in the box and slipped it back into his closet. Wherever she was, he needed her. And he was certain she needed him. She was his best friend, the girl at the center of all his good memories of growing up. 

He stared out the window into the dark. God, You know where she is and what she’s doing. I have to find her. Please, God. I don’t know what else to do. 

The answer came clear and quick. Follow me, son, follow me. 

The words took him by surprise. He hadn’t been to youth group or read a Bible since he moved to Los Angeles. What he had done, though, was pray. And prayer felt more and more natural. Okay, so he’d follow Jesus. But what did that mean when it came to Lauren? When he told her he wouldn’t ever love anyone the way he loved her, he’d been telling the truth. He needed her like water, like air. 

He would pray for her and he would look for her until he found her. As long as he lived he would look. And one day — he believed without a single doubt — he’d find her. And then they could go through the box of memories together and laugh at all the funny times they’d shared. 

The stick figures and the stadium, and especially the drawing of the fighter jet. All of that and a baby too. He could hardly wait. 


ELEVEN


Bill Anderson was in his office doing something he’d done every waking hour since Lauren left. 

Talking to God. 

He braced his elbows on his desk and covered his face with his hands. I’m back, God. I need to talk to you again about Lauren. His throat grew thick, and he held his breath to ward off the wave of sorrow. All he ever meant to do was love her. She was his precious girl, his only child. His daughter. Of course he wanted a bright future for her. Before Lauren’s pregnancy, if that future had included Shane, then wonderful. Everyone would win. But once a baby was involved . . . 

Everything changed. 

Bill forced himself to exhale. When he first learned about his daughter’s pregnancy, he was crushed. How he hated that his little girl would have to grow up too fast. But he didn’t embrace the idea of keeping her from Shane until he saw the shallow, biting reaction from the Galanters. Anger stirred in him again at the thought, and he shifted in his chair. How dare Sheila and Samuel make his daughter out to be nothing more than a cheap tramp! And that’s exactly how they treated her at the end. The more he thought about Lauren having the Galanters as in-laws, the more he felt angry and sick. She deserved so much more than that. But now, somehow everything had backfired. 

God, I’m sorry. I took matters into my own hands, and now, well, I’m desperate. He made his hands into fists and pressed them against his eyes. He hadn’t let Angela see him cry much, but the tears were there. Any time he thought about Lauren. Every few minutes he had an overwhelming desire to get in the car and drive after her, search the highways and byways from Chicago to California until he found her, until he could hold her in his arms and tell her how sorry he was. 

I only meant to love her, Lord. Forgive me for not listening to her, for thinking I had all the answers. Give me a second chance with her, please. She’s all alone out there, and she needs us. She needs us more than she knows. Thank you, God. He straightened and lowered his hands to his desk. He still had work to do that day, not the kind that used to keep his attention. But phone calls and meetings with a private investigator, someone who might help him find his daughter. 

He pulled a list close and noticed that his hands were trembling. He missed her so much it was a physical pain, an ache slicing right through him. It was there when he woke up and when he turned off the lights each night. Where was she and what was she doing? How was she getting by without her their help? 

He let out a shaky sigh. His prayer was right on. Wherever she was, his little girl needed him, the way she always had. But now he understood something he hadn’t before. 

How desperately he needed her too. 
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The truth was beginning to sink in. 

Lauren was gone from their lives and she wasn’t coming back. Three months had passed, and none of their efforts had made a bit of difference. Angela finished cleaning the kitchen and put the kettle on. Tea was always good at this time of the morning, something to give her day a sense of normalcy. As if she wasn’t dying a little more every day. 

Bill was home because it was Monday, the day he’d dedicated to finding Lauren. 

“The business can do without me one day a week,” he’d told her. “I can’t stop looking. Not ever.” 

The kettle began to rattle, the water inside halfway to boiling. She leaned back and surveyed her kitchen. It was bright an dairy, the sort of kitchen in the sort of home she and Bill had always dreamed of having. But the dream never materialized, because always it had included Lauren. She should’ve been there, enjoying her upstairs bedroom, excited about her senior year in high school. 

Her loss was a constant ache for both of them, the way it would be until they found her. She crossed her arms and heard Bill coming in from the other room. “Making tea?” 

“Yes.” She smiled at him as he walked through the doorway. “Want some?” 

“Sure.” He took up his position opposite her, the kitchen island between them. “I have an appointment with another investigator. He wants more information, anything we can remember about her past. Things that might be significant.” 

Angela took another mug from the cupboard and gave him a sad smile. “Shane Galanter.” She shrugged one shoulder. “That’s the most significant thing, right?” 

He slumped a little. “Right.” He blinked and his eyes looked wet. “Pastor Paul’s coming over again tonight. There’s three more to the Bible study we’re doing.” 

Bible studies and meetings with pastors, all of it was so new to them. Why hadn’t they found the richness of faith before, back when they were still living the perfect dream life, before Shane and Lauren fell to temptation and life turned upside down? How different things might’ve been if she and Bill had made faith more important to their daughter. To themselves. 

The kettle began to whistle, low and steady. She flipped the burner off and poured the tea. “I love meeting with him. Everything he’s showing us, it’s just what we need.” 

Bill bit his lip. “It’s what we needed years ago.” He took his tea, moved around the kitchen island and kissed her tenderly. “I’m sorry, Angela. I’ll tell you every day until we find her. It’s my fault she left.” He pulled back a few inches. “You asked me to think it through, and I didn’t do it. I thought . . . I thought I was protecting her, loving her.” 

“I know.” She lifted her eyes to her husband. “We have to keep praying.” 

“And searching.” He took the tea and headed back toward the doorway and the den around the corner. “I have a few phone calls to make before I meet with the PI. I’m guessing by now she’s enrolled in college somewhere. The PI wanted me to make a list of the schools she might’ve been interested in.” 

“Okay.” She watched him go. First it had been a search on Lauren’s license plate, and then a search of the hotels she might’ve stayed in along the way. Next it was hotels in California, and now they were moving on to colleges. 


It all felt so futile. 

The only bit of searching that had turned up anything at all was the license plate check. According to the information found by the first investigator, Lauren had sold her car in New Mexico. Clearly she must’ve used the money to buy a new car, but that’s where the trail died off. Angela picked up her tea and remembered back, the way she always did at this time of the day. There had been no warnings, no sign that her daughter was about to bolt. Lauren had spent the night at Emily’s side, and when she left at four-thirty that morning, it was with the promise that she’d come back after she got some sleep. 

Angela closed her eyes and drifted back to that day, the way it had played out hour after hour. By mid afternoon she was concerned about Lauren and where she might’ve gone. She called home, but there was no answer. Finally around six o’clock, Bill called her. 

“I’m coming down.” He hesitated. “How’s Lauren doing?” 

Alarm rang through her heart and mind. “Lauren’s at home.” She pressed the receiver to her ear so she could hear above the commotion in the waiting room. 

“No, she isn’t.” His voice held instant alarm. “I thought she was there.” 

“Have you checked her room?” 

“No, I just thought . . . give me a minute, I’ll check.” He wasn’t gone long. When he returned, his voice was more strained than before. “She’s not here. It looks like she slept in her bed, but she’s gone. Maybe she’s on her way there.” 

Back then, Angela was still furious with her husband, still barely able to talk to him without feeling hateful toward him for what he’d done by breaking up Shane and Lauren. Even if it had been done with love as the motive. When he suggested that Lauren might be on her way to the hospital, Angela didn’t push the issue; she only hurried the phone call and agreed that it would be wise for him to come. Maybe he was right, she’d told herself. Lauren was on her way back; that had to be it. She wouldn’t simply leave town — and Emily — without some sort of explanation, would she? Not when she hadn’t given them any warning. But after another thirty minutes, she had a certainty equaled only by the pain inside her. 

Lauren was gone. 

Again Angela called the police, and she was given the same answer: wait twenty-four hours and file a missing persons report. She was frantic at the thought of Lauren back on the road, setting out to find Shane, especially when she was so upset. After an hour Angela went to the nurse’s station and questioned everyone on staff, trying to figure out if Lauren had called. By all accounts, she hadn’t talked to any of them since she left the hospital that morning. 

Angela’s only clue came when she talked to the woman manning the desk in the pediatric unit. 

“Have you asked anyone in labor and delivery? Sometimes our calls get mixed up.” 

She thanked the woman and hurried to the other side of the floor where labor and delivery was housed. The woman at the desk was pleasant, but distracted. 

“Can I help you?” She had a novel in her hand, and she seemed anxious to get back to her reading. 

“Yes.” Angela gripped the edge of the counter. “My daughter is supposed to be here. I’m trying to figure out if she called.” 

“What’s her name?” 

“Lauren Anderson. She would’ve called looking for her infant daughter, Emily.” 

A light dawned in the woman’s eyes, and Just as quickly a sheepishness. “You know, something that happened earlier this afternoon’s starting to make sense.” She nodded. “She might’ve called.” 

“What . . . what makes you think so?” Angela wanted to run around the counter and shake the woman. The information wasn’t coming nearly fast enough. 

“Well — ” the nurse closed her book and sat up straighter — “I took a call from a woman looking for an Emily Anderson.” She cringed. “I thought she must’ve been one of our new moms. See, we had a newborn named Emma Henderson who had gone home a few hours earlier.” 

The pieces swirled in Angela’s head. She pressed her fingers to her temples and stared at the woman. “I’m not seeing the connection.” 

“Sorry.” A nervous laugh sounded from her throat. “I think she asked about Emily, and I told her she was gone. That she’d been gone for a few hours.” The woman sifted through a pile of papers. “After she hung up, I realized we were maybe talking about different babies. Emily Anderson, Emma Henderson. You know, pretty close.” 

Angela wanted to scream. “That’s it? Did she say anything else?” 

“Actually . . . ” The nurse’s smile faded. “She sounded a little distracted. She never actually said good-bye, just sort of hung up on me.” 

Angela’s heart sank to her knees. “Great.” 

“The woman who called, she’s your daughter?” The nurse seemed sorry, but she was already picking up the novel again, positioning herself to dig into the next chapter. 

“Yes.” She took a few steps backward and shook her head. “Don’t worry about it.” 

“Yeah, I mean it was an honest mistake.” She gave her a weak smile. “Sorry if it caused any confusion.” 

Any confusion? Angela could barely make her feet move as she left the labor and delivery area and returned to the pediatric wing. She found a seat in a quiet part of the waiting room and covered her face with her hands. The details were shaky, but they were easy to string together. If Lauren had called and asked about Emily, and if she’d been told that the baby was gone, that she’d been gone for a few hours, then Lauren might’ve figured — 

She could never quite finish the thought. Not then and not now. 

Her tea wasn’t steaming like before, so she picked it up and cradled her hands around the warm mug. In the days since then it was easier to believe that Lauren had run for other reasons. That she had convinced herself she needed to find Shane before she could be a mother, and that she wasn’t able to handle the responsibility at this time in her life. 

The alternative was terrifying. 

A soft little cry drifted down the stairs, and Angela looked at the clock. Almost eleven, right on schedule. Her days were nothing if not directed by a routine since Lauren had left. It was a good thing, really. The busyness of her day kept her sane, and gave her a reason to hang on. 

She set down her tea and headed upstairs. With each step the memory of that awful day returned. Bill had arrived at the hospital minutes after her conversation with the labor and delivery nurse, and after he realized that Lauren was gone again, he dropped to one of the waiting room chairs, and for the first time since she’d known him, he wept. The sobs that came from him that day told her that he was not the hard, dominating person she was beginning to think him. He was a father who had sought the best for his only child, his daughter. But everything he’d done in the past six months had backfired, and now he was as overcome by grief as she. 

They filed the missing person’s report the next day, but it did no good. The first police officer they’d talked to was right. No one on the force was going to spend man-hours searching for a seventeen-year-old runaway, a girl driving a nearly new sports car and headed for California. 

But something happened in the days that followed. Though Angela and Bill came no closer to finding Lauren, they did come closer to each other. They dropped to their knees near the side of Lauren’s bed and did something they’d never done together before. They prayed. Since then, though they carried the pain of Lauren’s loss with them, they had a strength and a hope that was unexplainable, unearthly. 

The cry from the upstairs room grew louder. 

“Coming, honey.” Angela hurried her pace. She rounded the corner into the room that should’ve belonged to Lauren. The baby had kicked off her light blanket, her arms and legs flailing as her cry turned lusty. “Emily, shh. It’s okay.” 

She swept the baby up in her arms and cuddled her close against her chest. Lauren was missing so much. Her baby was changing with every passing week, losing that newborn look and getting more of her own personality and facial expressions. 

“Shh, sweetheart. It’s okay.” She held her close and carried her downstairs, cooing at her the whole way. “Grandma’ll heat up your bottle, okay?” 

Emily settled down, her eyes big and blue as they looked straight at her. She made a soft sound, and Angela had the sense — as she’d had before — that this little girl would be a fighter, a child of determination. Already she knew what she wanted and when, and she wasn’t about to go unnoticed. 

Angela warmed the bottle and took Emily to a rocking chair in the living room. They were just seated when Bill came up and stood behind them, his hand on Angela’s shoulder. 

“She’s beautiful.” 

“Yes.” 

“Can you see it?” He leaned down and brushed his fingers over Emily’s forehead, down the side of her cheek. “The way she looks like her parents.” 

“I can.” Tears stung at Angela’s eyes, but she blinked them away. She’d already cried enough tears for a lifetime. Emily needed her now, and she needed her happy and full of energy. “I think she’s going to have dark hair like Shane.” 

“And Lauren’s blue eyes.” 

“Mmm-hmm.” She smiled at the baby, but inside her heart was breaking. “Sometimes I’m not sure which hurts more. Missing Lauren, or seeing her every day in Emily’s eyes.” 

Bill didn’t say anything. After a few minute she leaned closer and kissed Emily on the head. Then he straightened and gave Angela a side hug. “I’ll let you know how it goes with the PI.” 

“Okay.” She put her hand over his and squeezed. “I’ll be praying.” 

He left through the door to the garage, and she listened as he started his car and pulled away. Private investigators and phone calls and desperate threads of possibility. That’s all they had to go on now, all they could draw from if they wanted to find their daughter. 

She ran her thumb along Emily’s cheek. 

The thing was, Lauren had been crazy for her daughter, completely taken with her. Yes, she wanted to find Shane, and no, her trip west with Emily hadn’t gone well. But she wouldn’t have walked out of the hospital that day without saying good-bye. She would’ve at least explained that she needed to find Shane, and that she wanted to hand responsibility to Emily over. For a short time, anyway. 

Since she hadn’t done that, Angela could only imagine the absolute worst. 

Lauren believed Emily was dead. From the way she’d acted when Emily was sick, Angela was terrified that Lauren blamed Bill and her for the baby’s death. She probably blamed herself, also. And God. With no baby to bid good-bye, and no desire to talk to her parents, she would’ve been five hundred miles out of town by midnight. 

Grief and guilt settled like a cement blanket on her shoulders. Now that she’d allowed herself to admit that scenario, now that she could give herself permission to believe that was why Lauren had left, it made horrible, perfect sense. 

When Bill returned a few hours later, she told him her theory so he could share it with the private investigator. The possibility was enough to make her heart race whenever she thought of it. Because nothing was sadder than the thought of Lauren living on her own, believing her daughter was dead, when in reality she was growing up a little more every day. They would spare no expense; stop at nothing to find Lauren. And one day they would get the call or the clue they were looking for, the information that would bring Lauren and Emily back together again. Angela believed that with all her heart. 

Even if they had to spend a life time searching. 


TWELVE


Eighteen years later

 

Wheaton College was everything Emily Anderson hoped it would be. 

The only downside was that it kept her in Illinois, when everything in her wanted to be in Los Angeles. There, or anywhere on the coast of Southern California. Especially this time of year. It was Friday afternoon, and Christmas break was looming. 

She stretched her elbow out along her desk and rested her face in her hand. Her feature story on the women’s soccer coach was due at five o’clock, but she couldn’t focus. Three other journalism students were hanging out at the newspaper office that afternoon, but they were working on a project, so they didn’t pay her any attention. The outline for her feature was spread out on the desk in front of her. She glanced at it and tried to be interested. Footsteps sounded from behind, and her professor pulled up a chair beside her. 

“Hi, Emily.” Ms. Parker was young and likeable. Emily hadn’t ever heard anyone say anything bad about her. “How’s the story coming?” 

She sat up and gave her teacher a weak smile. “Not so good.” She looked at the clock. “I still have a few hours.” 

Ms. Parker found the outline on the desk. “You have your points down.” 

“Yes.” Her heart wasn’t into it; that was the problem. She met Ms. Parker’s eyes. “Did you always love writing?” 

“Not always.” She laughed. “Most of my students are the other way around, though. For me, when I was in high school I thought I wanted to be a math teacher. It wasn’t until college that I knew I wanted to write.” 

“Hmm.” Emily looked at her notes, not really seeing them. Her eyes lifted to the teacher’s again. “Did your mom like to write?” 

Ms. Parker angled her head. “Yeah, I guess she did. I never really made the connection.” She folded her arms and leaned them on the desk. “She kept a journal and wrote poetry, that sort of thing. Maybe that’s where I get it.” 

Emily nodded. “May be.” 

“Did your mother like writing?” The question was an innocent one. Ms. Parker didn’t know Emily well enough to understand the territory she was treading. 

Emily forced a smile. “I’ve never met my mother.” She made sure she sounded upbeat. She hated people feeling sorry for her. “My grandma told me she spent time in her room, maybe writing, maybe reading. She isn’t sure.” 

“Oh.” Ms. Parker was quiet for a moment. “Well, I bet she was a writer.” 

“Yeah, maybe.” 

The instructor tapped lightly on the notes. “You’re one of the best soccer players this school has ever had, Emily. A feature on the coach should be easy for you.” 

“I know.” She drew in a long breath and grinned at the woman. The message was clear. Whatever was distracting her, the story had to be written. “I’ll get on it.” 

“Okay.” Her smile was compassionate. “May be you and your grandma can talk about your mom later tonight.” She raised an eyebrow. “When the story’s written and put to bed.” 

Emily made a silly face and nodded, then she took her notes to the computer and in half an hour she had the story finished. Ms. Parker was right. The soccer coach was a burly Nigerian man named Wolf, and if anyone understood him, she did. The man was demanding, but he’d improved her game by miles. If she were more committed, she could make a run at the national team. But competing in college was enough, because she wanted to spend at least some of her time thinking about her future. A future writing for a newspaper in Los Angeles. That’s all she’d ever wanted. Talent or no, soccer wasn’t her passion. Writing held that spot. It always had. 

Writing and her faith in Christ. 

From the time she was a little girl her grandma had told her simply, “Your mother and father loved you very much, but they weren’t ready to be parents.” 

The answer sounded sad and empty, but Grandma followed it up with this explanation. “God will always be your daddy, Emily. He’ll be there for you wherever you are, wherever you go. He’ll never leave you.” 

Her words proved true year after year, and now Emily considered God more than her father. She considered Him her best friend. He was her life giver, her soul maker, her redeemer. He brought her the greatest gifts — joy and love and forgiveness when she messed up. And He brought her peace. But He couldn’t quite fill the emptiness in her heart, in the hidden places where she wondered every day why. Why did her mom and dad leave? Why didn’t they ever come back for her? She’d met kids without parents and often they were rebellious or angry or distant. Not her. She had a wonderful life. Grandparents who loved her, a beautiful home, and a bright future. 

But the emptiness was always there. 

Sometimes it made her step back and wonder. Especially when the sky was full of snow clouds and California felt a world away and her heart simply wouldn’t leave the past alone. What were her parents like? What sort of people had they become? She focused her attention on the computer screen once more and repositioned her hands over the keyboard. The feature was easy, once she gave it some thought. Wolf had escaped captivity from an underground political group in Nigeria and made it to the United States with just the clothes on his back. He earned a soccer tryout at UCLA and two years later he was on the men’s national team. Wheaton College was lucky to have him, and she had quotes from the school’s athletic director saying as much. 

When she finished the story, she sent it to the editor’s desk and stretched her feet out. She was going to spend Christmas break at her grand parents’ house, but they weren’t expecting her until five-thirty. For now she could surf the Internet, look for something to take her mind off the conversation she’d had with Ms. Parker. 

And off her mother. 

One headline proclaimed an outbreak of violence had flared up in Iraq. Four U.S. soldiers had been killed when their car hit a roadside bomb, and more troops were being sent over. She scanned the details and tried to imagine life in a war-torn country, a place where bombs and death and violence were commonplace. God is a God of peace, so she didn’t understand war or whether the United States should be involved. But she knew this: lots of her friends were fighting in Afghanistan and Iraq, and she supported them with everything she was. Still it was easier not to think about it, not to sort through the whys and how comes. I don’t really understand it, God. 

She typed another Web address into the search line, and in a matter of seconds she was looking at the soccer team’s standings. Wheaton was at the top. Unless someone got injured or one of the other teams had an unexplainable surge, Emily was pretty sure her team would stay in first. Wolf had done a great job recruiting over the past few years. For the most part the team was older. Emily was the only freshman. 

The room was quieter than before. Two of the three students had gone home, and the other was working at one of the computer stations. She clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. Then she typed in writing and genetic. After a brief pause, the computer screen showed a list that was thousands of websites long. The first one asked this question: “How much of who we are is a result of our parents?” She clicked it, and an article appeared. 

“Some things are explainable by science, but some things simply can’t be figured out. One such phenomenon that defies scientific understanding is the truth that talent and interests are often passed on from one generation to another. For instance, a person with a talent for writing might well have a child with a similar talent . . . ” 

The article was dry, poorly written, and made up of unbroken small print. She closed it down and stared at the welcome screen. She needed to get going. Her grandma hated when she drove home in the snow, and a storm was forecast for that night. She was about to push her chair back, but she couldn’t resist. Her hands found the keyboard again. Every few days she checked, the way she had always done. Because mothers didn’t just disappear, did they? Her grandmother had told her the story, at least the basics of it. Emily was sick in the hospital and her mother was given bad information — information that might’ve convinced her Emily was dead. Probably frightened and confused, maybe devastated over the loss of her little girl, her mother had most likely left for California to find Emily’s father. Whatever had driven her, she’d left without saying good-bye. To anyone. 

In a familiar rush of letters, she typed, L-a-u-r-e-n A-n-d-e-r-s-o-n, and hit the search button. Another list of websites appeared, but a quick scan of the first page told her there was nothing new. The number of sites was the same as last time. Every one of them was a site she’d already checked. 

Next she tried her dad’s name: S-h-a-n-e G-a-l-e-n-t-e-r. But the same thing was true; nothing had been added on the Web under his name, either. 

“What are you looking for?” Ms. Parker came up behind her. 

Emily shut down the list and closed out of the Internet. She turned wide eyes to her teacher. “Something for another feature. I want to do a comparison of culture and expenses between college life in Chicago and Los Angeles.” 

She gave a nod of her head. “Sounds interesting. You might need more of a local angle, a stronger hook.” She looked at her watch. “But for tonight, how about getting home. Snow’s coming soon. I want to lock up.” 

Emily was out of the chair and gathering her things before Ms. Parker walked away. She didn’t grab a full breath until she was outside in the car. Why did it matter so much that she found her mom and dad? They had moved on with their lives, and apparently never looked back. She would follow their lead. 

Still . . . 

Where had this deep longing come from, to leave the Midwest and live in Southern California? She knew the answer, of course. Knew the region held more draw than sunshine and strong newspapers. It was the place her grandparents always talked about, the place where they thought her mom and dad lived. 

Snow began falling, and the clouds overhead grew dark and threatening. Emily didn’t mind. She was only twenty minutes from home. A storm didn’t frighten her. Funny, how peace was so much a part of how she was raised. Her grandparents explained early on that life wouldn’t always go the way she wanted it to. But still she could have peace if she understood that God was in control, that He was there for her no matter what was happening around her. 

That’s why it was strange when — once in awhile — she would come home and find her grandparents huddled together at the dining room table, deep in conversation. At times like that, they looked anything but peaceful. It happened again just a week ago, when she came home. As she walked through the door, her grandparents stopped whatever conversation they were having. She still remembered the strange way they’d acted that day. 

“Emily.” Her grandma stood up, came to her, and hugged her. “We weren’t expecting you until later.” 

“Journalism let out early.” She drew back and set her purse and books on the kitchen table. “Did I interrupt anything?” 

“No.” Her grandpa was a successful businessman; even now when he was pushing sixty years old, he was a sharp dresser, a man known throughout Wheaton for his power and influence. But wither he’d always had a soft side. He held out his hand to her and she went to him, taking hold of it. 

She bent down and kissed him on the cheek. “It’s quiet in here.” She gave him a hesitant smile. “You sure you weren’t talking about something private?” 

For the quickest instant, her grand parents looked at each other, as if to question whether they should go into detail about whatever they’d been discussing. But her grandfather only cleared his throat and gave the dining room table a light slap with his open palm. “Dinner. That’s what we’re talking about. What we can fix for our young college student, home for the weekend.” 

Their explanations didn’t fool her. They never did. She could only guess that they were talking about the one thing they never brought up in her presence: the search for their daughter, Emily’s mother. Emily knew they were still looking for her. Every now and then Emily would bring in the mail and see a bill from a private investigator, or a return letter from a congress man’s office in California. But their only conversation about Emily’s mother was centered on the happier times, the days when she was growing up. 

“Your mother colored just like that, with eighteen shades of green in a single tree,” her grandma told her when she was little. And as she grew older, “Your mother had a bicycle like that one, shiny red with streamers flying from the handlebars.” 

From everything she could determine, her grandparents had been on close terms with their daughter. That’s why it didn’t make sense that her mother would leave in the weeks after she was born. There were so many missing pieces, there always had been. Through the years she had asked her grandparents whenever she felt driven to understand the past better. 

Of course, sometimes she dealt with the loneliness all by herself. Too many nights to count she would smile at her grandparents as they kissed her good night and prayed with her. But when they left her room, she would roll onto her side and stare at the open door, wishing just once that her mom would walk through it. She had a picture in her mind of what her mother would look like, the way her eyes would light up when she saw Emily, the tender smile she’d have. Sometimes her imagination would be so vivid she’d actually imagine her mother walking through the door, taking a seat on the edge of her bed, and smoothing her hair. 

“I love you, Emily. I always have,” she’d say. 

But when her imagination let up even for an instant, the image disappeared. 

There were other times — times at the park with her grandparents, when she saw a young couple with their children, and for a moment she’d pretend the couple was her parents. She’d think what it would belike to run up to them and take their hands and hug them. 

“Emily,” her father might say. “We’ve been looking all our lives for you. Now you’re finally where you belong.” 

The older she got, the less she pretended that way, but still she kept a picture in her mind, the way her parents might look now. Sometimes she encountered something that it seemed only a mom or a dad could help her with. On those days she’d wait until it was time for bed, then hold quiet, one-sided conversations with them. Usually her hushed whispers turned into prayers, requests spoken to God, begging Him to bring them back, to reconnect them somehow. 

“I know my mom was young,” Emily once told her grandparents when she was seventeen. “But why didn’t she check to see if I was alive? She wanted to find my dad, right?” 

“Right.” Her grandmother was folding laundry. She set a towel down on the sofa beside her and looked up at Emily. “But honey, don’t think she had any doubts. I really think she thought you were dead.” 

“Yeah.” Emily folded her arms across her middle, warding off the hurt inside. “But wouldn’t she have stayed just in case? In case I was still alive?” 

“I don’t know.” Her grandma sounded sad and tired. “She was desperate to find your father. She wanted to find him more than she wanted anything.” 

“Anything?” The answer stabbed through her soul. “Even me?” 

Her grandmother reached out and took careful hold of her hand. “Not you, sweetheart. She wanted you. That’s why I’m sure she must’ve had incorrect information about you.” 

Emily thought for a minute. “Well . . . maybe we should go to California and find her.” 

“We’ve tried.” Grandma smiled, but her eyes stayed flat. “Believe me, Emily, we’ve done everything we know to do. The only way we’re going to find your mother again is if God gives us a miracle.” 

Now Emily stared at the road ahead of her. The snow was heavier than before. Two miles and she’d be home, ready to sleep in her own bed and cuddle up with her grandparents for a couple of movie nights. She didn’t have a boyfriend, and most of her friends were spending Christmas break with their families. Emily was glad for the time that lay ahead. With soccer practice every day, her first semester of college was tougher than she’d expected, and she and her grandparents hadn’t had much time together. 

She took the exit leading to her house and thought again about what her grandmother had said two years ago. It would take a miracle. Fine. She gripped the steering wheel. If it took a miracle, then that’s what she’d keep praying for. Because more often lately she couldn’t get through a day without thinking of her mom and dad and what had happened to them. Had her mother found him? If so, did they marry and start a new family? Was it possible she had brothers or sisters out west? And if her mom and dad hadn’t found each other, were they happy? 

And then there was the hardest truth of all. The truth that threatened to tear at the center of everything peaceful about her life and faith and future. The truth that always brought the sting of tears to her eyes. If her grandma was right then there was no point wondering about when she might come back or what type of life she was living. 

If her mother thought she was dead, then by now the truth was painfully clear. 

She wasn’t coming back. Not ever. 



THIRTEEN


Angela had been looking forward to this day since the semester started. She’d decorated the house and opened the seasonal storage boxes so the ornaments were ready to go on the tree. The red felt Advent calendar hung on the wall, all the numbered hand-sewn ornaments ready to be placed on it — even those that should’ve been up by now. 

This would be a very special Christmas. Special and sad, for reasons they didn’t want to tell Emily. Not just yet. The news would mar the season, and Angela didn’t want that. She wanted one last Christmas celebrated the special way they’d celebrated it every year since Emily was a little girl. Bill had his favorite Mitch Miller CD in the player and a kettle of hot cinnamon apple cider was simmering on the stove. Time enough for sad announcements and changes later. 

For now, all they needed was Emily. 

She heard the front door open and the cheerful voice of her granddaughter rang through the house. Her delightful, precious granddaughter. “Hi! I’m home.” 

“Emily!” She gave the garland a last nudge and hurried toward the front door. When she rounded the corner, her granddaughter flew into her arms before she could take another step. 

“It’s so good to be home!” She circled her arms around Angela and kissed her cheek. “I finished my finals.” She pulled back and grinned. “I even finished my feature on the soccer coach.” 

Angela looped her arm through Emily’s and led her into the kitchen. “How do you think you did?” 

“Good.” She raised her brow a bit. “I guess the first semester is always hard, but I think my grades’ll be up there. A’s and B’s for the most part.” She winced. “Maybe a C in biology and Algebra II.” 

“That’s okay.” She smiled. “With your sports and your work at the school paper, I think a few C’s are to be expected. First semester of high school was hard too, remember?” 

 “Do I.” She gave her a dizzying look as she took a seat on one of the bar stools and leaned her elbows on the counter. “In ninth grade I wasn’t sure if I’d make it to graduation.” 

“Your gold tassel took a few of your teachers by surprise.” Angela chuckled as she reached into the cupboard and pulled out three mugs. “But not us, honey. We knew you could doit.” 

She looked around. “Where’s Papa?” 

“Upstairs.” Angela was careful to keep her expression steady. “He’s been a little tired lately. He thought he’d get a short nap before dinner.” She handed Emily a mug of steaming cider. “Here. Be careful, it’s hot.” 

“Thanks.” She held it in both hands and breathed it in. “This is so great.” Her eyes took in the adjacent family room, where Angela had most of the decorations up. “All I did was walk through the door and already it feels like Christmas.” She took a small sip of her cider. “Is Papa okay?” 

“He’ll feel better later. That reminds me!” Angela could feel her eyes light up. “He’s taken the next two weeks off. He’s never done that around the holidays.” 

“Two weeks?” Emily set her cup down. “That’s great!” 

“I know.” She gave a sideways shake of her head. “The board told him it was time he took a break. He’ll be off through New Year’s Day.” She didn’t add that he might be home even longer. Again, that could come later. 

They shared their drinks, humming along to Mitch Miller when the conversation slowed. Angela checked the oven and the meatloaf and baked potatoes she had inside. “Dinner’ll be ready in half an hour.” 

“Perfect.” Emily drank the last of her cider. “I’m going to freshen up. I’ll be back down in a little bit.” She flashed a quick smile and took light running steps around the corner into the entryway. She left behind a trail of her things — her duffel bag and backpack and purse. But that was Emily. Loving and friendly, but not the neatest person. Much the way Lauren had been when she was — 

No. Angela promised herself that this Christmas — with the news about Bill — she wouldn’t spend countless hours thinking about Lauren. It was simply more than she could bear. Still . . . with Emily back home it was impossible not to think about the daughter she’d lost, the one who was always only a sad thought away. She checked the dishwasher. The dishes were clean. Time to unload. She put away a row of glasses and then her mind started to drift. How different she was with Emily compared to her days of raising Lauren. With Lauren, everything needed to be perfect. An A minus in algebra meant a brief lecture on the importance of pulling grades up and the necessity of going for the best possible mark. A few scattered items on her bedroom floor, and Angela would’ve cut out her phone privileges for an entire week. 

It was petty and ridiculous how she’d treated Lauren, and all for appearances. So they’d look like the perfect family. Nice house, powerful job, an orderly, intelligent, high-achieving daughter. Just the way she and Bill had always known their lives would play out. But of course, all their plans backfired when they lost Lauren. 

Things were entirely different with Emily. 

She and Bill prayed with their granddaughter and took her to church. They talked and went on walks around their Wheaton neighborhood and laughed at old movies. Back when Lauren expressed an interesting dance, Angela and Bill signed her up for four classes. 

“She’s good, she has natural rhythm,” Bill said after her first lesson. “We need to be serious about this, help her reach the top. She might be a prima ballerina one day.” 

Lauren was five at the time. 

When Emily showed an interest in soccer, Angela and Bill signed her up, bought her a pink soccer bag, and cheered at her games. Win or lose, they took her out for lunch afterward and didn’t talk about the sport again until her next practice session. In the process, she developed a love for the game that went beyond anything Lauren had felt for dance or piano or debate team — the things they’d pushed her toward. 

Angela finished her drink and set the cup in the dishwasher. Their attitude toward Emily was different in other ways too. They understood now how fragile life could be. Never had they dreamed they’d go nineteen years without seeing Lauren. If Emily had come home with hair dyed green or a piercing through her eyebrow or a desire for drugs, if she’d come home pregnant by a boy she loved more than life itself, Angela and Bill would never have manipulated her life, the way they did with Lauren. They would’ve held on to her until love brought her back around again. 

Angela shook her head. What irony! The mistakes they’d made with Lauren had taught them how to truly parent. And those lessons allowed Emily the best possible life. Lauren’s little girl was grounded in her faith, she had a deep love for the Lord and for Bill and her. She’d never done anything more rebellious than stay on the phone too long once in awhile on a school night. Angela drew a deep breath. Emily’s future seemed good as gold. She would become a writer — one of the best — and she would go into the world bright and beautiful and sure of herself. 

Lauren would’ve been so proud of her. 

She heard the sound of Emily bounding down the stairs. “No soccer practice for two weeks! Isn’t that great?” 

“Longer than that, right? The season’s over.” The CD had stopped playing, so she drifted into the family room and started Alabama’s Christmas, another of Bill’s favorites. 

“College soccer’s a little different.” Emily made a face. “We’ll be conditioning again, doing scrimmages as soon as the field thaws out. Until then we’ll be in the weight room.” 

The music started, filling the air with the gentle sounds of Christmas, Christmas the way they’d lived it and celebrated it since moving to Wheaton. “How’s tomorrow sound for getting the tree?” 

“At the farm?” Emily’s voice held an excitement reserved for the season. But as she made her way back to the kitchen counter and sat back on the bar stool, she looked distracted. 

“As always.” Angela followed her and took the spot next to her. “Rain, snow, or sun. You know your papa.” 

“The cutting is the best part.” She brought her hands to her face. “My fingers always smell like pinesap for a week.” 

“You know what I love?” 

“What?” Emily gripped the stool’s arms and swung her feet. 

“Watching you and your grandfather pick a tree. I think we’re twelve years running finding the absolute most interesting tree on the lot.” 

Emily giggled. “Interesting?” 

“Definitely.” Angela laughed out loud. “Remember last year? You wanted a tree that would reach the ceiling, but the tall ones were scraggly on top.” 

“Right.” She tipped her head back, her eyes dancing. “That’s because a Christmas tree doesn’t have to be perfect.” 

“No, it doesn’t.” Angela smiled. Neither did people. That was something else she’d learned this second time around. 

Their laughter died down and Emily drummed her fingers lightly on the counter, a familiar and comfortable action. It washer sign that she had something deep to talk about. Angela waited. Finally Emily drew a long breath and their eyes met. “Grandma, can we talk about my mom? I wanna know more about her.” 

Angela steadied herself. Emily had asked this sort of question before, and always she’d been content with basic answers. But Angela had known that one day Emily would want more. She put her hand over her granddaughter’s. “What would you like to know?” 

“Well . . . ” Emily squinted, as if trying to sort through which questions were most important. “You’ve looked for her, right?” 

“Yes.” Angela felt a heaviness in her heart. How many hours and conversations and phone calls had they made? As technology advanced, they’d used the Internet, sometimes every day. “Yes, we’ve looked.” 

“Okay, but how did she just disappear? I mean, she thought I was dead, but then what? She just drove out of town?” 

“It seems that way.” Angela ordered herself to stay unemotional. Emily needed her to be calm; she couldn’t give into nineteen years of sorrow. “She was exhausted and frantic. The two of you had just driven back from halfway across the country, and you were very, very sick.” 

Emily looked like she was trying to imagine how her mother must’ve felt, scared and tired and then convinced that her baby was dead. “But you think she went to California, right?” 

“We have our theories.” Her hand was still covering Emily’s. She gave it a soft squeeze. “She might not have made it to California, for one.” 

Emily nodded. “I’ve thought about that. She might be dead.” 

“Yes. Or maybe she changed her name. If that’s what happened we could look forever and not find her. In my heart I believe she’s alive and out there some where.” 

“Me too.” Emily looked out the kitchen window. 

From the side, her profile was so like Shane’s, a mirror of his striking Greek features. Between that and the fact that she had Lauren’s eyes, Angela had a constant reminder of the kids they’d lost. 

“I was thinking today whether she ever found my dad and whether they got together or not.” 

Angela doubted that. “Anything’s possible.” 

“So the last time you saw her was at the hospital, right? When I was sick?” 

“Yes. She was overwhelmed, honey.” 

“I was wondering today,” Emily looked at her again, “whether she was a writer or not.” 

“We’ve talked about that.” 

“But I wish I knew for sure.” 

“Wait. . .” Angela straightened. “I just remembered something.” 

A few days earlier Bill had found a box of Lauren’s things in the storage section of the garage. Until then, they’d assumed Lauren had taken all her personal belongings with her. But since they’d just moved to Wheaton at the time of Emily’s birth, apparently Lauren’s box had been shoved with a dozen others into a corner they’d designated for records and tax documents. 

Bill was cleaning out there when he found it and called to her. “Angela, come quick.” 

She hurried to the garage and over to his side. “What is it?” 

“Look at this.” He was standing next to a big cardboard carton with Lauren’s name scribbled on the side. The sight of her daughter’s handwriting brought pangs of both joy and sorrow. They lifted the lid, and inside were what looked like old yearbooks, photo albums, and journals. Everything sentimental that had ever mattered to Lauren. She looked at Bill. “I thought . . . I figured she took this stuff with her.” 

“Imagine what the private investigators could’ve done with this if they’d had it back when she first left.” 

They brought the box inside and took it up to what had been Lauren’s room. It was a home office now, a sterile room with as of a sleeper along one wall. The only trace that it once belonged to Lauren was a photo of her that sat on the desk. That afternoon they spread the contents of the box out and looked at it. Halfway through, though, they stopped and packed it back up. “I can’t do this without Emily,” Bill said. “There’s nothing in here that would help us find Lauren now.” He dabbed at his eyes. “Emily deserves to see it first.” 

Angela agreed, though she thought Bill’s reluctance to look through the box had at least as much to do with the fact that it was too painful to sort through. But since Emily was coming home for Christmas, they agreed to wait. It was one more reason she’d been looking forward to the holidays. But in the rush of seeing her and sitting with her, she’d forgotten about the oversized box until just now. 

“Grandma, what is it?” 

Angela slid down from the bar stool and motioned to her. “Follow me.” 

They went into the hallway and Angela pointed to the carton in the corner. “We found that a few days ago.” She walked closer and put her hand on the edge of the box. “Everything in here belonged to your mother. I’m not sure it’d help us find her now. But . . . we thought it would help you know her a little better.” 

Emily stared at the carton, her eyes wide and unblinking. When she looked up, tears shimmered on her cheeks. “Do you . . . know what’s in it?” 

“Some.” Angela put her arm around Emily’s shoulders. “Yearbooks, photo albums, journals. That sort of thing. Everything that was special to your mother.” 

A framed photo sat near the top of the box, and Emily reached for it. The image was a picture of Lauren and Shane, taken before a formal dance their freshman year of high school. Emily had seen photos of her parents before, but nothing from a professional photographer. She held it up, studying it. “Look at their eyes.” 

Angela removed her arm from Emily’s shoulders and leaned in closer, staring at their faces. That’s when she saw it, saw it clearer than she ever had when the kids had been a part of her life. “Yes. I see.” 

“Grandma, they were so in love.” Emily pressed the photo to her chest. Her eyes were damp, but her smile lit up her expression. “It makes me feel so good to know they loved each other.” 

Regret wrapped itself around her, squeezing her chest and making it hard to draw a breath. Why hadn’t she seen the depth of their feelings for each other back when Lauren and Shane wanted so badly to be together? How different would their lives be if she’d recognized it then? She swallowed her sorrow and gave Emily a partial smile. “That’s why we wanted you to have these things, to look through them while you were home.” Angela sniffed. Watching Emily cradle the framed picture gave her a flashback, and she saw Lauren, cradling Emily as a baby. The memory was gone as quickly as it had come, but the sadness lingered. Angela had a feeling that not everything Emily would find in the box would leave her feeling happy and whole. 

Still it was her right to look through it. 

In the background, they heard Bill getting out of bed and heading into the bathroom. “Dinner’ll be ready in a few minutes.” She looked at the box. “Papa will help you get it up to your room. You can look through it later.” 

Emily bit her lip. “I can’t wait.” She kept the photo tight against her heart. “Grandma, can I ask you something else?” 

“Yes, honey. Whatever you want.” 

“My parents didn’t have God in their lives, did they? Not God and not peace.” She held the photo out enough to see it. 

Angela felt the regrets again, as heavy as they’d been in the days and weeks after Lauren left. “No, Em. They didn’t have either.” 

“Do you think they have that now?” 

Angela had asked herself the question a hundred times every year. Was Lauren happy and at peace, had she found the faith that had been missing in her childhood? A sad sigh eased up from the deepest corners of her soul. She shook her head. “I don’t think so, honey.” 

Emily looked at the picture again. “It was because of me, right? She got pregnant and everything fell apart.” 

Angela worked the muscles in her jaw. Emily was right, more so than she knew. There was no way around the truth. “It felt like a tragedy at the time. You understand that, right?” 

“Yes.” Emily looked up, her expression far wiser than her eighteen years. She pursed her lips and let her eyes find the faces of her parents once more. “But if my birth tore them apart, then maybe I’m the only one who can bring them back together again.” 

“Hmm.” Angela wanted to warn her not to think that way. If two decades of private investigators and elected officials couldn’t find her, what could Emily possibly do to find either of them? Instead she gave a slow nod and framed Emily’s face with her hand. “I’m praying for a miracle, Emily. You are too. It’s certainly worth a try.” 

Emily set the photo back down, and the two of them greeted Bill in the hallway. 

“Papa! It’s so good to see you.” Emily threw her arms around his neck and held on tight. “I miss you so much!” 

A lump formed in Angela’s throat because she knew what Bill was feeling, how precious this Christmas would be with Emily. But it wasn’t time for sorrow now. Bill tousled Em’s hair and looked her up and down. “Looks like that soccer coach has you down to skin and bones.” 

“Ah, it’s not that bad.” She linked arms with him, and the three of them went to the kitchen and worked on dinner. When they were seated at the table, Emily said the prayer. “Jesus, you have me home this Christmas for a reason. I sense that so strongly.” Emily squeezed her grandparents’ hands. “Thank you for letting my papa find the box of my mom’s things. I pray that somewhere inside we’ll find a miracle.” Her voice was clear, as genuine as a summer sunset. “So that I can meet my mom and dad and help them find the peace that might be missing from their lives. In Jesus’ name, amen.” 

As she finished the prayer, the strangest thing happened in Angela’s heart. She felt a surge of hope, the kind she hadn’t felt since the first year of Lauren’s disappearance. As if maybe God was telling her something very important. That they were indeed standing on the brink of a miracle. 

And Emily would have everything to do with it. 


FOURTEEN


War didn’t take a break for Christmas. This was Lauren Gibbs’s third Christmas season on the war-torn fields of Afghanistan and Iraq, and still it amazed her. The opposing sides would set up roadside bombs, aerial attacks, and raids on insurgent headquarters right through December 25. As if the birth of Christ didn’t matter at all. 

Not that it affected her one way or the other. Christ’s birth didn’t mean anything to her. It was four days before Christmas, and she didn’t feel anything different — no special magic or joy or desire to marvel at a decorated evergreen tree. 

She had her memories. That was enough. 

As a correspondent for Time magazine, her duty was in Afghanistan. Her assignment was complex. First and foremost, she was responsible for reporting the trends of the war before the competition figured them out. In addition, she looked for daily stories, word pictures, snapshots of a war-torn life. She was also responsible for feature stories and predictions on when the white flags would wave and the American troops would head home. 

Her job meant everything to her. She was thirty-six, single, and unattached. Her life in the Middle East was comfortable, an apartment in an eight-story building near the border, a place where dozens of journalists stayed. A few of them had spent years there, the way she had. Her days in the States were so few that she’d sold her condo a year ago. For now she needed to be here. It was almost a calling. 

“Hey, Gibbs. Wait up.” 

She turned and walking toward her was Jeff Scanlon, a Time photographer. The two had spent more time together in the past three years than most married couples. But they’d only let their friendship cross lines a few times. Scanlon was interested. His rugged good looks had gotten any girl he wanted in his younger years. Now, at forty, he seemed interested only in spending his days with her. 

She was fine with that. He was good company, and he shared her views of peace at all cost. But she didn’t want a relationship, not when it meant revealing layers she’d spent a lifetime hiding. Layers that felt like they belonged to someone else altogether. 

“Hey.” She smiled. It was a beautiful day, clear blue skies and eighty degrees. It could be LA but for the broken buildings and starving people lining the narrow streets. “I wanna get out to that orphanage. The one ten miles from here.” 

They kept walking, heading for the apartment building. Scanlon had a room there too. “Maybe I can get a photo-essay out of it.” 

“Perfect.” Her pace was fast, the way she liked it. “My story’ll be a little longer than usual.” 

“They always are when kids are involved.” He heaved his camera bag higher up on his shoulder and gave her a lopsided grin. “Ever notice that?” 

She hesitated. “Yeah, I guess so.” 

They reached the entrance to the building. A frail-looking woman sat huddled near the door. Next to her were three children, their arms and legs bone thin. The woman didn’t say a word, but she held out a cracked ceramic bowl. 

Lauren stopped and rifled through her pocket. She pulled out a handful of coins and set them in the container. Scanlon stood nearby while she stooped down and gave a gentle touch to each child’s forehead. One of them was a little girl, and her eyes made Lauren’s breath catch in her throat. Something about them made her look almost like . . . 

No, she wouldn’t go there. Not now. Not with Scanlon standing next to her. She blinked and looked back at the mother. In a language that was becoming more familiar to her than English, she said, “I want peace as you do. May I buy you food?” 

The woman’s eyes widened. She was new to the journalists’ building. Most of the street people were regulars and knew to expect help from Lauren. The woman put her arms around her children, clearly protective as she locked eyes with Lauren. “Yes.” She spoke with a shame and disbelief that was common among the Afghans. Years of repression had caused most women to fear speaking at all, let alone to an American stranger. The woman lifted her chin a little. “That would be more than I could ask.” 

“Very well.” Lauren nodded to Scanlon. “It’s early still. Let’s meet down here in half an hour.” 

“Okay.” They went through the doors together. A café on the first floor was operational now that Western journalists were always passing through the lobby. At the entrance, Scanlon waved. “I’ll meet you here.” 

She nodded and turned her attention to a young girl working behind the café counter. Service was slow, but she paid for four rice bowls and four juice drinks. Then she took them outside and handed them to the children’s mother. It was important that the woman be the one to give the food to her own children. It was one small way of giving her back some of her dignity. 

“Thank you.” There were tears in the woman’s eyes. “All Americans, I thank you.” 

Lauren smiled, but gritted her teeth. Not all Americans. Some Americans still believed they were doing everyone a service by fighting in Afghanistan and Iraq. But whatever slim reason the president might’ve had for starting the war, it was long past. It was time to call the war off and send over humanitarian help. If she were the one in charge, peace in this part of the world would be easy. But it was peace in her own life that was impossible to figure out. 

She flipped her straight blonde hair over her shoulder and nodded at the woman. Then she turned back, went through the entrance, and walked past the elevator. Her room was on the seventh floor, and she always took the stairs. She could lie in foxholes next to soldiers, taking notes and working on a story while missiles exploded all around her. But she couldn’t ride an elevator to save her life. The idea of stepping inside one was enough to make her heart race. Just the thought of them made her feel trapped, like she was suffocating. 

She headed into the stairwell and started up. 

The little Afghani girl’s face flashed in her mind. What was it about her? Those eyes maybe, dark striking eyes, like Shane’s. The sort of eyes Emily might’ve had. Of course, if she’d lived, she wouldn’t be a little girl now. She’d be a young woman. For a moment Lauren stopped and closed her eyes, her hand tight around the railing. 

It hurt so much spending time with children, knowing that her daughter would be alive if she’d been a better mother. If she hadn’t taken chances with her baby’s life. She opened her eyes and kept walking. As much as it hurt, she’d rather spend time with Afghani children than with any of the adults she’d met. Children reminded her that no matter how frozen her heart felt, no matter how driven she was to be the best, most hard-hitting reporter at Time, somewhere inside she was still seventeen years old, driving from Chicago to Los Angeles, grieving the loss of her little Emily. How different her life might’ve been if her daughter had lived. 

Stop it! She’d given herself that same order so many times. Not that it made much difference. She breathed in and closed her eyes for a moment. How come I can still smell her, still feel her in my arms? 

Enough.  Lauren opened her eyes and picked up her pace. Scanlon would be down early, the way he always was. After a few minutes she reached her floor. The stairs were good for her. They helped her stay in shape, a crucial factor if she was going to continue reporting from active areas of the war theater. And she would continue, as long as she believed her articles might have even the smallest influence on bringing the war to an end. 

She reached room 722, slipped her card in the slot above the door handle, and pushed her way inside. She changed from her heavy khaki pants to a pair of shorts. The day promised to get hotter and spending time at the orphanage would mean she didn’t need extra clothing. There would be no slamming herself into the sand or hiding in craggy bluffs while a battle played out before her eyes. 

Most Americans figured the war in Afghanistan was over. But there were uprisings of insurgents all the time, and an entire contingency of U.S. troops were still battling them on a daily basis. The problem wasn’t the insurgents, of course. Countries like Afghanistan would always have radical insurgents and terrorist groups. The problem was the innocent people harmed along the way. No wonder the country had so many orphans. 

She sat on the edge of her bed and caught her breath. Her chest hurt and she leaned back on her elbows. The stairs must’ve done it, right? That’s why she felt so tight. But even as the thought tried to take root, she let it go. It was a lie. The walk up hadn’t made her chest ache. It was the little girl. The child’s eyes burned in her mind, taking her back the way orphans’ faces often took her back. Back to that terrible day, when she left the life she’d known . . . 

She’d driven away from the hospital and headed for California, determined never to come home again. Her plan had been straightforward. She would live in LA until she found Shane. Three or four months, if it took that long. Then the two of them could find a way to stay together and, when things were stable, they’d go back to Chicago and have a proper burial for Emily. Give their baby the funeral service she deserved. 

Much had gone just the way she’d planned. With a place to live, a car, and a job, she had no trouble getting her new ID and her residency established. School came easily, also. She passed the GED without studying at all, and the community college was more than happy to have her. Only one thing hadn’t gone according to schedule. 

She never found Shane. 

As the months turned into years, she thought about going home. She could walk up to the front door and tell her parents she needed their help to find him. By then, maybe they would’ve known a way to reach Shane. She would hug them and hold them and tell them she forgave them for what they’d done. At least she’d have a family again, even if she never found Shane. 

But she couldn’t do it. She kept telling herself she needed to find him first. That way she could go home and make a clean start, without the need to hold anything against her parents. 

The memories stirred dusty emotions in her soul, making her throat thick. She grabbed a water bottle from the half-full case on the nightstand next to her bed. There wasn’t one thing she hadn’t done to find Shane Galanter. She called high schools and eventually colleges. She searched out his last name, and three times she had help from one of her university professors, a man who specialized in investigative reporting. 

“He must be living under his parents‘corporation name,” the guy finally concluded. “His parents could’ve called their California business just about anything. All the assets would be listed under that name.” 

The question she never asked, the thing that didn’t make sense, was why Shane would do such a thing? Didn’t he realize she couldn’t find him if he lived that way? Of course, by changing her name she might’ve kept him away without meaning to. She’d done it to hide from her parents, not from Shane. Regardless, she kept looking. Every week she thought of something else, but each idea fizzled, turning up no sign of him. Sometimes she thought she’d go crazy looking. Back when every tall, dark-haired, Greek-looking man caused her heart to skip a beat. Back when she would race across a street and into a store or office building chasing after someone with Shane’s build, his look. 

“Excuse me,” she’d shout at the man. “Are you — ” 

He’d turn and she’d be looking at a complete stranger — who clearly thought she was crazy. 

“I’m . . . I’m sorry. I thought you were someone else.” 

It happened again and again. A different street, different store, different tall, dark man. Sometimes she got close enough to touch his arm or his shoulder before realizing it wasn’t Shane. 

“I’m sorry.” She would back away, her face hot. “I thought you were someone else.” 

She didn’t give up until the ten-year anniversary of Emily’s death. On that day she took off Shane’s ring and put it in a small, square cardboard jewelry box with the pictures she’d kept: one of the two of them, their arms around each other, and the other of Emily. Before she closed the lid she read the words on the ring, words Shane had engraved for her alone. 

Even now. 

They were still true that dark day. In some ways they always would be. She loved Shane, even now. Even when he was dead to her, when she had moved a million miles beyond the days of loving him. 

As time wore on, she no longer lived under a different name. She became Lauren Gibbs. A single woman, alone in a world that had turned upside down overnight. If Shane had tried to find her, he wouldn’t have had a clue to look for her under that name. No one would’ve. Even so, she didn’t change her name back. She didn’t want to be Lauren Anderson again. That Lauren had been trapped by her circumstances and forced into a series of actions that cost her the two people she loved most. 

No, Lauren Anderson was as dead as her baby daughter. 

Lauren sat up straighter and took a long swig of the water. It was room temperature, as usual. She swallowed some more and then lowered the bottle back to her lap. A wind had picked up outside, kicking dust into the atmosphere and dulling the blue morning sky. What were her parents doing these days? They would be nearing retirement age, probably traveling and talking about the old days. In the beginning they probably looked for her, but after awhile it would’ve become obvious that she didn’t want to be found. Not then, and not now. Except . . . 

Except once in a while, when a cool wind kicked up in the middle of December and she could still feel how it was, sitting around a Christmas tree with her parents and Shane’s parents and Shane. She stared out the hotel window, but instead of the wind-beaten sky, she saw a scene from two decades ago, heard the laughter, felt the warmth of shared love. 

What would happen if she went back now? 

She blinked, and the memory swirled into nothingness, like dust in the desert wind. It didn’t matter what would happen, because she couldn’t go back. She didn’t know the way if she wanted to. Her throat still hurt, and her eyes grew moist. She coughed. Get a grip, Lauren. 

“Come on, Gibbs. You’re tougher than this.” She pressed her hands to her eyes and inhaled sharply. “A story’s waiting.” 

She grabbed her backpack and double-checked to see that her lip balm was still inside. Then she snatched a bag of American lollipops from one of her dresser drawers. Lollipops were in high demand at orphanages. It gave her a way to connect with the kids. With that she was out the door and headed down the stairs. 

Normally with a story pending, she could shake off any memories of the past. But today it wasn’t so easy. Was it Christmas making things so difficult? Whatever it was, times like this she had to wonder which battle affected her more. The one that still raged in parts of Afghanistan. 

Or the one deep in her heart. 


FIFTEEN


Shane Galanter had been putting off the engagement party for nearly a month. But when Ellen suggested December 23, he knew he’d run out of excuses. Even the Top Gun flight school where he worked as an instructor was closed down that Friday and the following week. Fighter pilots needed a Christmas break, same as anyone. 

Maybe even more so. 

The engagement party was at the Marriott in Reno. Ellen had worked with his mother to pull it together. Eighty people in one of the hotel’s smaller banquet rooms. Shane left his car with a valet and squinted up at the building. It wasn’t true that it never rained in the desert states. That afternoon was fifty degrees with drizzle. Another reason he hated spending a Friday night in a room packed with people. 

“Here, sir.” A blond surfer kid handed him a claim check. 

“Thanks.” He stuffed it into his pocket and faced the hotel entrance. 

He wanted to marry Ellen. It wasn’t that. But throwing a party to announce their engagement seemed a little outdated. He was thirty-six, after all, and Ellen was twenty-seven. People their age were supposed to have a quiet ceremony and get on with their lives. 

He sucked in a quick breath and slipped his hands in his pocket. The party was more his mother’s idea than anything. His parents loved Ellen, the way they hadn’t loved any of his previous girlfriends. He maneuvered himself through the lobby to the bank of elevators. Not that he’d had many girlfriends. 

None that ever really mattered until now. 

Ellen Randolph, the daughter of Congressman Terry Randolph, was a Christian connected to the most powerful Republican circles in the country. Shane met her two years earlier at a congressional award dinner. He was receiving an honor for being one of the top fighter pilots in Operation Enduring Freedom. She was working for her father, and he noticed her a minute after entering the room. 

Halfway through the night, Shane saw one of the veteran flight instructors talking with her and her father. The man was one of Shane’s most respected mentors, so he made his way to the small cluster of people and managed to get an introduction. 


He and Ellen had been inseparable ever since. 

He stopped at the front desk and waited until one of the attendants looked his way. “Yes, I’m trying to find the Galanter banquet room.” 

The girl blushed as she looked at him. She was a heavy redhead with pale blue eyes. “The engagement party, right?” 

Shane smiled. “That’s the one.” 

“Let’s see.” She checked a list taped to the desk. “You’re in the Hillside Room. It’s on the tenth floor, right turn off the elevator.” She batted her lashes at him. “You by yourself?” 

He gave her a half grin. “I’m the guy getting married.” 

“Oh.” Her cheeks darkened. “Lucky girl.” 

“I guess.” He gave her a nod and headed for the elevator. It had taken him longer to get ready than he’d expected. He’d wrapped things up at the air base early that afternoon and made good time getting back to his home in La Costa. But he’d lost time after he got dressed. He was looking for a certain set of cuff links when he spotted the picture. Her picture. 

The one Lauren gave him before he moved. 

Seeing her face stopped him cold. He took hold of the photo and found his way to the recliner in the corner of his bedroom. For half an hour he held it, looking at her, studying the way her eyes seemed to look straight at him. He’d never really stopped looking for her. But over time it seemed ridiculous to keep trying so hard. He was through officer’s training and naval flight school before his father sat him down and put it to him as kindly as he could. “Son, you need to let her go. She doesn’t want to be found or you would’ve come across her by now.” 

“I’m not looking.” His answer was quick, but it wasn’t the truth. 

“You are. All of life is out there waiting for you.” His dad was sitting across from him in the apartment he was renting at the time. He leaned closer, his expression intense. “Some where out there is a woman who will love you and make you happy. If that woman was Lauren Anderson, you’d know.” 

He didn’t want to admit it, but his father’s argument made sense. He’d done everything but go door-to-door throughout all of Illinois looking for her. Still, he hated the lack of closure. The last thing he’d told Lauren Anderson was that he’d love her forever. No matter what. Nothing had happened to change that, except the obvious. She’d vanished from his life without a trace, without a single trail to follow. 

And yet, here he was, on the night of his engagement party, staring at Lauren’s picture and wondering what had happened. When his family first made the move, and it seemed only a matter of days before they could talk to each other, he had believed everything would work out after his senior year. But as months wore on without any way to contact her, he began to suspect his parents. 

“You must know how to reach them,” he’d say every few days. “Just tell me the number. It’s my life. I have to live it the way I want to. And I want Lauren.” 

But his parents always denied having any of her family’s information. “A few weeks separation was all we agreed to,” his mother would tell him. “When Angela Anderson calls with their phone number, you’ll be the first person to have it.” 

Shane shook off the memories and looked this watch. The party was starting in five minutes, and Ellen had asked him to be there half an hour early. He stepped into the elevator and pushed the button for the tenth floor. Four floors up, the lift stopped and a family of three stepped inside. They wore bathing suits and had towels draped around their shoulders. 

“Headed for the pool.” The man raised one eyebrow as if to say it wasn’t his idea. 

“Sounds like fun.” 

“What about you?” The guy surveyed him. “Christmas shindig?” 

“Engagement party.” Shane leaned against the elevator wall. “Mine.” 

“Hey — ” the man reached out and shook his hand — “congratulations.” 

“Thanks.” He smiled at the guy. His wife was busy helping one of the kids with his shoes. 

On the eighth floor the family got off. Shane watched them go, and a sudden stab of envy pierced him. He shook it off. What on earth did he have to be envious about? Just as the door was closing, a blonde woman walked past, headed in the same direction as the family. Probably another swimmer . . . 

But Shane hesitated, staring. Almost without thinking, he hit the “door open” button. There was something familiar about her. Something he didn’t quite understand — not until she looked over her shoulder. 

Shane’s breath screeched to a halt. 

Lauren! 

The girl was the mirror image of Lauren! He let go of the button, intending to step out, but the doors started to close. He slid his hand between them, stopping them. But by the time the doors opened again, she was gone. He checked his watch and frowned. This was crazy. He was already late. Still . . . He couldn’t leave without knowing. 

It was a long shot, but it was possible. Maybe she’d located him through his rank and file, or found him with the help of a private investigator. How many Shane Galanters could possibly live in the Reno, Nevada, area? Maybe she was staying at the hotel. His heart thudded hard against his chest as he darted off the elevator and jogged down the carpeted hallway. A fitness center and a spa were on opposite sides of the corridor. The pool was at the very end, and since she’d been wearing flip-flops he guessed that was the most likely place to find her. 

He passed a few kids on his way, and when he reached the pool door, he flung it open. He hurried inside and scanned the deck area. It took seconds to spot her. She was sitting next to a small-framed alderman, watching a couple of older teenage boys in the pool. Was one of them his son? The child he’d never met? Shane clearly wasn’t dressed for the pool, and because he’d rushed into the deck area, he suddenly had everyone’s attention. 

Including hers. 

Now that she was looking at him square on, he could see the obvious. It wasn’t Lauren. He gave a sheepish nod in her direction, then backed away. He was on the elevator again in less than a minute, his heart still racing. What had he been thinking? His days of searching for Lauren were over. He had Ellen now. He wasn’t supposed to still be seeing his childhood love behind the sunglasses of every blonde in Nevada. 

But for a moment, he’d been overwhelmed by the idea that the woman was Lauren — and that could mean one of the teenage boys was his. His very own son. He made a fist and banged it twice against the elevator wall. Insanity, Galanter. Pure insanity. He gave up on the idea of having kids years ago. Somewhere out there he had a child, one that was probably being raised by a kind adoptive family. Hadn’t he decided that was enough? 

He caught his breath and let his arms fall back at his sides. Cold feet, that’s all this was. He was marrying a lovely, intelligent girl, someone who would make a wonderful wife. She was articulate and excited about the politics he was passionate for. She didn’t want children, either. 

That suited him fine. Children would only remind him every day of what he could’ve had — should’ve had — with Lauren. 

He stepped off the elevator, straightened his suit jacket, and followed the signs to the Hillside Room. Half the guests were already there, mingling around the perimeter of the room. Before he had time to look for her, Ellen was at his side. She wore a conservative blue floor-length evening gown, one that subtly emphasized her figure and complimented her eyes. 

“Hi.” She eased herself into his arms and smiled at him. Her expression was soft and sexy, her attention his completely. She brought her lips to his and kissed him. It was a kiss slow enough to stir him, but brief enough to keep up the polished look of propriety that was important to both of them. She pulled back a few inches and searched his gaze. Her tone was low and teasing. “Glad you could make it.” 

“Me too.” He refused to think about the blonde at the pool. “You look wonderful. Sorry I’m late.” 

“It’s okay.” She flashed him a grin, stepped back and fell in beside him, her arm around his waist. “Come see your mother. She’s looking for you.” 

They crossed the room to a bank of windows on the other side. The view from the tenth floor was stunning. Even under gray skies, the mountains that stretched along the horizon looked spectacular. His mother was by herself, leaning on a handrail and staring out at the view. Ellen kissed his cheek this time. “I’m going to greet some of the guests.” 

“Okay.” He smiled at her as he turned toward his mom. 

Her dress was simple and elegant. She looked ten years younger than her age as she glanced at him over her shoulder. He would’ve expected her to be bubbly and ecstatic that night. It was what she’d always wanted, that he’d marry a girl like Ellen. Instead her expression was shadowed with what looked like doubt and fear. 

“Mom, you okay?” He hugged her, and then leaned on the railing next to her. He gave a low chuckle. “You’re supposed to be right there with Ellen, remember? The belles of the ball.” 

She set her chin and looked back out the window. “This is Ellen’s party, not mine.” 

He hesitated. “Hey . . . ” He slung his arm over her shoulders and gave her a light squeeze. Whatever was eating at her, it wasn’t going away. “I was just kidding.” 

“I know.” She sighed and stood a little straighter. “I’m sorry.” Her eyes narrowed, but she kept her gaze straight ahead. “I can’t get something out of my head.” 

“What?” Shane had no idea where she was headed with this. He removed his arm from her shoulders and turned just enough to see her face. His tone was still light. “Don’t tell me you changed your mind about having an engagement party.” 

“No, Shane.” She looked at him. “It’s more serious than that.” Lines webbed out from the corners of her eyes. More lines than usual. “I need to know something.” 

“Okay.” He let the humor fade from the moment. “Shoot.” 

She looked around the room, as if she wanted to make sure only the two of them could hear what she was about to say. Then her eyes locked on his. “Are you settling for Ellen, son? I need to know.” 

A strange sensation worked its way through his gut, something he couldn’t identify. Lauren’s face came to mind again, but only for an instant. He made a sound that was more exasperation than shock. “Of course not. What would make you ask that?” 

She’d always been good at reading him. Whenever she looked deep into his soul, he knew better than to hide the truth from her. And she was looking at him that way now. “Shane, the last thing I want you to do is marry someone because you think your father and I like her. That’s not the case, is it?” 

“Mother.” He raised a single eyebrow. “No offense, but you’re giving yourself a lot of credit here.” There was a small wall that went two feet up toward the window. Shane put his foot on the low sill and leaned toward his knee. “Ellen’s perfect for me. Of course I’m not settling for her. I could’ve stayed single forever if I hadn’t met her.” 

“Because of Lauren, you mean.” Her eyes softened. “Right?” 

Hearing her name brought the familiar ache. “Lauren’s out of my life.” 

She watched him, studying him. “Don’t lie to me, Shane. Please.” 

“Mom, listen to you!” Her words were like a slap in the face. “I’m not lying.” 

“Shane, you loved that girl.” She looked back at the view of the distant mountains. “I woke up this morning scared to death that you didn’t wind up with her because of something we did. Something her parents did. I just don’t want you to marry Ellen if you’re still in love with Lauren.” 

He was about to refute her again, but he couldn’t. He let the pretense fall from his eyes. “The truth is,” his voice was low, “Lauren’s gone forever. I’ve moved on. That’s why I was able to fall in love with Ellen.” 

She frowned. “You’re sure? I don’t want you doing this if you’re not sure.” 

“Mother.” This time he laughed out loud. “This is ridiculous. Really.” He reached for her hand. “Come, enjoy my engagement party with me.” 

They caught up with Ellen, and his mother stayed with his father and a few of their business associates. He and Ellen made the rounds, visiting with one cluster of their friends after another. Shane focused on matters at hand, refusing to give any real thought to his mother’s concerns. 

An hour into the party, Ellen’s father stepped up to a podium at the center of the room. He tapped the microphone, and when he was satisfied with the sound level, he welcomed everyone. 

“The occasion is certainly a wonderful one.” He flashed a smile at the crowd, the smile that had earned him a large percentage of the votes in the most recent election. “I want to go on record saying I couldn’t be happier about my daughter’s choice for her future husband.” 

A polite round of applause followed. 

Shane took hold of Ellen’s hand and squeezed it. 

Her father went on. “I think it’s clear to everyone that Shane Galanter has political potential for the GOP.” He found Ellen in the crowd and nodded at her. “I know my daughter thinks so.” 

Laughter bubbled up around the room. 

“He might be a Top Gun instructor today, but the Nevada Senate needs someone like Shane, and one day not too far from now I can see him living in the governor’s mansion.” 

This time a few hoots rippled through the crowd. Shane looked at his feet. What was Ellen’s father doing? No one had ever said anything about a political rally. He clenched his jaw. The fact that Ellen’s father viewed him as a bright spot on the Republican Party’s future road map was clear enough. The point didn’t need to be made here, as they announced their engagement. 

Besides, Shane hadn’t decided anything yet. 

He was completely supportive of the party’s platform, yes. But he enjoyed flying fighter jets, loved getting into the cockpit with a young gun and showing him the ropes. America relied heavily on her fighter pilots. Maybe teaching the next generation was enough of a contribution. 

Her father was saying, “Please help me welcome Ellen and Shane.” He stepped back and began the loudest applause yet. 

Next to Shane, Ellen beamed. She tugged on his hand. “Come on.” 

“I’m with you.” He took the lead, his head high as he nodded at friends along the way. When they reached the podium, he put his arm around Ellen and dismissed his concerns. This wasn’t the time for doubts. He smiled big at the group before him. “Ellen and I will be getting married Saturday, May 20.” He directed his grin at her, and then back to the audience. “We wanted you to be the first to know.” 

The group was warmed up now. They whistled and hollered and called for a toast. By then most of the people in attendance had glasses of champagne. Someone ran a few glasses up to Shane and Ellen, and at the same time her father returned to the microphone. 

“To Shane and Ellen. May their influence and power grow even stronger because of their relationship, and may this be a season of love and laughter as they plan their wedding day.” 

Shane had thought driving over to the hotel that a prayer might be a good idea. He and Ellen both had a strong faith, and since they’d talked about getting even more serious about their relationships with God, the engagement party seemed a good place for a group of people to pray for them. But somehow in a room full of people sipping champagne and celebrating the possibility of another Republican hero in their midst, prayer didn’t seem appropriate. Maybe later . . . Before everyone left. Maybe he’d close the night that way. 

Ellen’s father asked the crowd to return to their discussions and make sure they took a plate of food from the table at the back of the room. The next hour passed in a blur of conversations, nearly everyone of which had to do with politics. 

“Shane, you’d be perfect for the Senate,” people told him time and again. “You’d have my vote, that’s for sure.” 

Not until the party was over and he and Ellen were outside waiting for his car, did she turn to him and take playful hold of his jacket lapels. “What’d you think of Daddy’s speech?” 

Shane studied her. “His talk? The one he gave before he introduced us?” 

“Yes.” She bounced a few times, her voice giggly. “It was perfect, don’t you think?” 

He blinked. Was she saying what he thought she was saying? “What? It was set up?” 

She squealed. “Of course it was setup, silly. Nothing a politician says is accidental.” 

For a moment he stared at her. Then he looked out at the lights along the ridge of mountains and uttered a single laugh. “Was that the point of the party?” His eyes found hers again. “A chance for your dad to introduce me as the newest political hopeful?” 

Her expression fell and she settled back on her heels. “That’s what you want, isn’t it?” 

“Maybe.” He stared at her, then he paced a few steps away. When he turned to face her, his smile was a show of disbelief. “I mean, I haven’t signed my campaign contract yet, have I?” 

“Shane.” Her voice held a reprimand. “Come back here. You’re making a scene.” 

He closed the gap between them and spoke a few inches from her face. “We wouldn’t want that, would we?” His tone was just short of rude. “What would your father think?” 

“Listen.” She pointed a finger at his chest. “That speech wasn’t my father’s idea. It was mine.” 

“Yours?” Shane wanted to laugh out loud. “You asked your dad to say that without talking to me?” 

“I have talked to you.” She lifted her chin, her composure back in place. “For two years I’ve talked to you. Every time it comes up you tell me it’s your dream, running on the Republican ticket.” 

Anger rippled through his veins. “I’m excited about the party, that’s why.” He hissed the words. “And yeah, maybe I’d like to run some day.” He crossed his arms. “That doesn’t mean I need your dad making an announcement at my engagement party.” 

“He was trying to help.” For the first time since the conversation began, she sounded hurt. “We both were.” 

Guilt washed over him. Why was he fighting with her? The talk was over, done. What had it hurt that her father was proud of him? The man was as honest a politician as he’d ever known, a leader respected around the country for his values and integrity. Most men would’ve been thrilled with the sort of speech he’d given that night. 

He sighed long and hard. “Ellen.” He put his hands on her shoulders. “I’m sorry.” He pulled her into a hug. “I guess it just took me by surprise.” 

She responded to his touch and melted against him. “It’s okay.” Her cheek pressed against his chest, then she lifted her eyes to him. “You do want it, don’t you? A chance to run for office one day?” 

The right answer was yes. But standing therein the dark, his arms around her, with the damp December air thick around them, he wasn’t sure. “It sounds interesting,” he whispered against her dark hair. “I’ll have to think more seriously about it.” 

“Okay. That’s all I’m asking.” She gave him a squeeze and then stepped back. The valet was pulling up with his car. “I guess I always pictured myself married to a politician like my dad.” 

They fell silent as they climbed inside. It took half an hour to reach her place, and when he dropped her off he smiled. “Tell your dad thanks for tonight. I’m sure someday I’ll be begging him to talk to groups on my behalf.” 

Her smile lit up her eyes. “You will, Shane. And who knows how far God will let you go with it.” 

They said good-bye, and Shane drove home. He kept the radio off. The quiet suited his mood better, with all the bits of conversations playing in his mind. Most important were the expectations Ellen and her father had for him. He knew all along they were there, but tonight they’d felt like a noose around his neck. As if his thoughts about the future no longer really mattered. He would be a politician because he stood for all the right things, and because his party needed him. After tonight how could he look at it any other way? 

But other memories played in his mind as he pulled into his driveway. His mother and her sudden outpouring of guilt and doubt, for one. Most of the past two years she’d done nothing but gush about Ellen Randolph, the same way his father did. 

“A girl like that will suit you well for a lifetime,” his father had told him. “We couldn’t be happier for you, son.” 

So what had happened that would make his mother doubt his decision to marry her? And how had she known exactly what had been messing with his mind all day long? He rubbed the back of his neck as he climbed out of his car and went inside. Every now and then, Ellen joined him at his house for a movie or a late dinner. They had agreed to save their physical intimacy for after they were married. Because of that, neither of them thought it was smart to spend too much time alone. Tonight he was glad for the privacy. His thoughts left him feeling like he’d been going Mach five for two hours straight. He went to his room, changed into a pair of sweats and a T-shirt, and dropped into his recliner. 

Everything in him wanted to go to his dresser drawer and find Lauren’s picture again, let her memory keep him company and help him sort through the strange events of the night. He closed his eyes. Come on, Shane, get a grip. God, keep me focused. Lauren Anderson was gone. He couldn’t make one more decision with her in mind because she didn’t exist. Period. 

He willed himself to relax, to let his back muscles unwind against the chair. Something had been missing from the night, but he couldn’t think of what it was. He tightened his grip on the chair arms, and then it hit him. He’d forgotten to pray. There they were, a couple of supposedly strong faith, and they’d done a toast — but not a prayer. He frowned and pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. He didn’t even like champagne. 

Minutes passed and he still couldn’t unwind. Maybe his first instinct had been a good one. He should’ve avoided an engagement party altogether. That way he wouldn’t be thinking about giving up the career he maybe still loved and marrying a girl he maybe only liked. 

And he certainly wouldn’t be spending the day before Christmas Eve thinking about teenage sons and willowy blondes and the life he could’ve had. Would have had. 

If only he’d found Lauren. 


 SIXTEEN


The defender saw Emily coming across the field and she raced toward the wall to stop the pass. She reacted with a quickness that surprised even her. Breathing hard, she drew the ball back, dribbled it through another two defenders, then powered it into the net just as the buzzer sounded. 

It was her third score of the morning. A hat trick! 

She congratulated her former high school teammates. “It might be the day before Christmas, but it’s never a bad time for a game,” one of them shouted as she waved. “Tell your grandparents thanks for coming out. They’ve always been our best fans.” 

Emily saluted the gang, threw a towel around the back of her neck, and grabbed her gear bag. Her grandparents had a full day lined up for them. Last-minute shopping and an early Christmas Eve service. Playing soccer on Christmas Eve morning was a last-minute plan, but it came together just fine. 

A group of girls she’d played with through high school were home for Christmas break. Since the current high school soccer team was always looking for a challenge, they put together a scrimmage at the indoor arena. Emily’s squad included three college players. They beat the high scholars, 8 – 2. 

She found her grandparents sitting in the bleachers on the other side of the Plexiglas wall. “Well,” she panted, “what did you think?” 

Her grandpa was slow getting up. He looked pale and thinner than usual. Emily studied him. Or maybe it was only his new navy Christmas sweater making him look that way. His eyes sparkled in her direction. “I think I love watching you play.” He walked toward her and held out his hand. “You’re poetry in motion out there, sweetheart.” 

“Sorry it had to be on Christmas Eve.” She fell in beside him, but glanced back at her grandma. “I know you have lots to do today.” 

“It’s okay.” Grandma caught up with them. “It makes me miss the days when you were in high school.” She smiled at the two of them. “We had four or five games a week.” 

“Special times, for sure.” Her grandpa patted her shoulder. “I’m gonna hate it when you play your last game.” 

“That won’t be for a while.” Her grandparents had been to all her home games that college season and a few on the road. “You still have three more years to put up with my schedule.” 

They fell into a comfortable quiet as they made their way to the car. Emily needed to shower, so she stayed home while her grandparents shopped. The afternoon flew by and the Christmas Eve service was beautiful. The pastor talked about looking for God’s fingerprints. 

“Miracles still happen today,” he told them. “God in the flesh? The king of Kings lying in a humble manger?” He smiled at them and held his hands out. “What about you? A healed marriage? A healthy family? A job you love?” He paused, his voice expectant. “Every one of us has been witness to a whole host of miracles. But what will it be this Christmas? Lift that thing to God and let the Lord of all creation meet you near the manger. Let Him have a chance to work a miracle in your life once again.” 

The choir sang a haunting version of “O Holy Night.” In the midst of it, Emily bowed her head and closed her eyes. God, You know what I need,  You know the miracle I’m asking for. 

Daughter,  I’m with you. 

The familiar peace ran through her veins, softening her heart and soul to the presence of the Holy Spirit. Martha, the pianist, was finishing the song and leading into another, the song they always finished with every Christmas Eve service, “Silent Night.” Emily opened her eyes as she let the words fill her. Especially the last part. “Sleep in heavenly peace . . . sleep in heavenly peace.” 

Back at home, Emily and her grandparents sat around the Christmas tree and opened one present — their Christmas Eve tradition. Emily’s gift was a new pair of pajamas, same as every Christmas Eve. She giggled and held them up. They were fuzzy and warm, perfect for the coming winter. 

Her grandparents opened one gift from each other. Both packages held new pairs of socks. When they’d cleaned up the wrapping paper and exchanged hugs and conversation, Emily bid them good night. “I want lots of energy for tomorrow.” 


“Emily.” Her grandma lifted her brow and wagged a finger at her. “You won’t be sleeping. You want Togo through the box, right?” 

She winced and gave a little nod. “Is that okay?” Emily couldn’t wait to spend time alone with her mother’s photos and yearbooks. She touched her grandma’s elbow. “Maybe I’ll find something we can look at tomorrow.” 

Her grandma’s smile was genuine. “That’d be fine, honey. Take your time. Christmas morning can start as late as you’d like.” 

Before she went to bed, they stood near the tree and held hands. Her grandpa led them in prayer. 

“This Christmas is a special one, God. We canal feel it. Please help us find the miracle near the manger this year. The one the pastor referred to.” He hesitated, his voice thick. “I think we could really use one. We love you, Lord. In Christ’s name.” 

Emily kissed them both and went up to her room. With the door shut behind her, she pulled the box close to her bed again, sat down on the edge, and began taking things from inside. The framed photo — the one she’d already seen — she set gently near the wall to make room for everything else in the box. Next was a photo album. She picked it up and opened it on her lap. It smelled musty from being in the garage all those years. 

“Wow, Mom.” She ran her finger under each of the first photos, beneath which her mother had written a caption. “Look how much you cared.” 

The pictures started when her mom was in middle school. There were several shots of her with her girlfriends, and Emily studied her mother closely. If her mother’s eyes were any indication, she was happy, popular with her friends. 

Her light blonde hair hung straight and halfway down her back through most of those early years. Toward the center of the album, her hair got a little shorter, and a boy started appearing in the pictures with her. A smile tugged at Emily’s lips. The boy was her father — head to be. He had the same dark hair and eyes she saw every morning in the mirror. But he was skinny and about an inch shorter than her mother. 

Even so, there was no denying how they felt about each other. It was palpable throughout the photo album. Even back then nothing could’ve kept them apart. “Look at you, Dad.” She laid her hand on his picture. “The other guys are hanging out together somewhere, but there’s you. Right next to Mom.” 

The captions grew even more precious toward the back of the book. There was a picture with her dad handing her mother a dandelion. Her mom had written, “Shane is the most romantic guy in eighth grade. Even if I am allergic to dandelions.” 


On the very last page, she found something that made her gasp. The entire sheet was a letter her dad wrote to her mom. Her mother must’ve hidden the letter there, because the page was stuck at the back, where most people might not look. 


Dear Lauren, I don’t think people are supposed to feel this way in eighth grade. All our friends are doing stupid stuff,  having their friends ask a girl out for them. You know, that kind of thing. But I feel like I could marry you tomorrow.  I’m not even kidding. 

Emily put her fingers to her lips. “Dad.. . you were so smitten.” 

I don’t know if I wanna graduate because that means going to high school. And high school means more people to deal with. All the senior guys will fall over each other to get to know you. Anyway, that’s all right, ‘cause I’m never going to leave you. Not ever. Love you, Lauren. Yours, Shane. 


Yours, Shane?

Emily cooed. “You guys were so cute.” Her parents were adorable as kids. How could this have been in the garage all those years when she would’ve given anything to know some of these details? She closed the album and set it aside. The next few items in the box were framed photographs. One showed her parents dressed in sports gear, only it looked like her mother was the football player and her father was cheerleader. She squinted at the picture. Yes, a cheerleader with eye makeup. 

Emily giggled, but she kept her voice hushed. The rest of the lights in the house were off now, and she didn’t want to wake her grandparents. She looked at the picture again. What were her parents doing? She spotted something in the background. A carved pumpkin sitting on the porch. Of course, the outfits were costumes. Her parents had probably been invited to a Halloween party. 

But even more noticeable than the uniforms was the now-familiar look in their eyes. Like they were born to be together. She set the pictures aside and pulled out a journal. Her fingers trembled as she set the photo album down. It was time to read one of her journals. Emily took hold of the nearest one. She’d waited all of her life for whatever lay between the covers — the short stories and journal entries her grandma had mentioned — because then she’d have the answer she’d been looking for. The answer about whether her mother had a passion for writing, the way she did. 

She held the journal, fingering the cover. These pages held an inside look at her mother’s heart. Something she’d wanted for as far back as she could remember. Emily frowned, wishing she didn’t feel so . . . guilty. Journals were private. She’d kept a little pink diary in second grade, then later on, a full-size journal. Page after page of stories and personal reflections and letters to the Lord. No one had ever read any of them. 

Until now. 

Emily bit her lip and balanced the journal on her lap, then she exhaled and opened the cover. As she did, her guilt faded. Of course she could read her mother’s journals. They might well offer the only chance to get to know her. 

The first entry was dated spring 1985. 


Shane and I talked about love. Real love. We both think it’s weird that our parents don’t understand how we feel about each other. They act like we’re a couple of kids who have no clue what love is. But here’s what I’ve learned when I’m with Shane. Real love waits in the snow on your front porch so you can walk to school together in the fifth grade. It brings you a chocolate bar when you fall and finish last in the seventh grade Olympics. 

Real love whispers something in the middle of algebra about your pink fingernail polish so that you don’t forget how to smile when you’re doing math, and it saves a seat for you in the lunchroom every Friday through high school. Even when the other baseball players think you’re stupid. Real love has time to listen to your hopes and dreams when your parents are too busy with the PTA or the auxiliary club or the business they run at the local bank. 

Real love stays up late on a Saturday making chocolate chip cookies together, flicking flour at you and getting eggshells in the batter and making sure you’ll remember that night the rest of your life. And real love thinks you’re pretty even when your hair is pulled back in a ponytail and you don’t stand perfectly straight. Real love is what I have with Shane. I just wanted to say so. 


Emily blinked, suddenly aware of tears on her cheeks. She was overwhelmed with the enormity of the find. But more than that, she was struck breathless by her parents’ feelings for each other. She wanted to read the entry again, but she was driven to turn the page, to capture another glimpse of her mother’s life as a teenager. 

What she found as she traveled the pages was a love that she hadn’t known about before, a love between her parents that was both triumphant and tragic. Triumphant because it was the picture of how love was supposed to be: patient and kind, trusting and hopeful. Never mind their ages, her mom and dad had known about love. But tragic, because it hadn’t lasted, because they’d lost each other, and as far as any of them knew, they’d never found each other again. 

The last entries in her mother’s journal must’ve been written after her dad left for California. One in particular caught Emily’s attention. 


I’m so mad at my parents. I hate them. They told me they’d leave a forwarding message when they disconnected our old phone service. It should’ve told anyone who called the house what our new number was. That way Shane could reach me and then he could give me his number. 

But now they’re telling me the recording isn’t working yet. The worst part is this feeling I have that my mom and dad lied to me. Maybe, because shouldn’t it be working by now?

My baby’s due in a few weeks and I’m convinced Shane’s parents and my parents don’t want us together anymore. The thing that makes me most afraid is that if they really do feel that way, I think they could keep us apart. How would I know where to get his phone number? How would he know where to get mine? I can only pray that somehow, someway he finds me soon. I can’t stand being without him. 


“Mom.” It was as though Emily were sitting across from her mother. She looked out her window at the dark, snowy sky. “Did you ever find him again? Did Dad ever call you?” 

She ached for the loss her parents suffered. For the first time she considered the possibility that maybe her grandparents had played some role in separating her parents. The idea seemed crazy, but why else wouldn’t they help figure out the phone number situation in the weeks before her birth? 

She looked at the clock and she felt a slow smile creep up her cheeks. It was after midnight, which meant it was Christmas. A quiet, silent Christmas morning, and already — even with the sadness of all her parents had lost — she could see one very obvious miracle in her mind, lying near the manger. The miracle of her parents’ love, a love that shone as bright as the star of Bethlehem. And in the glow of that light, she begged God for an even bigger miracle. 

That she would be used not only to find her parents, but to bring them back together again. 


SEVENTEEN


The meeting Angela had been dreading was about to take place.

She and Bill woke earlier than usual and made Emily her favorite breakfast: cinnamon French toast with scrambled eggs. She came down groggy and smiling, her pink padded slippers scuffling along the floor. “Hey.” She gave Bill a hug first and then crossed the kitchen to hug Angela. “You guys are so sweet. Christmas never ends around here.” 

The words pierced Angela’s heart. It would end soon enough. In about an hour, she guessed. Emily was chattering on about what a wonderful Christmas day it had been and how much she liked her new sweaters and her cute purse. 

Her chatter was like music. If only they could hold on to that innocence, that joy. 

“You were up late again.” Angela studied Emily. “Are you finding what you wanted to know?” 

“I am.” She lowered her chin, her look a mix of gratitude and apology. “You can join me any time, Grandma. But thanks for letting me see it all first.” Her eyes shone. “I feel like I actually know Mom now.” Her smile faded some. “At least the way she was as a teenager.” 

“Yes.” Angela’s throat ached. This was too much. All the memories of Lauren, the terrible awareness of what was coming . . . She didn’t want to cry, not yet. “Yes, your mother was quite something back then. Never rebellious or sarcastic, the way so many teenagers are today.” She leaned over and kissed Emily’s cheek. “She was a lot like you in that way.” 

“Well, I need a little background music.” Bill stood and slipped his Mitch Miller CD back into the player. A few seconds passed, and then the sweet refrains of “White Christmas” filled the room. “I always say Christmas songs should play till January 1.” He did a little soft-shoe shuffle on the living room carpet. Then he smiled at the two of them. “That’s what I’m talking about.” 

Emily giggled and waltzed her way into the living room, where she took her grand pa’s hand and let him twirl her between the sofa and the television. Their voices mingled, a sound that was glorious, and not because either of them could sing on key. Angela watched them, mesmerized, fighting the sorrow struggling to overtake her. 

Precious moments like this needed to be savored, because if the doctors were right their time together would end all too soon. But oh, if only they could go on this way another ten years. And how she wished Bill had danced like that with Lauren. What if he’d been more concerned with making memories than protecting her from Shane’s parents? 

Angela needed to flip the last batch of French toast, but she couldn’t draw herself away from the picture they made. Bill and Emily, waltzing around the room, knocking into a bookcase and stepping on each others’ toes. Their singing eventually dissolved to giggles, and before the song ended, they were doubled over, laughing hard at themselves. 

They each worked their way to a standing position. With their arms around each others’ shoulders, they danced back into the kitchen. Angela pointed to the cupboard, ignoring the way her stomach hurt. “We’re ready for the plates.” 

Breakfast was more of the same, smiles and laughter and shared memories of Christmases long past. All the while, Angela gave Bill anxious glances. If only they could avoid what was coming, if they could just continue to breeze through the day, enjoying the light of Emily’s presence. But that just wasn’t an option. 

When the dishes were cleared, Angela made three cups of coffee, passed them out, and directed her attention to her granddaughter. “We need to talk, Emily.” She looked at Bill. “Let’s go sit in the living room.” 

Emily’s expression was blank. She looked from Angela to Bill and back again. “Is something wrong?” 

“Yes.” It was time to get to the heart of the matter. “Something is wrong, honey.” She led the way into the living room. “Come sit down.” 

Bill took his usual seat, the recliner closest to the television. His cheeks were still full of color from the dance and the laughter. Angela felt a surge of hope. He hadn’t looked this well in months. Emily moved slowly, probably because she was caught off guard at the possibility that anything could be wrong. 

Angela sat on one end of the tweed sofa and Emily took the other, fidgeting, her eyebrows knit together. All that athletic energy made her struggle with sitting still. That was always the case, but it was especially difficult when something serious was at hand. 

“Okay.” Emily’s tone was a mix of hurt and fear. “So what’s wrong? And how come you didn’t say anything until now?” 

“I’m going to let your papa tell you.” Angela swallowed the lump in her throat. She folded her hands and bit her lip, unable to say another word without losing control. 

Emily slid to the edge of the sofa, her eyes locked on Bill’s. “What, Papa? Tell me.” 

“Well, honey.” Bill coughed and his chin quivered. He shaded his eyes with his hands but only for a few seconds. “See . . . I have cancer.” His eyes welled up, but he managed a sad, crooked sort of smile. “Doc says I’ve got about two months.” 

Emily was on her feet. The color drained from her face and she began to shake. “Two months?” She took a few steps in his direction, stopped, and took a step toward the front door. Another stop, and a step toward the sofa again. She looked like she wasn’t sure if she should run out the door and scream or run to her grandpa and hold him tight. Finally she looked over her shoulder at Angela. “Two months? How long . . . how long have you known about this?” 

“The doctors have been running tests for a few weeks.” Angela blinked back the tears, but it didn’t help. Her voice cracked all the same. “They told us the Thursday before you came home. It’s all through his body, honey. It’s very aggressive.” 

Emily went to Bill and stood near his chair, her hand on his shoulder. “But, Papa, you look so good. You — ” she gestured toward the CD player — “you can sing and dance and laugh.” Her eyes found Angela again. “Maybe there’s been a mistake.” 

Angela understood the hope in her grand daughter’s voice. Hadn’t she felt the same way when the doctors told them the results of the tests? But like the doctors, she had to be honest. “There’s no mistake. From the first test they told us this was possible.” 

Emily shook her head. “What about surgery? What about chemo or radiation or something. I mean — ” she shot an anxious look at Angela — “we can’t just take a death sentence and not fight it, right?” 

“Honey, MRIs don’t lie. We had the tests read by three doctors. The reports came in Thursday and Friday, but we wanted to wait until after Christmas to tell you.” Her eyes met her husband’s. “That was your papa’s wish.” 

He reached for Emily’s hand, and she leaned down, hugging him even as the tears broke free. “No, Papa, no. I still need you.” 

His arms closed around her. “I still need you, too, honey.” 

That was all Angela could take. She covered her face with her hands and wept. And across the room she could hear Bill and Emily weeping too. From somewhere in the midst of her pain, Angela heard her granddaughter mumble something about God being in control, and miracles, and how quickly everything would have to come together now. And her sweet Bill was saying something about strength and prayer and feeling healthy enough to fight the cancer. Angela wasn’t getting all of it, but she understood why. She couldn’t hear it over the loudest sound of all. 

The sound of her breaking heart. 
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It was some horrible nightmare. It had to be. 

Even after she finished helping her grandma with the dishes, and after her grandparents had gone to their room for an early nap, Emily still couldn’t believe it. 

Papa had cancer? Okay, he looked a little pale and maybe thinner than usual. But that could be a good thing, couldn’t it? Maybe the doctors were wrong. Everyone’s MRI couldn’t possibly be the same. Maybe her grandpa had the sort of blood and bones that tricked machinery like the MRI. She went to her room, sat on her bed cross-legged, and tried to concentrate. Suppose the news was true and her grandpa had only a few months to live. If that was the case, she couldn’t wait another day. She couldn’t take her time sorting through the box her mother left behind. 

They were in a race now. And time wasn’t going to win. 

The miracle she was praying for wasn’t just to find her mom and eventually her dad, but to help her mom make peace with her grandparents. Which meant if it didn’t happen in the next few months, it might not happen at all. 

She pressed her hands against the sides of her head, shutting out everything but the problem at hand. The cardboard box sat near the end of her bed. It held hours and hours of fascinating, heart-wrenching mementos, but did it really hold any clues to finding her mother or father? It was still only the day after Christmas, so nothing official would be open yet, which meant she had no way to make phone calls that might offer a clue to her mother’s whereabouts. 

So be it. She’d use this day to get through the box. Just in case something vital lay hidden. She’d already gone through a third of the contents. Most of it she’d stacked along the far wall, out of the way so nothing would be bumped or kicked or stepped on. Now she lifted another photo album from the box and scanned it. She could come back and savor it later. 

Two more smaller photo albums were next, and then she found another journal. Again she skimmed, though anything her mother had written had far more potential for holding a clue of some sort. Maybe mention of a favorite place where she and Lauren’s dad wanted to live when they were older, or something she’d always wanted to do, a place where she wanted to work. Anything that would shine a light on a trail, no matter how narrow that trail might be. 

“Come on, Mom, show me something.” 

More framed photos and a stack of yearbooks were next. It was all Emily could do to pass over them, to place them in another stack by her wall until later. But the minute she removed the last yearbook, she felt her mouth fall open. A slight gasp escaped her as she reached into the bottom of the carton. 

Notebooks. 

One after another. Emily’s heart raced. These had to be the notebooks her grandma had told her about. The journals held no short stories, so maybe they were here in the notebooks. The ones her mother was always writing in. 

A chill ran down Emily’s back as she lifted the stack of them — maybe twenty in all — and placed them on her bed. They wouldn’t be journals. Her mother seemed to like journaling in hardback books with lined paper and pretty covers. These were simple, ordinary spiral notebooks. She opened the first one and scanned the front page. Half of it was taken up by oversized handwritten letters that read: 


The Greatest Walk

by Lauren Gibbs


Emily frowned and ran her thumb over the words. It was indeed a short story, but who was Lauren Gibbs? If her mother wrote these stories, then why had she used a different last name? Whose last name was it, anyway? She let her eyes move down the page to the beginning of the story. 


A sidewalk can be many things to many people. But for Rudy Johnson, in the summer of 1985, the sidewalk was his path to freedom . . . 


Emily flipped the pages, one at a time. The story went on for half the notebook. She turned back to the beginning and studied the title page again. Lauren Gibbs? Had a cousin or a friend of her mother’s written the story? Emily’s eyes narrowed. The story was written by hand, so all she had to do was compare handwriting styles. 

She jumped to her feet and grabbed one of her mother’s journals from the floor. In a rush she opened the journal, laying it side by side with the notebook. She compared the printing styles, then the cursive. Both had y’s that dropped low on the line and i’s with tiny circles where the dot should be. It didn’t take a detective to see that the writing was from the same person. No question about it. Her mother wrote the short story. 

So where did Lauren Gibbs come from? 

Emily checked the back of the notebook for more stories, details, anything. It was empty, so she set it to the side and opened the second notebook. The title area on the first page read: 


A Summer Sunset

by Lauren Gibbs


Emily’s heart began to pound. Whatever it was with Gibbs, her mother hadn’t merely pretended to be someone else for a single story. She sifted through the entire stack, checking the first page of each notebook. When she was finished, there were goose bumps on her arms. 

Every single one was written by Lauren Gibbs. 

She swallowed hard and straightened the stack. The name was worth asking about, at least. She was about to stand up and go find her grandparents when something else caught her attention. On the front of one of the notebooks, her mom had scribbled this: 


Lauren Anderson loves Shane Galanter. 


Only something looked different about it. Emily stared at the sentence for nearly three minutes before it finally hither. She had always spelled her father’s name Galenter. She’d never asked her grandparents, not when their conversations about the past were almost entirely taken up by questions about her mother. Somewhere along the years she must’ve seen her dad’s name scribbled somewhere and assumed she was reading an e where an a should’ve been. 

A fountain of possibility welled within her. She raced to her door, flung it open — and hesitated. It was just past three and the house was quiet. She tiptoed down the stairs and peeked into her grandparents’ room. They were both on the bed, still sleeping. She could ask them about the spelling later. She zipped back up the stairs and went into the office, the room that used to belong to her mother. 

She flicked on the computer, pulled out the chair, and sat down. “Hurry,” she ordered it. “Warm up, already.” Her eyes stayed glued to the screen while she massaged her calves. They were still sore from the soccer game the other day, a reminder that she needed to get out and jog. But she couldn’t think clearly about anything — not even breathing — until she at least ran a check. 

She’d have to ask her grandma about the Lauren Gibbs thing. Maybe there was a family member who had that name, or a friend out in California. It was the best clue in the entire box, and even then it might be nothing. But her father’s name? That was huge. Now that she knew the right spelling, she couldn’t wait to Google it. 

The computer was up and ready. Next she signed onto the Internet and waited. Her grandparents had a blazing fast connection, and she was online in seconds. She found the search line and took a deep breath. “Okay, here goes.” Her father’s name was familiar to her, because she’d typed it into a search engine hundreds of times, easily, before she finally gave up. But now . . . 

Once more she typed in S-h-a-n-e G-a-l-e-n-t-e-r, just in cased she’d missed something all these years. 

The results came up instantly and there in the top corner it said . . . 

Her mouth hung open. How come she hadn’t seen it before? At the top of the page it read, “Did you mean: Shane Galanter?” 

She exhaled hard and exaggerated. “Yes. I meant that, okay?” She clicked the link beneath the correct spelling of his name. Another list came up and Emily felt her heart in her throat. Somewhere in this list of possibilities might lie the information that would lead her to her father. She scanned the few lines of details for the first four websites. Shane Galanter wasn’t exactly a common name, but still there were a few hundred entries. The first one was for a Shane Galanter, president of a pest control company. 

“Pest control?” Emily wrinkled her nose. “You wouldn’t be doing pest control, would you, Dad?” She clicked the link and a home page covered with spiders filled the screen. Once every few seconds a cockroach scurried across the page. Emily shuddered. Bugs were the worst. But where was a picture of this Shane Galanter who owned the company? 

She scanned the page and near the top she saw a link that said “Contact Me.” 

“Okay, I will.” She clicked the words and another page popped up. This one had the smiling face of a black man. Next to the photo it said, “Shane Galanter has what you need for pest control!” 

Emily blew at a piece of her dark hair. “One down.” 

She hit the back button and returned to the list of websites. One was a playwright, with a photo of a white-haired man in his seventies. Emily returned to the list once more. “Two down.” 

The next Shane Galanter ran track at Azusa Pacific University. Just for fun, she clicked the link and found his picture. “Hmm.” She raised an eyebrow at the online photo. “You’re cute, but you’re not my dad.” 

The fourth website had the words Top Gunfight instructor next to Shane Galanter. Emily angled her head. “Interesting . . . ” She clicked the link, but this time there was no photograph. The page was a listing of personnel at a naval air base outside Reno, Nevada. She clicked the link and read a few paragraphs. In the late 1990s, the Top Gun fighter pilot training academy moved to Nevada, but it was still called Top Gun. Like the old 1980s movie. 

Was her dad an instructor for fighter pilots? Her grandma had said he came from a wealthy family, a family involved in banking and investments. Papa said Shane’s parents had plans for him to be a businessman. Most likely that’s what he had become. She grabbed a pad of paper and scribbled down the information. 

She went back to the list of search results again and found a few more possibilities. One Shane Galanter managed a grocery store in Utah, and another served as president of the Boys and Girls Club in Portland, Oregon. She wrote down the details for both, and for one more: a Shane Galanter selling insurance in Riverside, California. 

“Perfect!” She stared at her list of details. “One in California!” 

The hope inside her doubled. It was Sunday, and with so few Shane Galanters, she could start making phone calls in the morning. Her dad was thirty-six, just like her mom. And she could describe him over the phone or fax a photo if she had to. She looked out the window at the setting sun. Morning couldn’t come fast enough. 

From downstairs, she heard her grandparents up and moving around. She was on her feet instantly, racing out the room and headed for them. “Grandma! Papa!” Her stocking feet slipped and she nearly lost her balance as she rounded the corner into the kitchen. Adrenaline poured through her body, leaving her out of breath by the time she anchored herself at the kitchen counter and looked from one of them to the other. “I found something.” 

“You did?” Her grandma was putting a tray of leftover turkey into the oven. Even cold, the smell filled the kitchen. “What’d you find?” 

Emily ran her tongue over her lips. Her throat was dry. She looked at her grandpa and then shifted her eyes to her grandma again. “What do you know about the name Lauren Gibbs?” 

Her grandma frowned, and her grandpa’s expression went slack. He spoke first. “Never heard of her.” 

Emily’s hope leaked from her soul like air from a punctured tire. “Never?” 

“Me neither.” Her grandma pulled a serving fork from the drawer in the island and set it on the counter. “Where’d you see that, sweetheart? Was it something your mother wrote about?” 

She pulled out one of the bar stools and sat down. “It was the name she wrote all her short stories under.” Emily used her hands to show the size of the stack of notebooks she’d looked through. “Mom had tons of short stories, Grandma.” She looked at her grandpa. “Every one of them has a title and under that it says, ‘By Lauren Gibbs.’ ” 

“Lauren Gibbs?” Her grandma stopped moving and wrinkled her nose. “Why in the world would she do that?” 

“Wait a minute.” At the other side of the kitchen, her grandpa leaned against the refrigerator and waved a finger in the air. He looked at the two of them, one at a time. “Angie, you remember that book Lauren read when she was, I don’t know, maybe twelve or thirteen?” 

Her grandma released a single baffled laugh. “Honey, I didn’t keep track of the books Lauren read. Besides — ” she took as tack of plates from the cupboard — “that was twenty-three years ago.” 

“I know, but I remember her telling me about it. At least . . . I think I do.” He squeezed his eyes shut, as if he was trying to take himself back to that time, to remember every detail. When he blinked open, his eyes were brighter. “Yes, I remember exactly. It was one of her favorites. Every few nights she’d come find me and read a chapter out loud.” He looked at his wife. “Remember?One of the characters in that book was Lauren Gibbs.” 

“Really?” Emily felt the thrill of discovery course through her again. She crossed the kitchen and pulled a series of salads and side dishes out of the fridge. There were six in all, and she set them on the counter opposite the oven. 

“It doesn’t sound even a little familiar.” Her grandma slid the green bean casserole into the microwave. She wiped her hands on her apron and turned to her husband. “Did Lauren say something about it?” 

“Yes.” He punctuated the air in front of him. “I remember now. She told me she loved the name Lauren Gibbs. She liked something about the character, I guess. I remember her saying something about being that way when she grew up.” 
“So what was the book, Papa?” Emily went to him, her eyes wide as she searched his. “Maybe that’d give us another clue.” 
He squinted at nothing in particular and waited for several seconds. Then he shook his head and looked at her. “I can’t remember.” 
Emily didn’t care. At least it was something to go on. Then there was her father’s name, the way it was supposed to be spelled. Over dinner she told them about the Shane Galanters detailed on the website. 
“A flight instructor?” Her grandma set her fork down. “What was the other one?” 
“An insurance guy from California.” 
“I’d put money on the insurance guy, if it’s either of them.” Papa looked tired. His words lacked the energy they’d held even half an hour earlier. “Samuel Galanter’s son wouldn’t have joined the navy. Not with the business plans that man had for his son.” 
“I’d have to agree.” Her grandmother gave Emily a guarded smile. “But sweetheart, you need to be realistic. There’s no reason Shane’s name has to be on the Internet. You know that, right?” 
“Yes.” Emily looked at her nearly full plate. She was far too excited to think about eating. Her eyes found her grandma’s again. “It’s a long shot.” She smiled. “But that’s what a miracle is, right?” 
“Right.” Her grandma’s expression softened. “I guess maybe it’s time I believed in long shots too.” 
That night, after they’d watched a movie and talked a little bit more about her papa’s cancer, Emily turned in early. She lay in her bed staring at the ceiling, willing the clock to speed past the hours so she could start checking out the Shane Galanters on her list. But that wasn’t what filled her mind. She couldn’t stop thinking about her mother and the book she’d told Papa about, and how she’d been crazy about the name Lauren Gibbs. Crazy enough to use it as her pen name for every one of her short stories. 
“God — ” she turned onto her side so she could see out the window — “there has to be something in that box besides a bunch of short stories, doesn’t there? Can you help me find what I need?Please?” She thought about her grandpa and the battle that had just begun. “I don’t have much time, Lord.” 
Usually when she talked to God, a peace filled her from the inside out. That was true this time, also, but there was something else. An urging grew within her . . . as if she’d stumbled onto something important. 
Now all she had to figure out was what, exactly, it was. 


EIGHTEEN


The orphanage story turned out to be more than a sentimental feature.

On Lauren’s first visit to the badly damaged building, where a hundred children were housed, she assumed the story was obvious. Capture a detailed look at the children orphaned by war, make it heartfelt, and get it in before her Friday deadline. The feature part of the story had gone as anticipated, and the staff at the New York office was thrilled with the piece. 

“This story would make a right-winger do an about-face,” her editor told her. “It’s a five-hanky read for sure.” 

That would’ve been enough, especially combined with the amazing photo-essay Scanlon pulled together during their day with the children. But during lunch, one of the workers carrying a water pitcher came up and whispered something in her ear. 

“Some of the babies are American.” 

Then the worker looked around, her eyes darting about as if she could be in danger for what she’d just said. “They were fathered by American soldiers.” 

Lauren wanted to react, but she kept cool. She smiled and pointed to her sandwich and nodded, as if the woman’s comment had something to do with the food on her plate. Then she whispered, “I’ll meet you outside in five minutes.” 

The woman refilled Lauren’s water, nodded, then moved on down the line. At the right time, Lauren excused herself from the table and found Scanlon. “I’ll be right back.” 

“Where’re you going?” He looked nervous. For the past eighteen months he’d taken on the unspoken role of bodyguard for her. She was an easy American target because of her pale blonde hair and her involvement in every facet of life in Afghanistan. Her editors had warned her about being alone, since Westerners were still often the focus of kidnappings for ransom or political favors. 

“I’ll be fine.” She nodded to the courtyard outside the orphanage. “One of the workers needs to talk to me.” 

Scanlon arched a brow, then shifted from one foot to the other and adjusted his camera. “I’ll be here if you need me.” 

“Okay.” She squeezed his shoulder and gave him a quick grin. Then she worked her way through the main room, stopping to chat with three children. When she reached the door, she stretched and drew a deep breath. She looked around — no one seemed to be watching her. Once outside, she spotted the worker near a broken brick wall. The wind was howling, and the woman had a veil over her nose and mouth. She still had the water pitcher in her hand, and Lauren realized she was standing near a leaky tap. Lauren went to her, glancing over her shoulder to make sure they were alone. 

“This big,” the woman said in broken English. “Your people say Americans here help us.” She nodded. “Some yes. Some no. Some sleep with our women and make babies.” She pointed back to the orphanage. “American babies have no place here. No one wants them.” 

Lauren was horrified. Why hadn’t the idea occurred to her before? There were thousands of U.S. soldiers in Afghanistan, most of them men. Of course some of them must be having their way with the local women. They probably figured it was one way to spend a weekend. No doubt some of the women were willing parties to that sort of carousing. But until now it hadn’t occurred to her that those women might’ve gotten pregnant. 

“Why not keep the babies?” She looked again at the doorway. No one was watching them. 

The woman’s eyes grew horrified and she shook her head. “No babies when no husband. Not okay.” 

Right. Women in Afghanistan might be out from beneath the veil, but there were still social codes they had to live by. Being single and pregnant was probably akin to leprosy in biblical times. Another gust of silty air blew across the courtyard, and Lauren shielded her face. When it passed she squinted at the woman. “How do they get their babies here? And what happens to the babies next?” 

“There is more.” The woman looked around and took a step closer. “I meet you here two weeks. Two weeks. Then I tell rest of story.” 

The two weeks had passed quickly. A flare-up violence near the hill country took her and Scanlon away from the apartment for three days after Christmas. Twice they were close enough to the action that she wondered about her sanity. Journalists liked to think of themselves as invincible, mere spectators to the sport of war. But that wasn’t true. Lauren was well aware that a number of reporters had lost their lives since the war began more than two years ago. 

Now it was January 5, and she and Scanlon caught a ride back to the orphanage. So far she hadn’t reported on the situation. She wanted all the details before she wrote it for the magazine. I fit played out the way she thought it might, the story could wind up on the cover. American soldiers leaving a generation of orphans behind? It’d be the top story for a month. 

The road to the orphanage was dotted with potholes, and she and Scanlon bounced along in the backseat. It was another sunny day, dry and windy the way it had been for the past month. The air was cooler than last time she and Scanlon made the trip out, but not by much. The two of them still wore shorts and tank tops. Next to her, Scanlon looked out the window and exhaled hard. “I have a funny feeling about this story.” 

“Me too.” She picked up her worn shoulder bag and sifted through it. For stories like this she needed more than paper. She had a tape recorder and a supply of fresh tapes and batteries. She looked at Scanlon. “I have the feeling it’ll be the biggest story to come out of Afghanistan in a year.” 

He shook his head and narrowed his eyes, seeing past her into the barren hillsides beyond the narrow roadway. “Not that sort of feeling.” His eyes found hers. “Why couldn’t she give you the story when you were there the first time?” He nodded toward the road ahead. “We have to get another driver, make the hour-long trip a second time.” He paused and looked at the road ahead of them. “Seems weird to me.” 

“Scanlon, you worry too much.” Lauren scrounged in her bag again and pulled out a bottle of sunscreen. A pair of flies was buzzing around the back window and she waved them off. “The woman was scared to death. Another five minutes with me and she would’ve fainted from fear.” 

“Okay.” He put his arm up along the back of the seat and leaned against the door. “I still feel funny.” 

“Well you can feel funny all day long.” She patted his knee. “Just get pictures of those air-skinned babies in the back room.” 

“Did you see them? I mean, do you know where they are?” 

“Of course not.” She rubbed lotion onto her right leg and worked it down to her ankle. “That’s part of why we’re going back. The woman has more information, and then I’m going to convince her to let me have a look.” 

“Good luck.” His eyes danced and he shook his head. “The woman’s scared to talk to you and you think she’ll give you a tour of the back room?” He nodded. “If we get that far, don’t worry. I’ll get a hundred pictures.” His smile faded. “Just be careful, Lauren.” 

“Always.” They didn’t talk for the rest of the ride. Lauren could hardly wait to get inside, not just to talk with the worker, but because she wanted to see the children. She had several favorites already, kids who had bonded with her the last time she was there. Her bag held another supply of lollipops. If Scanlon didn’t mind, she’d stay into the afternoon visiting with them. 

When they pulled into the long driveway that led to the isolated building, they paid their driver and climbed out. He had nowhere to go, he told them. No other jobs. He pulled his car next to a scraggly tree and rolled down the windows. “I ready when you are.” 

“Thank you.” Lauren smiled at him and tapped her watch. “Could be many hours.” 

“Okay.” He put his hands together and held them along the side of his face. “I sleep here.” 

“Good.” Lauren nodded at him, and she and Scanlon headed inside. The kids were playing in the courtyard and scattered throughout the main room. If today was like the other day, they would have lunch in fifteen minutes or so. 

They were inside for less than a minute when a man approached them. He hadn’t been around the other day. “Hello, I’m Feni.” His accent was slight, his English strong. “You’re here to do a story on our orphans, yes?” 

“Yes.” Lauren stepped forward. She wasn’t about to tell him that she had a private meeting with one of the workers. “People want to know about the children, how the war has hurt them.” 

“Very good.” He smiled. “I am the director of the orphanage. You may find me in the office if you have something to know.” He turned his hand palm up and spread it out toward the children on the floor. “Our children are very kind, very hopeful. Please . . . let me know if you need anything.” 

A gust of wind shook the windows. Lauren held her hand out to Feni. “Thank you. I’ll come find you if we have questions.” 

The man nodded at Scanlon, turned, and walked back to the office. As he left, a chill passed over Lauren’s arms. “Why wasn’t he here last time?” 

“I told you.” Scanlon moved closer to her so their arms were touching. “I have a funny feeling about this. Remember what the army’s media man told us. Never make an appointment with a local, unless it’s in plain sight of everyone. Even then we’re supposed to watch our backs.” 

“Right.” She wiped her palms on her shorts and ordered herself not to feel frightened. “This indifferent, though. The woman was a worker, Scanlon.” She gave him a confident look. “Really.” 

At that moment, a little girl came running up. She had hair halfway down her back, and Lauren recognized her from the other day. She’d been something of a shadow around Lauren through most of her last visit. The girl was adorable, not much older than seven, with one of her front teeth missing. 

The girl stopped a foot from her and did a little bow. “Hello, Miss.” 

“Hello.” Lauren smiled at her, looking into her eyes. She held out her hand and the girl took it, squeezing her fingers. “Senia, right?” 

“Yes.” The girl’s eyes danced. 

“How are you, Senia?” Lauren kept her smile in place, but felt the grief rise again in her heart. She had missed so much by losing Emily. So very much. But the grief was for more than the loss of her daughter. It was also because her job made it impossible to even consider adopting a girl like Senia. 

The child was grinning bigger than before. “I fine.” She peered into Lauren’s bag. Then she lifted her eyebrows halfway up her forehead. “Sweets, Miss? Sweets, please?” She held out her hand. “Please, Miss.” 

The children knew very little English, but they took pride in using it. They could’ve spoken their native tongue, and Lauren would’ve understood it. Especially in the simple words and phrases the children used. But clearly they wanted to impress her, and so for the most part they spoke English. 

Lauren smiled at the girl. “Okay.” She pointed to the table already set with lunch plates. “After lunch.” 

The girl looked at the table and immediately she understood. She nodded and her eyes got shy. “Miss, you pretty.” 

Next to her, Scanlon had his camera out. He was snapping pictures of the girl, her earnest expression, the way she looked up with adoring eyes at the Americans. “You brought your playing cards, right?” He gave her a light nudge with his knee. “Get‘em out and sit on the floor. You’ll be surrounded before you can shuffle the deck.” 

It was a good idea. 

Lauren opened her bag and took out her pack of cards. Then she held them up so the little girl could see them, and she dropped slowly to the floor. “See,” she told the girl. “We play a game.” 

Scanlon stepped back and sure enough, a dozen kids were seated around her in no time, all of them with eyebrows raised at the cards in Lauren’s hands. She gave the first boy on her right a four of clubs. “Four,” she told him. Then she held up four fingers and counted them down. “One, two, three, four.” 

A light dawned in the boy’s eyes. He bounced little and took the card, rattling off something about numbers and a game to the girl next to him. The other children held out their hands and waited as she gave each of them a card and explained what it meant. They were still holding their cards when the workers filed out of the kitchen and into the dining area. 

“Here — ” Lauren held out the card box and slipped the rest of the cards inside. The kids followed her example. “Later.” She winked at Senia. “When we have sweets.” 

The kids spotted the lunch servers, and they jumped to their feet, scrambling to their places at the table. 

“Where’s the informant?” Scanlon kept his voice low so only she could hear it. 

Lauren searched the faces of the women. “She’s not there.” 

“See.” The workers walked slowly toward the lunch table. “Something funny’s going on.” 

The lunch women spotted Lauren and Scanlon, and they smiled and waved. There were six long tables squeezed into the room, and each seated twenty children. Lauren was amazed at how quickly the workers slapped sandwiches on the table and poured water for the children. She stopped a few feet away, while Scanlon switched discs in his digital camera. 

All along Lauren figured this was the time when she’d meet the woman. They’d spoken during lunch before and they’d been uninterrupted because the kids were preoccupied. But where was she? And was it just Scanlon making her nervous, or did she feel the same thing he did? An uneasiness that somehow, something about the meeting wasn’t right? 

Feni, the man in the office, stepped out during lunch and watched the children for a minute or two. Then he looked in her direction and gave a little wave. She did the same, and he disappeared back into the room. She looked past him and saw a desk and a phone, not much else. 

“That Feni guy makes me nervous.” Scanlon had his camera open. He was checking one of the settings. “He seems shady.” 

Lauren bit her lip. “Maybe he doesn’t like Americans hanging out at his orphanage.” 

“Maybe.” 

The children were just finishing lunch, and Scanlon was saying something about the workers, how they seemed distracted, when Lauren caught the glimpse of a woman walking across the courtyard toward the front door. She held her breath; it was her informant. She stood in the doorway, and their eyes locked. 

“Hey.” Lauren leaned close to Scanlon, a smile playing on her lips so she wouldn’t catch the attention of any of the adults in the room. “She’s here. I’ll be right back.” 

“I’ll come too.” He slipped his camera into his bag and started in beside her. 

“No.” She gave him a look that left no room for negotiation. “She wanted me by myself.” 

He pursed his lips and made a frustrated sound. “All right.” He looked around her toward the front door. “Don’t go far.” 

“I won’t.” 

This time as she left the building, she could hear the children calling after her. She looked back over her shoulder and saw Scanlon running interference, gathering them and telling them that she would be right back inside. Lauren picked up her pace. 


They didn’t have much time. She stepped into the courtyard and was met by yet another gust of gritty wind. Shading her eyes, she looked around, but the woman wasn’t there. “Hello?” She took another ten steps and scanned the yard. There were several nooks and small areas near half-standing walls, but the woman was nowhere. 

Unease slithered up her spine, and she half-expected to see Feni step out from behind one of the broken walls. She owned a gun, but she didn’t carry it with her. If Feni had something planned, she couldn’t offer much resistance. She was about to turn around and go back inside, when she heard the sound of children’s voices behind her. 

“Miss!” It was Senia, leading another little girl and two boys out into the courtyard. “Miss, sweets? Please?” 

Lauren was about to tell them no, that the sweets had to be eaten inside and that they needed to go back and wait for her, when an explosion of bullets rang out across the patio. In a blur that took a fraction of a second, she turned toward the sound and saw three figures cloaked in black, each with a machine gun aimed in their direction. 

“Stop!” She held out her hand toward them, then spun to look at the children. Two of the kids lay spread out on the ground, their white shirts spattered with blood, a dark pool fanning out beneath them. “No!” She was about to run toward them when another round of bullets rang through the air. 

A burning sensation ripped through her shoulder and knocked her onto the hot cement. She’d been hit, and even though she kicked her legs and tried to find her way to a sitting position, she couldn’t do it, couldn’t move. All at once a series of voices began shouting at each other, and she looked toward the desert sand at the place where the gunmen were still standing. They waved their guns and started toward her, and she understood. She was the one they wanted. In the blur of pain and confusion she realized what was happening. Scanlon was right. It was a setup. The story probably held no more truth than half the other crazy lures that had been tossed her way. 

Usually she was smart enough to avoid meeting with unnamed informants who promised a shocking truth. But this time it had involved kids . . . babies. She felt herself losing consciousness and she fought to keep her eyes open. The men were coming closer, and she wanted to scream. But that would only make them open fire on her. Instead she lay unmoving. Maybe they would think they’d killed her. 

And maybe they had. Her shoulder was on fire, and she felt something warm and wet beneath her. Spots danced before her eyes, and she willed herself not to let go, not to give into the darkness that pulled at her. No, she ordered herself. Not yet! The children needed her. They were hit, two of them, right? 

She inched herself backward, toward them. But as she did, Feni ran out from behind a door across the courtyard, and in a rush of bullets, he shot and laid out the first of the three gunmen. At the same time, bullets came from a window in the orphanage and before the gunmen could react, all three were on the ground. 

Feni ran closer and sprayed another round of bullets at them. When he seemed sure they weren’t going to move again, he raced to her. She heard Scanlon’s voice from behind her at the same time. 

“Lauren!” He was at her side, turning her over. “We have to get help.” He looked at Feni, who was just reaching them. “Call for help, please!” 

She moved her good arm and took hold of Scanlon’s ankle. “The children . . . ” 

“The women are helping them.” He gulped. His face was pale and lined with worry. “Don’t move, Lauren. Help’s coming.” 

“It’s . . . just my shoulder.” She winced. Her words were sticking together, and she felt faint again. “I’m . . . okay.” 

A woman ran up to them with a roll of bandaging. She handed it to Scanlon and he worked fast, pressing it hard against her upper arm. The pain was like white-hot lightning hitting her again and again. It roused her up and brought her back to the moment. 

“We need to stop the bleeding.” 

“The children, Scanlon.” She waited until he had her shoulder wrapped tight, then she sat up. Nausea built in her, but she shook it off. Scanlon tried to stop her, but she jerked away from him. Crawling on her knees, she covered the three feet that separated her from the cluster of women. “Please! Let me . . . let me see.” 

“Move, please,” Scanlon took the lead and helped clear a path to the kids at the center of the circle. 

Lauren pushed her way closer until she could see them clearly. One of them was a little boy, moaning and moving his head from side to side. He lay on the ground and Lauren looked at the place where the women were working. The child’s kneecap had been blown off his leg. 

She brought the back of her hand to her mouth, but she stopped herself from getting sick. What about the other child? Two women were kneeling beside her and only then did Lauren notice that they were weeping. Weeping and wailing and stroking the child’s hair. Lauren still couldn’t quite make her out, so she crept a little closer and then . . . 

“No! No, not her!” The words that came from her were almost silent, spoken with what remained of her strength. Senia, the little girl with the missing front tooth. “Oh, please!” 

Scanlon dropped down beside her. “Lauren, come on. They’re taking care of her.” 

One of the women let her head drop back. She clenched her fists and shook them at the sky. “Why? Why her?” 

Lauren reached out, but she had no more strength, no way to reach the little girl. “Scanlon, is she dead? Tell me if she’s dead.” 

“Lauren — ” he put his hand on her shoulder — “let’s move. They need room to work.” 

The wailing from the women grew louder, and others joined them. The only woman missing was the informant, the one who must’ve gotten away once the shooting began. The one who had set her up. She looked up one last time. The little girl’s eyes were open and unblinking. One of the weeping women near her shut first one of Senia’s lids, then the other. 

Scanlon brought his head close to hers. “She’s gone, Lauren. Let it go. Come on.” 

She wanted to run to the child and hold her in her arms. They hadn’t had time for sweets. That’s all the girl wanted. A lollipop. A lollipop and a chance to hold her hand the way she’d done the last time Lauren was there. The spots were back, and she let her forehead rest on the ground. It wasn’t too late, was it? The sweets were still in her bag. Maybe if she found one she could give it to Senia and everything would be — 

The spots connected, and Lauren felt herself falling, as if she were being dropped from a thirty-story building and there was no way to stop. Something warm and salty was coming from her mouth, but she couldn’t move her head, couldn’t open her eyes. Help me . . . But the words died long before they reached her lips. 

She felt the heat from the patio radiating through her arms and legs, and then a dizzying sensation. She was dying. She must’ve been shot in the chest, not the shoulder. Her heart was spilling out everything within it, the ocean of sorrow, the desire to bring peace to these people, and her will to live. All of it was leaving her. 

“Lauren, stay with me!” Scanlon sounded a hundred miles away. His voice was tinny and distant, and she couldn’t figure out where it was coming from. He was saying something else, but his voice faded more and more. 

And then there was nothing. 

Nothing but hot, burning pain, utter sorrow, and darkness. 


NINETEEN


Shane was finishing up a final briefing with a student fighter pilot. The guy was twenty-four, educated, and had a promising future at the Top Gun academy. He’d been through enough training that he knew what he was doing. But this would be his first solo flight, and Shane couldn’t leave anything to chance. 

Shane held a checklist in his hands. “Bail-out procedure.” 

“Bail out.” The young man’s words were clear and clipped. He stood at attention throughout the short examination, his flight suit perfect, his helmet tucked beneath his arm. Then, as Shane took notes, the guy rattled off a perfect description of the circumstances and situations when a bail out was necessary, and followed it up with a detailed account of the procedure. 

“Good.” Shane placed a check next to the words bail out on the form. They went through three more terms, and then Shane looked at the pilot. “You ready?” 

“Sir, yes, sir.” 

“Okay, call sign Doogie.” Shane grinned. “Let’s see you fly.” He shook the pilot’s hand, spun around, and headed for the tower. For the next half hour he was inconstant communication with the pilot as he practiced routine flight maneuvers. Finally — right on time — he requested permission to land. 

“Roger that, Doogie. Bring’er in.” Another instructor was watching from over Shane’s shoulder. Shane held up his hand and the two gave each other a high five. He pressed the radio button one more time. “I can see why they recommended you for Top Gun, Doogie. You’re gonna be a good one.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 

Shane had some more paperwork and another fifteen minutes with the pilot. Then it was time for lunch. He strutted across the flight deck and wiped the sweat off his brow. The cloudiness of a few weeks ago was gone, and the sun was hotter than usual for January. 

He went to the cafeteria, bought himself a chicken Caesar salad, and took a table by himself on the outdoor patio, the one that overlooked the runway. It was loud outside, but Shane didn’t mind. Every landing and takeoff still shot adrenaline through him, and made him long to be in the cockpit. He bowed his head and thanked the Lord for his food. 

Then he adjusted his sunglasses and stared into the vast blue. There was nothing like taking an F – 15 out over Nevada and looping up across New Mexico and down along the coast of California all in less than thirty minutes. That kind of power never left a guy. He leaned forward and anchored his elbows on the glass-top table. 

What was it about flying lately? His job as flight instructor had always been rewarding, but these days he couldn’t wait to come in and work with the young pilots. Part of his job was to stay adept at the cockpit himself, but since his engagement party he’d been putting in twice the required hours in the sky. As if he couldn’t get enough sky time. 

He was about to take another bite of his salad when he felt his phone vibrating in his pants pocket. With the noise on the flight deck he’d miss every call if he didn’t have it set to vibrate. He pulled the phone out and squinted at the small Caller ID window. Ellen. He waited for the surge of excitement to hit him, but it never came. 

He tapped the receive button. “Hey, how’s my girl?” He set his fork down and pushed his chair back, giving himself room to cross one of his ankles over his knee. 

“Hi.” She was talking loud, and he heard a chorus of voices in the background. “I’m in D.C., and you won’t believe it!” 

D.C.? Had he known she was going there? He massaged his brow with his fingertips. “You’re in D.C.?” 

She did a frustrated breath. “Yes, Shane. I told you Wednesday I was coming to D.C. for the weekend.” Her tone lightened some. “Daddy had some friends he wanted me to meet.” 

“Oh.” Shane let his hands drop back to his lap. He had no memory of her telling him about the trip. Not that it mattered. She flew to Washington, D.C., at least once a month. He removed his sunglasses and checked them for scratches. There were none. “Okay, what’s up?” 

“I took the red-eye, so I got here in time for some meetings.” Excitement made her voice shrill. “A lot of the big guys from the party were here, and Daddy put in a plug for you.” 

“He did?” Shane slipped the glasses on again and watched a pair of F – 16s coming in for a landing. He released a single laugh, but it didn’t sound amused, even to him. “I thought we talked about this, Ellen. I’m not running for office.” 

“I know, but that doesn’t matter.” She was undaunted, her voice louder still. “Sorry about the noise. The meeting just broke up. Daddy explained it to the group. He told them that by the time you were on a ballot, he wanted everyone to know who you were.” 

A small thrill ran through Shane. “Everyone?” 

“Yes.” She paused for effect. “Even the president, Shane. The whole party’s excited.” 

“That’s amazing.” He tried to imagine Ellen’s father getting the big hitters in the Republican Party excited about his future son-in-law. It was a heady picture. “Tell him thanks for me.” 

“He wants you to come with me next month. Everyone wants to get to know you.” 

“Sounds good.” Another plane was taking off from a different runway. Shane imagined himself behind the controls. He blinked and gripped the arms of his chair. “I’ll have to see about getting off.” 

Ellen giggled. “If the president of the United States wants to meet you, I think the navy might be willing to give you a few days.” 

“True.” He squirmed in his seat and uncrossed his legs. “Hey, listen. Lunch is almost over, I better go.” 

“Okay, me too.” She made a squealing sound. “I’m so excited for you, Shane. For both of us.” 

“Right. Thanks. Tell your dad I said hi.” 

The conversation was over before Shane realized that he hadn’t told her he loved her. Of course, they didn’t say it all the time — mostly only when they were alone or kissing good-bye after an evening together. Even then it felt almost businesslike. He slipped his phone back into his uniform pocket. 

If he really wanted to be a politician, if he wanted the chance to represent the people on the Republican ticket, he should’ve felt like flying across the flight deck without any plane at all. This was the chance most aspiring political leaders only dreamed about. Perfect connections, a groundswell of favorable opinion, the support of leaders — all the way to the president. 

Shane picked up his fork and took another bite of his salad. He should be excited. He and Ellen had talked more about the idea in the days since the engagement party, and he had to admit the possibility was enticing. The country was ready for someone with his moral fiber, she’d told him. Everyone was saying so. 

He poked at his salad. The lettuce had wilted during his phone call, but he was too hungry to care. He chewed another bite and thought about the plan he and Ellen had devised. He would work another year as flight instructor, through the days of their May wedding and their honeymoon to Jamaica. Then as the year drew to a close, he would line himself up for position on a ballot. His parents and Ellen’s father would bankroll them for the next year while he built a following in Nevada. 

“After that,” her father told him the last time they were together, “there’ll be no stopping you, my boy.” 

It sounded wonderful. Who wouldn’t be excited about that sort of plan? Still . . . Shane stared into the blue. None of it felt like his plan. Before meeting Ellen, he’d been content to be an instructor at Top Gun. No, not content. That wasn’t how he felt. He was living his dream. Yes, the idea of running on the Republican ticket sounded good, but not nearly as good as teaching young guys to be hotshot fighter pilots. 

A warm breeze blew over him. God, everything is happening so fast. I feel like I’ve lost me. 

He waited for some kind of response, a sign of God’s guidance. But today there was nothing like that, no sense of understanding, no quiet inner whispers of reassurance. Shane watched yet another jet leave the runway and lift into the sky above Reno. 

Okay, God, I know You’re there. Even when I don’t feel You. Give me wisdom, please. Just a little wisdom to help me know what to do next. 

Still no answer resonated within him. He returned to his salad and suddenly, as it had done every day since his engagement party, Lauren Anderson’s face came to mind. He had prayed about that too. He was getting married. It was time to let Lauren go forever. He looked at his salad, and her image faded. The chicken was lukewarm, but it tasted all right. As he ate he thought about his prayer. Wisdom was exactly what he needed. Direction about what to do next, something that would help him understand why he was uncertain about a future that only a few months ago had felt bright and exciting. Yes, wisdom was exactly what he needed. 

So he didn’t make a decision he’d spend a lifetime regretting. 


TWENTY


Emily was pretty sure her father was an instructor at the navy’s Top Gun training facility. The problem was, she couldn’t prove it. She had his birth date, his physical description, and his name. But three times she’d contacted the academy, and all three times she’d come away with no information. The last time she’d called was Friday, two days ago, and her conversation was particularly frustrating. 

“Hi.” She tried to make herself sound older than her eighteen years. “I’m doing a story on your flight instruction program.” She held her breath. 

“You’ll have to talk to the public information office, Ma’am.” The guy connected her call to the right department. 

Emily didn’t mind. This had happened each of the other two times she’d called. She waited until someone picked up the call. “Media relations, Private Walton here.” 

“Yes, hello.” She paused, so she wouldn’t seem desperate. “I’m a freelance writer working on a feature story about flight instructors.” 

“How can I help you?” The woman was pleasant, but her tone said she was in a hurry. 

“Actually, I’d like to set up an interview with one specific flight instructor. Shane Galanter.” 

“Officer Galanter’s a busy man. Maybe I can fax you over a list of frequently asked questions and their answers.” 

“I already have that.” She gave a polite laugh. “It’s important for the story that I have a chance to meet face-to-face with one of the pilots. I’ve researched the instructors, and I’d really like to interview Officer Galanter.” 

“Tell you what, why don’t you fax me a list of questions, and I’ll see if Officer Galanter can get the answers to you sometime next week.” She sounded suddenly distracted. “Any thing else?” 

“You know,” Emily could feel the call slipping away, “maybe you could help me figure something out. I’ve met Officer Galanter one other time, and I want to make sure we’re talking about the same man. He has dark hair, dark eyes, and he’s tall, right? Thirty-six years old?” 

The woman hesitated. “Ma’am, we do not give out that type of information on our flight instructors, or on anyone else. I’m afraid I can’t help you with this particular story.” She hung up before Emily could say another word. 

Now it was Sunday afternoon, and her frustration was growing by the hour. She’d called the insurance company in Riverside, California. It hadn’t taken five minutes to figure out that the fifty-eight-year-old redhead who ran the office wasn’t the Shane Galanter she was looking for. The others had been easy to rule out also, so that left two choices. Either her father was an instructor at the Top Gun school, or he wasn’t listed anywhere on the Internet. 

She sat on her bed surrounded by her mother’s journals and short-story notebooks. Her grandparents were at the store, but they wouldn’t be gone long. Her grandpa had very little energy these days, and he looked far worse than he had at Christmastime. 

“I don’t understand,” she told her grandma one day the week before. “I never knew cancer could be fast like this.” 

“It is sometimes.” Her grandma was teary-eyed again. She dabbed at her cheek. “He doesn’t have long, Emily. We’re both so glad you can be home.” 

Emily shuddered at the memory. Thank heaven she didn’t have to be back to school until the sixth of February. Some of the kids took short, one-unit classes in January, but Emily decided to stay home. Her grandparents needed her. Besides, she had to find her parents. Absolutely had to find them. Her grandpa’s quick deterioration told her that much. First thing Monday she was going to do what she should’ve done a week ago. She would call the Top Gun academy and leave a straightforward message. Please have Shane Galanter contact Emily Anderson in Wheaton, Illinois. Then she would give her phone number and keep praying. 

With that decided she stared at her mother’s notebooks and journals, scattered on the bed around her, and willed herself to see something she had missed. She opened one of the journals and read several entries. Each one was another window to the girl her mother had been. But none of them had anything she could go on, nothing that would lead her to wherever her mother was living now. She stood and went to the window. A foot of snow covered the ground, and all of life looked the way the search for her mother felt: freezing and dormant. “God . . . ” She looked into the thick gray sky and tried to imagine the Lord looking down on her. “You know where she is. So show me how to find her, okay? I’m running out of time, Lord. Please . . . ” 

She was quiet, her nose against the cold glass window. Then, in the smallest inner voice, a Scripture began to play in her mind. 

I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End . . . I am that I am. 

The verse was from Revelation, and it righted her world in a heartbeat. God was everything. He was Lord and Savior, Alpha and Omega. What did she have to worry about? A sense of awe came over her. God had more names than she could imagine, more names than — 

Like a bolt of lightning, it hit her. 

What if her mother had used more than one name too? Everyone assumed she’d changed her name, otherwise the private investigators hired by her grandparents would’ve found something by now. She darted back to her bed and grabbed the first spiral notebook she could reach. As fast as her fingers could move, she opened the cover and stared at the title page. 


A Summer’s Day

by Lauren Gibbs


May be her mother was using the name Lauren Gibbs! Emily stared at it, then she smacked her knee. Of course! Why hadn’t she thought of that sooner? Once her grandpa told her the name came from a fictional character, she assumed there was no point searching it on the Internet. The most she would find would be a novel her mom liked to read as a young teenager. But now . . . 

She dropped the notebook and sprinted down the hallway to the office. The computer was on and connected to the Internet in no time. 

“God — ” she whispered His name, her fingers trembling — “You gave me this. I can feel it.” She centered her hands over the keyboard, typed in the name, and hit enter. She couldn’t breathe while the machine worked, and then in a flash a list of entries appeared. 

Emily stared and began reading them out loud. “Time magazine correspondent Lauren Gibbs has been stationed in Afghanistan since — ” 

Emily’s heart raced. Time magazine correspondent? Her eyes flew to the next entry. “ ‘Children of War’ — a profile on the orphans of Operation Enduring Freedom, by Lauren Gibbs, Time magazine correspondent. Photos by . . . ” 

One after another she read the entries in the list of hits and by the time she reached the end of the page, she was shaking all the way to her toes. Every entry mentioned Lauren Gibbs as a Time magazine reporter. Emily pressed her palm against her forehead, pushing her bangs back, the way she did when a soccer game got too intense. “Okay, God, walk me through this.” 

Just because Lauren Gibbs wrote for Time magazine didn’t mean Emily had found her mother. She went back to the search line and typed, “Lauren Gibbs Time magazine profile.” 

The results were just as quick as before. The first link said simply “a profile of Lauren Gibbs, Time magazine correspondent.” Again Lauren held her breath as she clicked the link. And there, instantly, was a photo that took up a fourth of the screen. The woman was blonde and pretty in a plain sort of way. She wore khaki clothing, and in the background were what looked like army tents. More than that, though, was the look on her face. A haunting look that revealed everything and nothing all at the same time. A look Emily had seen more often than she cared to admit. 

In photographs of herself. 

“Dear God . . . ” Tears filled Emily’s eyes, and she reached out, brushing the image with the tips of her fingers. It was her mother, she was absolutely sure. After a lifetime of looking, she’d found the woman who had walked out of her life when she was just an infant. She had no doubts, none at all. Because in more ways than one, looking at the woman’s image was like looking at her own. 

She brought her hands back to the keyboard and scanned the profile, gobbling up every small detail, all the pieces that had been missing for so long. Lauren Gibbs was based in Los Angeles, but she’d lived in the Middle East for most of the past three years. She was thirty-six years old with a master’s degree in journalism from University of Southern California. She interned with the Los Angeles Times, and took a position at Time magazine a few years later, when she was just twenty-six. 

Emily read the last part out loud again. “Lauren Gibbs has won numerous awards for her gutsy reporting throughout the war in Afghanistan and Iraq. She is credited with helping bring humanitarian assistance to the Middle East and with helping to open a number of orphanages throughout the region. She is single and has no children.” 

What? Emily sat back, hard. The last line screamed at her, hurting her as much as if she’d been slapped. The single part was sad, but not surprising. Her mother went to Los Angeles to find the love of her life, and her search apparently turned up nothing. But . . . 

No children?

“Is that what you tell people, Mom?” Fresh tears slid down her cheeks, and she didn’t bother to wipe them away. The information was a lie, and it made her mad. Lauren Gibbs — Lauren Anderson  — did too have a child. She had a daughter. Even if she thought her daughter was dead, she had a child. 

Emily stared at her mother’s image, trying to see past the hurt in her eyes. Other people might think the look was stone cold, the way people would expect a hardened journalist to look. But Emily recognized the look. It was the way she, herself, looked when she let circumstances get to her. When going through a tough day without a mom and a dad was more than she could handle, when she saw her teammates scan the sideline and wave to parents and the reminder hit her again. Her parents hadn’t seen her play a single game. 

Again she touched the image, tracing her mother’s cheek, her chin. “Was it that easy to let me go? To tell yourself I never existed?” Her tears became sobs, and she drew back from the computer, hanging her head and giving way to a lifetime of sadness and doubt and question marks. 

After a few minutes, she heard someone at the door behind her. “Emily?” It was her grandma’s voice, and it was filled with alarm. “What on earth — ” 

Emily sat up and looked over her shoulder. Between sobs she said, “I found her. I found my mom.” 

Her grandma looked like she might drop from shock. Her face went pale, and she sat on the arm of the sofa, her eyes glued to the computer screen. “How did you — ” 

Emily dragged her fists over her eyes and found a trace of control. “Her . . . her name’s Lauren Gibbs.” 

“Lauren Gibbs.” Her grandma was on her feet, moving trancelike across the office toward the computer screen. The closer she got the more grief-stricken her face became. She reached toward the image on the screen and a cry left her. “Lauren . . . my baby.” She brought her hand to her mouth and shook her head. Again she reached out, as tears flooded her eyes. “My girl.” 

Emily couldn’t stop the sobs. All her life living with her grandparents, they talked about her mother only a handful of times. It was as if they wanted to give her the most normal life possible, and that meant they couldn’t raise her in an environment of sorrow and regret. But now — watching her grandmother — she knew the truth. 

The woman had grieved the loss of her daughter every day of her life. Lauren watched her back up a few steps and sit on the other arm of the sofa, the one closest to the screen. Then she dropped her face into her hands and wept, praying out loud as her emotion allowed. “God, You found her for us. Thank you . . . thank you. My baby girl . . . my Lauren.” 

Emily went to wrap her arms around her. In every way, her grandmother had been a mother to her, but they both paid the price for being without the woman on the computer screen. Now, their tears were for too many reasons to count. They were for every one of Emily’s missed birthdays and lost milestones, for all her school years and teenage years and soccer tournaments when she had privately ached for her mother. And they were tears of relief. Because they’d found her. Finally. 

Emily sniffed and grabbed three quick breaths. “It’s the miracle we prayed for.” 

Her grandma uncovered her face and looked at the computer screen again. Beneath her eyes, her mascara had left dark smudges, and her cheeks were red and blotchy. But Emily had never seen her look more joyful. Grandma grabbed two tissues from the office desk and handed one of them to her. They both blew their noses and wiped their eyes some more. 

“I still can’t believe it.” Grandma slumped forward and her eyes found Emily’s. “I can’t believe we didn’t think of it a few weeks ago.” 

“Me neither.” Emily sniffed, but she felt a grin tugging at the corners of her mouth. “I was standing at the window in my room and I begged God to show me the next clue. You know what He did?” 

“What?” Her grandma reached out and the two of them joined hands. 

“He reminded me of His names, all His marvelous names.” She made a sound that was more laugh than cry. “All of a sudden, it was so obvious. God has dozens of names, and some people have multiple names too.” 

Her grandmother looked drained, as if she wouldn’t have had the energy to stand if she needed to. “What do we do next?” 

Emily released her grandma’s hands and sat in the computer chair again. She slid it forward and looked once more at the profile next to her mother’s picture. At the bottom was the thing she was looking for. A link that read, “Contact Lauren Gibbs.” Emily’s breath caught in her throat, and she shook her head. It was too much, but she wasn’t going to stop now. 

She clicked the link and an e-mail template opened up. In the top line was her mother’s e-mail address: Lauren.Gibbs@Time Magazine.com. Her hands were still shaky, but she tabbed down to the subject line and typed, “From Emily.” Then she moved the cursor to the text area and drew a deep breath. She’d had a lifetime to think about what to say next. Her fingers began to move across the keyboard, and the words came without any effort at all. 


Hi, my name is Emily Anderson, and I’m eighteen years old. 


She exhaled and looked at her grandmother. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.” 

Her grandmother looked breathless, dazed. “Keep typing.” 

“Okay.” Emily looked back at the screen. 


I believe that you might be my mother. I’ve looked for you since I was old enough to know how to do it. I live with my grandparents — Bill and Angela Anderson. They’ve looked for you too. But just today I thought about looking under the name Lauren Gibbs, because that’s the name my mother used when she was young and wrote short stories. I found that out a few weeks ago. 

I did a search on the Internet, and I found your profile. Please, could you write back and let me know if I have the right person. This is very important to me, obviously. Sincerely, Emily Anderson. 


She lifted her hands from the keyboard and scanned the note once more. There were a million more things she wanted to say, but she had to make contact first. Once her mother read the e-mail, they could talk about all the other details. Why she’d changed her name and what she’d been doing for the past nineteen years and whether she’d ever come close to finding Shane Galanter. 

She exhaled hard. “That’ll have to do for now.” 

Her grandmother made an approving sound. “Send it, honey. Please.” 

Emily moved the cursor over the send button and clicked it. In an instant, the e-mail was gone. Emily stared at the screen and thought for a moment. They still had some logistical problems to work through. If her mother was overseas in Afghanistan, then maybe she wouldn’t seethe e-mail right away. Soldiers could get e-mail. Emily knew because she kept in touch with a few guys from high school who were serving overseas. Certainly the same would be true for reporters. Unless she had a different business e-mail address, one that her editors could use for her. The one on the website might only be for readers, and because of that maybe she only checked it when she was stateside. 

Emily turned to her grandma and pushed her fears back down. “We need to pray.” 

“Yes.” They held hands. “Let’s do that.” 

Emily closed her eyes and for a few seconds she was too overwhelmed to speak. After a few moments she found her voice. “Dearest Lord, thank You.” She giggled and it became a sharp breath. “Thank You doesn’t even come close. The miracle we asked for is at hand, God, so please . . . let my mother read the e-mail soon. And direct her to respond to me so we can arrange a meeting.” She paused, her heart full. “I’m doing what You ask, Lord. I’m praying, expecting you to help us. Thanks in advance, God. In Your name, amen.” 

When she opened her eyes, her grandma pointed at the screen. “Print me a copy, will you, honey?” 

Emily grinned and gave her grandma a quick hug. “Definitely.” When the picture was finished printing, Emily picked it up and handed it over. Then she printed another copy for herself. 

“Your papa’s resting downstairs. He’s had so much bad news the past few weeks.” Grandma looked at the single page. “Let’s go give him the best news ever, news he’s waited eighteen years to hear.” 
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Angela felt weak as she took the stairs, arm in arm with Emily. 

Her heart was exploding with a dozen brilliant colors, because this was the day she never really believed would come. They’d found Lauren! After all the private detectives and investigators and phone calls to elected officials, they’d found her the simplest way of all. With information that had been sitting for nearly twenty years a dozen yards away in the garage. They went into the family room and found Bill in his chair, his eyes closed. 

“Bill.” She held out the piece of paper. Emily stayed back as Angela approached him. 

He opened his eyes and a slow smile filled his face. He held out his hand toward her. “Hi, love.” He looked past her. “Emily, how are you?” 

“Good, Papa.” She managed a teary smile. 

Angela moved closer to him. “Sweet heart, I have something to show you.” Her voice was shaky. She wouldn’t last long before breaking. She held out the piece of paper. “Emily found Lauren.” 

Bill sat up straighter in his chair, but his smile faded. He took the paper and looked at it, his expression frozen. “What . . . how did you . . . ?” He sat there, still, searching the information on the page, and then his chin began to tremble. 

From the corner of her eye, Angela saw Emily move into the room and sit on the edge of the sofa. It was hard to remember to breathe. She wrapped her arms around her husband’s neck. “God answered our prayers, Bill. He did.” 

Her eyes stung again as she watched him close his eyes and pinch the bridge of his nose. He shook his head, as if to say he couldn’t accept the idea that they’d actually found her. Angela straightened and let him have this moment. It was impossible for any of them to really believe she’d been found. All the searching had culminated in this amazing moment. 

And God had allowed it when Bill had only weeks to live. Angela’s heart felt lighter than it had since Lauren left. 

Finally Bill lowered his hand and looked at her. “Why didn’t we try that sooner?” 

She pressed her finger to his lips and gave a soft shake of her head. “That isn’t important. She’s found, Bill. We can only move forward.” 

“But all the lost days and years.” His voice was gravelly, the tears still stuck in his throat. He turned his eyes back to her picture. “Look at her, Angie. She looks so much like you.” 

Angela touched the image, willing away the days until they might see her in person, hold her . . . “She’s all grown up.” 

“A reporter for Time magazine.” His voice held a new level of concern. “Not married, no children.” 

“No children?” Angela’s heart missed a beat. She hadn’t read every word of the profile yet. Now her conscience felt like it was being ripped apart. “It says that?” 

“Here.” He pointed to that part of the write-up. 

She read it, and the suspicions she’d had since the day Lauren left became realities in as much time as it took her to draw breath. If Lauren wasn’t married, then she hadn’t found Shane. And if she was telling people she had no children, then she had believed that Emily was dead. Wherever she was, she must still believe it. 

Angela looked at Emily and her voice seized up again. “Your mother really does think you’re dead, honey.” 

A lifetime of sorrow flooded Emily’s eyes. And in that instant, Angela’s grief was so great it nearly knocked her to the floor. 
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Emily listened to her grandmother. The anger was gone. Her mother wouldn’t mention a dead daughter in a professional bio. Of course not. Now the freedom in her heart was more than she could take in. Freedom and a deep sadness for her mother, who had gone her entire adult life not knowing that she had a daughter growing up in the suburbs of Chicago. No wonder she’d wound up alone and working in Afghanistan and Iraq. Her mother’s passion for writing had taken her to magazine work, but Lauren couldn’t help but feel that her loneliness made her look the way she did. Empty, haunted, so very sad . . . 

“Grandma . . . ” She stood and went to her. They fell together in an embrace that needed no words, and Emily leaned back, searching her grandmother’s eyes. “I hurt for her. She’s been so lonely all these years.” 

Lonely the same way she was, but Emily didn’t say that. She’d always kept her emptiness to herself, and now her tears told the story, that she’d missed her mother every day since she was old enough to understand that she was missing. 

“I’m sorry, Emily.” Her grandma brushed her hair off her forehead. “The two of you never should’ve been apart.” 

From a few feet away, Papa held out his hand. “Come here, Em.” 

Emily released her grandma and went to him. “Papa . . . ” 

“If we would’ve loved our girl better, if we would’ve handled her situation differently, then maybe — ” 

“No, Papa.” Emily bent down and kissed his cheek. The loss of so many years together was enormous for all of them. “We can’t go back.” She sucked in a few fast breaths. “Just pray that she’ll write back.” 

The evening was slow and deep, filled with stories from the past and shared memories of Emily’s life, moments her mother had missed along the way. Despite her sorrow and loss, by the time they turned in that night, Emily had never felt happier in all her life. Maybe it was because the photo of her mother did something even her faith hadn’t done before. It took away the emptiness inside her. The only thing that marred the moment was watching her papa take slow steps to his bedroom. He was getting sicker; the plans would have to come together soon. 

When Emily woke the next morning, she was intent on checking her e-mail and then leaving a message for Shane Galanter at the Top Gun naval air training facility. She was about to run to the office when she heard her grandma finishing a phone call. 

“Yes, Doctor. Yes, I understand.” Silence. “I’ll tell him. Yes, we know. Thank you.” The phone call must’ve ended, because Grandma directed her next words to her husband. “They got your latest tests results.” She had fear in her voice. “It’s worse than they thought.” 

Emily sat up in bed and blinked the sleep from her eyes. Worse than they thought? She felt a burst of sheer terror, and she headed straight for the office. Her mother’s e-mail couldn’t come soon enough. Never mind whatever hurt feelings might’ve stood between her mother and her grandparents before. If her mother was going to have peace, she needed to know the entire story. That her daughter was alive and her parents were sorry — and that her father was dying. Yes, Lauren needed to connect with her mother. 

Before they all ran out of time. 


TWENTY-ONE


Her recovery was happening faster than the doctor expected. The gritty wind that blew across the Afghanistan desert rattled the windows of Lauren’s apartment, and made it impossible to sleep. She sat up in bed and surveyed the bandages on her arm. At least she was out of the hospital. That place was terrible, filled with victims of war and people desperate for healing and hope. She could still hear their wailings, mothers called in to identify young sons, soldiers who might’ve been on the right or the wrong side. Lauren winced as she felt near her wound. Sides didn’t matter to a mother. 

Lauren closed her eyes, recalling one grief-stricken woman. Her son had been in the next room, but he hadn’t survived the night. The next morning the mother stood at his bedside, screaming his name, shouting at the heavens that she wanted him back, had to have him back. 

All Lauren could think about was her own family. The way she’d felt when Emily died; the way her parents must feel now. If they were still alive, it would’ve been nearly twenty years since they’d had any idea even where to find her. How had they handled all that time alone together? Had they, too, shared moments of wailing and ranting at the heavens? 

She sighed and opened her eyes. It was the first cloudy day in a month, and it fit her mood. Her mind drifted back to the day at the orphanage. Feni had gotten wind that an ambush might take place against visiting Westerners. That’s why he was in the office that morning, armed and ready in case she and Scanlon were the intended targets. 

An American army captain filled her in on the other details at the hospital. 

The woman wasn’t an orphanage worker at all. She’d blended in with the others, pretending to be a volunteer. Orphanages were always shorthanded, so no one would’ve questioned her motives. The only uncertain thing was how she’d known Lauren and Scanlon were coming in that first day, but the army had its theory on that too. 

The driver of the car on that first visit must’ve been connected with the group. He could easily have called and tipped them off. Lauren and Scanlon talked openly about their plans for a story and their concerns about the orphanage. 

“This is a bad group, Miss Gibbs,” the captain told her. “They run a terrorist training camp, an operation we’re trying to shut down. We’ve had some success, but they’re spread out. We haven’t found them all.” 

“Why’d they want me?” She was numb to the pain by then, six hours on a medication that barely allowed her to stay awake. A surgeon removed two bullets from beneath her shoulder. The wounds were deep and dangerous, but her joint hadn’t been affected. They expected her to heal completely. 

The captain thought about her question. “You represent America.” He raised an eyebrow, as if he didn’t agree with that assessment. “At least, that’s the way they see it. They probably wanted to wound you. Take you captive. Most journalists and photographers aren’t armed, and Feni rarely works out of the orphanage.” He shrugged. “They weren’t expecting retaliation.” 

She looked away. “They weren’t expecting to kill children, either.” 

“Maybe, maybe not.” He was a big man, his hair cropped short against his square face. “When kids die, Americans always get the blame. They might’ve shot at the children on purpose.” 

Lauren blinked away the memory of the conversation and winced as she tried to move her arm. All this time she had sympathized with the insurgents. Yes, they were violent and sometimes behaved in a crazed manner. But this was their homeland. Didn’t they have a right to want Americans to stay out? Even if they desired a type of government Americans didn’t agree with, should it concern the U.S. ? Was democracy the only valid form of leadership? 

But now . . . 

Now she didn’t know what to think. People had a right to form their own government, but if that government was ruthless and brutal, then what? If she had to do it over again, she would’ve thrown herself in front of the children to keep them from being hit. She would’ve gladly taken the bullets intended for them if it meant saving their lives. And wasn’t that all the U.S. troops were doing, really? Bad people had taken over the Middle East, and innocent people were living in fear, oppressed, and sometimes killed. If Lauren wouldn’t stand by and watch that sort of behavior take place, then how could she expect the U.S. to do so? 

She shuddered and gave a quick shake of her head. The medicine was making her loopy. There had to be another answer, something better than fighting and bombings and war. Solutions could be worked out at bargaining tables or in courtrooms, couldn’t they? The entire mess gave her a headache. The political picture was more complicated than she first thought, that much was certain. But what mattered was this: Because she and Scanlon had gone back to the orphanage, little Senia was dead. A girl whose eyes were bright enough to light up the room. Now she was gone. 

Lauren hated crying. She feared that sort of emotion almost as much as she feared elevators. Giving in to sorrow would belike driving a freightliner through the dam in her heart. The emotion of nearly twenty years would become a flood that would drown her. But in the days since she’d been released from the hospital, she could barely last an hour without feeling tears on her cheeks. 

She would’ve adopted little Senia if she’d had the chance. 

How could she know that the woman was working for the insurgents, or that the whole story had been concocted? The army captain told her that a thorough check had been done. “We have birth records for every child in that orphanage.” His eyes blazed. “Not a child there has a single drop of American blood.” 

Lauren had hung her head then, not sure what to say. 

The captain wasn’t finished. “I’m surprised you didn’t go with the story before the second meeting.” The sarcasm in his laugh cut at her. “Can you imagine the headlines? Orphanages overflowing with the children of American soldiers?” 

Her eyes met his. “I didn’t have enough information. Of course I wouldn’t have written the story before I had the facts.” 

The captain only raised his eyebrow at her again. “Okay. Whatever.” His look was utter disgust. “Maybe we should talk about something else.” 

“We don’t have to talk at all.” She’d hated the way he treated her. As though she were the enemy. 

“Look, Ma’am, I’ve been assigned to guard you as long as you’re in this hospital.” He shifted to the front of his chair. “Fine with me if you don’t wanna talk.” 

By the time Scanlon came to take her home, Lauren had no doubt about the army’s viewpoint of her reporting. The captain picked apart ten of her top stories from the last two years. She had untrustworthy sources and a strong bias, he told her. She wasn’t there to find the truth, but to make the U.S. armed forces the enemy. 

The last thing he said before he left would stay with Lauren for the rest of her days: “You think the military’s all gung ho for war, that we’re a bunch of bullies coming over here and flexing our muscles.” He pointed at her, and his voice grew low and intense. “Let me tell you something, lady. We want peace as much as you do. Maybe more.” He thumbed himself in the chest. “Because we’re layin’ our lives down for it.” He took a few steps back. “Don’t forget that.” 

She turned away, not willing to respond or bid him good-bye. But his speech affected her more than she’d been willing to admit. Now it was Wednesday, and she’d been home for two days. Scanlon was in often, making sure she had water and meals and whatever else she needed. 

It was time for more pain medication. She took the bottle from beside her bed and brought it close. Her fingers on her left arm worked fine, as long as she didn’t move her arm. She tapped a single pill into her palm. Then she used the water bottle lying on the pillow next to her to wash it down. 

Once the pills were back on the nightstand, she lifted her arm again and let it fall quickly to her side. The pain was still intense. An army nurse was coming by three times a day to change the dressing and administer a shot of antibiotics. But one day soon her arm would heal. Her heart? Well, that was another matter. 

She swung her feet over the edge of the bed and stared at the room around her. Life was happening outside her apartment building. Life and conflict and heartache, all translating into stories that needed to be written. That she needed to write. She hoped to be off bed rest by the end of the week. 

Her eyes followed a familiar trail around the room, but this time they landed on her computer. She could at least check e-mail. That wasn’t much removed from bed rest, was it? She took a deep breath. Why hadn’t she thought of that sooner? She could’ve been researching and checking in with her editors instead of staring at the walls all day from her spot on the lumpy bed. 

She stood and steadied herself for a few seconds. Amazing how weak she’d become after just five days of inactivity. She shuffled across the room and fell, exhausted, onto the hard-framed chair in front of her computer. The thud of her heart made her feel light-headed and dizzy. She turned on the computer and waited. 

There was a knock on her door. “Lauren, you in there?” 

It was Scanlon. She’d given him a key to her apartment a long time ago. She cleared her throat. “Come on in.” 

He opened the door and gave her a hesitant look. In his arms was a case of water bottles. “Aren’t you supposed to be in bed?” 

“They told me to rest.” She gave him a wry look and faced the computer screen. “How ‘bout you lie on the bed, and I’ll sit here.” 

He set the case of water on a table in her makeshift kitchen, at the other side of the room. Lauren watched him. His face was tanned, his hair cut short the way he liked it. He was nice looking, in his own way. 

She could tell he didn’t have the desire to fight with her. He shrugged. “Okay.” He went to her bed and flopped down. “I am kinda tired.” 

She laughed, but her energy was waning fast. “Don’t get too comfortable. I won’t be here long.” 

“Still weak?” He sat up, his legs straight in front of him. “Is that normal?” 

“Yeah.” She wiped her hand over her damp forehead. “I felt this way once when I had the flu for a week, back when I was a teenager.” 

“In Chicago?” He put his hand behind his head and leaned against the wall above her tiny headboard. “Remember, Lauren? You already told me about Chicago.” 

“I was drunk.” She signed onto the Internet and waited for the connection. “That doesn’t count.” 

“Okay, but I still know.” The tenderness in his voice was evidence that he cared deeply for her. “Everyone has a past. You wouldn’t be living here if that wasn’t the case.” 

She let his comment pass. She was connected to her server, and she found the little mailbox icon at the top of her home page. The number on top of the box read 68. Sixty-eight new e-mails. Even looking at them felt overwhelming. Especially now, when she could feel her strength ebbing with every minute. 

“Forget the e-mail. Come here.” From the corner of her eye she saw Scanlon move to one side of the bed. “There, you have room now. I’ll keep my hands to myself. Promise.” 

“Not yet.” She tried to draw a full breath, but she was too shaky. She felt this way one other time since she’d been living in the Middle East, when the area store ran out of food and she drank coffee for three days straight. Still, if she didn’t fight it, how was she going to get stronger? 

Summoning her energy, she clicked her in-box, and scanned the list of e-mails. Most were from other staff members who’d learned of her injury. The subjects read, “Get better!” and “Close call!” and “Time to come home, friend!” A few were from her editor, with subject lines that said, “Say the word,” or “Maybe it’s time.” 

She was halfway down the page when she stopped cold. Her heart thudded faster and harder. The subject line read simply: “From Emily.” Lauren blinked and read it a second time. What sort of strange timing was this, anyway? She’d been lying in bed thinking about peace and how she and her family had never found any, and here was a letter from a reader named — of all things — Emily. 

A soft laugh left her, and from off to her side she saw Scanlon open his eyes. “What’s so funny?” 

“Nothing.” She gave a shake of her head and brushed off his question. Her eyes were still locked onto the e-mail from Emily. Okay, so what did this Emily want? Lauren hadn’t planned to actually open any of the e-mails. Not when her body was wilting badly. But “From Emily”? She could hardly resist. She clicked the link and the letter came up. 

Hi, my name is Emily Anderson, and I’m eighteen years old — 

Lauren couldn’t catch her breath, couldn’t force her lungs to draw even half a mouthful of air. She closed her eyes and gripped the desktop in front of her. 

“Hey, Lauren.” Scanlon’s voice was more urgent. “You okay? Maybe you need to lie down.” 

She waved him off, but she opened her eyes. Again she tried the e-mail, but she couldn’t get past that first line. Emily Anderson? Eighteen? Was this some sort of trick? Her Emily would’ve been eighteen. Eighteen years, six months, and twenty-one days. She pursed her lips and forced the air from her lungs. The effort gave her just enough room to take in a small breath. Her injured arm felt numb, and her right hand trembled so hard she could barely scroll down and read the rest. 


I believe that you might be my mother. 


Lauren felt the room collapse around her. Felt everything begin to spin. What was this? And who would’ve written it? Her daughter was dead, so a letter like this had to be a prank. She willed herself to stay steady long enough to finish reading. 


I’ve looked for you since I was old enough to know how to do it. I live with my grandparents — Bill and Angela Anderson. They’ve looked for you too. But just today I thought about looking under the name Lauren Gibbs, because that’s the name my mother used when she was young and wrote short stories. I found that out a few weeks ago. 

I did a search on the Internet, and I found your profile. Please, could you write back and let me know if I have the right person. This is very important to me, obviously. Sincerely, Emily Anderson. 


Lauren couldn’t exhale. She read the letter again, and a third time, and all she could do was gasp little breaths. Scanlon was up now, hurrying to her side. 

“You’re blacking out, Lauren, come on.” He eased her up and over to the bed. Then he lowered her to the mattress and rushed to the bathroom. When he came back he put a cool cloth on her head. “You’re white as a sheet.” 

She still couldn’t breathe right. Scanlon was asking her something, but she couldn’t make out his words. All she could think about was the e-mail. It was a hoax, right? It had to be a hoax. But then the past came trampling into the room, screaming at her. Emily was alive? Could it really have been from her? And if so . . . if so . . . 

Her heart raced along at triple speed. No way her baby had lived, no way. She hadn’t walked away from a living child and left her parents to raise her. It was impossible. What had the nurse said? Her baby was gone, right? Gone for a few hours by the time Lauren had called. Gone meant dead, didn’t it? Three more times she tried to breathe, but the air wouldn’t come. Not until she exhaled, and she couldn’t do that no matter how hard she tried. 

She grabbed her friend’s arm and gasped. “Scanlon . . . get me . . . a bag.” She was hyperventilating. Her head told her she’d be fine, even if she passed out. A person couldn’t die from hyperventilation. But right now she didn’t want to battle herself, she wanted to battle the past. The giant, monstrous past. And she couldn’t face it for a second until she could breathe. 

Scanlon tore across the room, rifled through her kitchen drawers, and finally found a brown paper sack, the kind they used when they needed to pack an overnight meal. He raced it to her and held it to her mouth. 

“Breathe, Lauren. Come on.” He was genuinely worried, and in the rush of all that was dawning on her, she realize done more thing. Scanlon loved her. 

She couldn’t sort through that thought anymore than she could understand the e-mail she’d just read. Instead she focused all her attention on breathing into the bag. Eventually she felt each breath last a little longer, felt her rib cage relax so she could finally exhale. Only then did she dare move the bag and take the smallest drink of fresh air. 

She was drenched with sweat, and she felt weaker than she had all day. But still she struggled to sit up, desperate for a glance at the computer screen. When she was fully sitting, she saw it was still there. An e-mail with the shape and form of the one she’d read a few minutes ago. 

Next to her, Scanlon wiped the wet cloth tenderly over her forehead. “What in the world was all that about?” 

She sat up straighter on the bed. The she brushed away the wet cloth and looked him straight in the eyes. “Can you do me a favor?” 

“Anything.” He searched her face, ready to jump. 

With her elbow she motioned toward the computer screen. “Could you answer that girl’s letter?” She hesitated. “Don’t read it, just hit reply, okay?” 

“Sure.” He let his eyes linger on her, doubt flashing in his expression. “For a person who couldn’t breathe a minute ago, you’re pretty demanding.” 

Another out breath. “I know.” She leaned forward and dug her elbows into her thighs. “Can you do this, Scanlon? Please?” 

“Okay, okay.” He went to the computer and sat down. “Don’t get crazy on me again.” 

He clicked the reply link and a blank screen appeared. “Shoot.” 

“Give me a second.” She willed herself to think clearly. What if it wasn’t a hoax or a mistake? What if her daughter was really alive and living in Wheaton, Illinois? Maybe in the same house her parents had moved to when she was pregnant? She squeezed her eyes shut and refused to think about anything but the e-mail. “Okay, write this.” She paused. “Emily, call me as soon as you can. Here’s my number with the country code. Dial it just like this.” She was winded again, so she stopped and breathed. “Put the number next, okay?” 

He was still typing. “I figured.” After a few more key strokes his hands fell silent. “Send it?” 

“Yes. Thanks, Scanlon.” It wasn’t the time to write anything flowery at the end. Because whoever she was, she couldn’t be her Emily. The daughter she’d brought into the world. Her Emily was dead. 

Scanlon was up and moving back to the bed. She shifted so he could sit beside her, but as he did he met her eyes and held them. “Wanna tell me about it?” 

“No.” She didn’t want to, but she had no choice. Suddenly in all the world, Scanlon felt like her only ally, her only friend. And since the past was threatening to swallow her alive, she had no option but to cut it wide open and let it spill out. She put her hand over Scanlon’s, her voice softer than before. “I didn’t tell you everything about Chicago.” 

“Why am I not surprised?” He wove his fingers between hers, his expression softer. “I’m listening.” 

She nodded, and slowly at first, the story came out. How she’d been so in love with Shane Galanter, and her desperate belief that after he left, she had to find him. She told him about leaving for California and being terrified when little Emily got sick, and she explained how she’d taken her daughter to the clinic, but left when she thought for sure the police would come and take Emily away. 

“What happened then?” Scanlon still had his fingers laced between hers. “Did you make it back?” 

“I did.” She told him how she’d rushed home and begged her mother for help, even though the two of them hadn’t been speaking before she left. “We raced to the hospital.” Her eyes fell and she shook her head. “It took the doctor ten minutes to tell us he didn’t think Emily would survive. In fact, he said it would take a miracle.” 

Scanlon listened, his eyes full of compassion. 

She told him how she’d sat by Emily all night, and how around four in the morning her little girl had taken a turn for the better. “An hour after that, I wasn’t sure I’d survive without sleep.” She shrugged. “I don’t know, I was seventeen and scared out of my mind. I hadn’t slept in two days. I wasn’t thinking straight or I would’ve found a bed in the hospital somewhere.” 

“Your mom was still there, right?” 

“Right. She offered to stay. So I went home and fell asleep for ten hours — much longer than I planned. When I woke up I called the hospital and someone connected me to a nurse.” Her heart pounded at the memory. She let go of Scanlon’s hand and pressed her fingers into her temples. “The woman told me Emily was gone. That she’d been gone for a few hours.” 

“She died?” 

Lauren let her hands fall to her sides. “That’s what I thought.” She nodded toward the computer. “Until just now, that’s what I always thought. I had one baby, and I did everything wrong, so she died.” 

Scanlon groaned. He slipped his arm around her and pulled her to him. She let her head fall against his shoulder. “Thee-mail — it was from an Emily Anderson, who says she’s eighteen.” She sat up and searched her friend’s eyes. “She says she’s living with Bill and Angela Anderson in Wheaton and that she thinks I’m her — ” 

Her cell phone sprang to life, ringing and moving about as it vibrated on the table next to the medicine bottle. She felt her lungs seizing up again, but she willed them to stay calm. Scanlon handed her the phone and she flipped it open. 

“Hello?” 

“Is this . . . is this Lauren Gibbs?” The voice was young and tender, a voice that sounded like her own, like she’d sounded before everything had gone so terribly wrong. 

She breathed out. “Yes.” Her head was spinning. “Who’s this?” 

“This is Emily Anderson.” The girl waited a moment. “My mother’s been missing for . . . for eighteen years, and I thought maybe you might be — ” 

“Emily.” The girl’s name felt wonderful on her lips. She tried to remember to be guarded, to doubt whether the caller was really her daughter. A journalist never trusts people without checking facts. “Is . . . this really you?” 

“Yes.” Emily started to cry. “Are you — ” 

This wasn’t happening; it couldn’t be happening. Lauren gripped Scanlon’s arm. She felt a searing white-hot pain in her heart, like the pain that pierced her arm a week ago. As if she was being shot square in the middle. She squeezed her eyes shut and pressed the phone to her ear. “They told me you were dead.” 

“I know.” The girl was crying harder now. “Grandma told me. She thought that’s what happened.” 

Lauren leaned on Scanlon, determined to keep breathing, slow and steady. The phone call was too important to lose. “In ever would’ve left, never! Not if I’d known. I — ” Emotions choked her words. She swallowed, searching for a way to sum up a lifetime of feelings. “I thought about you every day, Emily. I still do.” 

“Me too.” Tears filled the girl’s voice, but her words rang with a joy that seemed boundless. “Mom, did you ever find him?” 

Lauren’s tears came then. 

She called me Mom . . . I have a daughter! Aching sobs welled up in her. Emily was alive! She forced herself to think about Emily’s question. “Shane?” 

“Yes. Did you ever find him?” 

The ache in her heart doubled. She had spent a lifetime missing Emily, but she had missed Shane Galanter too. He was the reason she left Chicago, after all. How long had she looked for him and waited for him, when all along her daughter had been growing up without her? If only she hadn’t been so stubborn. She could’ve gone home and made peace with her parents, and she would’ve found more than a mended relationship. 

She would’ve found her daughter. 

“No, Emily.” She pressed her finger against her upper lip and fought to keep control. “No, I never found him.” 

“I’m sorry.” Her voice was thick again. “You loved him very much, didn’t you?” 

“I did.” A few rebel sobs escaped, but she swallowed the rest. “I always told myself I’d go home again once I found him.” 

“But you never found him, so you never came home.” 

“No.” 

They fell quiet. Next to her Scanlon rubbed her good arm, lending whatever support he could. She would’ve given anything to reach through the phone lines and hold her daughter. “I have so many questions.” 

Emily laughed. “Me too.” 

“Listen to you.” She clung to the sound of her daughter’s laughter, a sound that was like water to her barren soul. “I used to laugh like that when . . . before . . . ” 

“Before you got pregnant.” The laughter faded from her voice. “I was talking to God the other day, and I told Him I knew what had happened. You got pregnant and everything went bad from there.” There was no self-pity in her voice. “One event tore everyone apart, didn’t it?” 

Regret came upon her like a monsoon. “It did.” 

“So I asked God if one event tore everyone apart, maybe He could use me to bring everyone back together.” 

Usually, when Lauren heard someone talk about God, she was repulsed — probably because she usually heard such talk from politicians. But now . . . Emily’s sincerity — her daughter’s  sincerity — rang across the phone lines. When Lauren didn’t say anything, her daughter continued. 

“The thing is, Mom, you need to come home quick.” She sounded serious. Scared and serious. 

It was the first time Lauren considered the possibility that her daughter might not be well. She stiffened, gripping the phone tighter than before. “Are you . . . is everything okay?” 

“No.” She sighed, and her voice filled with fresh tears. “Papa’s got cancer. He . . . he doesn’t have long.” 

Papa? Who was . . . ? Understanding dawned. Her father. Was that what Emily called him? Papa? She had a flashback, an image of her daddy swinging her in his arms when she was six or seven years old. Senia’s age. She swallowed another wave of sorrow. “My father?” 

“Yes.” She waited a beat. “I don’t know what happened between the three of you, but Grandma and Papa, they’re wonderful. They have such a strong faith.” She took a quick breath. “I need you, Mom. I’ve waited all my life for this. But now you have to come fast.” 

Her new reality was taking shape quicker than she could make sense of it. Her parents were wonderful? That wasn’t such a surprise, was it? They’d been wonderful all her life until they forced her to separate from Shane. And something else consumed her. Emily wasn’t only alive, but she wanted Shane and her to connect. What had she said? That she’d waited all her life for this? It was more than Lauren could take in. She shielded her eyes and leaned her head against her hand. How much had she missed over the years? She’d never planned to leave her parents forever, had she? Not even after what they’d done to keep her and Shane apart. 

It was just that one year blended into the next, and pretty soon the road home was so overgrown with blame and hurt she couldn’t find her way back. Wasn’t even sure she wanted to. But now her daddy was dying. “Do they want me there? With my dad so sick?” 

Emily laughed again, and it sounded like a release. As if she’d been holding her breath waiting for the answer. “Yes, they want you to come home. Please, Mom. Come as fast as you can, okay?” 

Lauren straightened. She had vacation time, but she needed a medical release before she could fly home. That, and the debriefing day at the magazine office. “I can be there a week from Saturday. Will that work?” 

“Yes! Oh yes!” Again her daughter’s voice sang with hope and promise. “Here, write this down.” 

Lauren motioned to Scanlon that she needed him to take a note. He grabbed the pad of paper and pen on the nightstand and waited, ready. Lauren held the receiver tight. “Okay, go ahead.” 

Emily rattled off several phone numbers, one for home and one for her cell. Lauren repeated every digit, watching to make sure Scanlon wrote it correctly. She’d lost Emily once; she wouldn’t lose her again. 

When she’d given all her contact information, Emily giggled. “Mom . . . I might call you between now and then, if that’s okay.” 

“Emily.” She felt her heart bursting within her. “Please do.” 

“I love you, Mom.” 

There it was again. The name she’d never been called before. Mom. I love you,  Mom. 

It was still impossible to believe any of it was true, but there was no denying that the caller was her daughter. She swallowed hard. “I love you too, sweet heart. I’ve loved you and missed you every day of your life.” She drew her first full breath in an hour. “I still can’t believe you found me.” 

“I didn’t.” Certainty filled her tone. “God did.” She paused. “But we can talk about that later.” 

When the call ended, Lauren snapped her cell phone shut. She turned to her friend, so full she thought she might burst. “Oh, Scanlon.” She searched his eyes. Whatever happened from here, her life would never be the same. “My daughter is alive!” 

“I gathered.” He smiled at her. “You’re going back to the States?” 

“Yes.” She pulled away and looked around her room. “As soon as they’ll let me go. My father’s sick. He . . . he doesn’t have long.” 

“Will you get there in time?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe.” 

“Amazing, huh? You go eighteen years without seeing him, and your daughter finds you just in time?” 

Lauren felt herself being drawn back to the conversation she’d just had with her daughter. Emily said God had found her. She blinked and looked at her friend again. “Definitely amazing.” 

A hint of sadness flashed in his eyes, but he smiled. “I’m glad for you, Lauren. Really.” 

Though it meant she was leaving, and though there was now a sudden possibility that she might never come back, she believed Scanlon really was glad. That was the sort of friend he was. Even so, the uppermost thought in her mind right now wasn’t leaving him or the Middle East or the job she so loved. Not even close. 

All that was on her mind was the miracle. She had a daughter. A living, breathing young woman with a voice like sunshine. And in just over a week, she was going to meet her. See her face. Hold her in her arms. 

And her parents. She would see them again. Feel her mother’s arms around her, see her father’s face glow with love — a love that had been misguided for a season when she was a teenager — but a love fiercely strong all the same. Yes, she had a daughter to meet and parents to reunite with. 

And eighteen lonely years to make up for. 
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Emily hung up the phone. She was shaking, trembling from her fingertips to her feet. Finding her mother’s picture, her identity, had been one thing. But actually talking with her? It was more than Emily could’ve dreamed. Her mom sounded shocked and fearful, disbelieving and overjoyed. But there was something else in her voice. A deep, abiding sorrow. For all the years they’d lost. 

Emily stood and stared at the picture next to her bed, the one of her parents when they were teenagers. “God — ” she lifted her eyes to the window, the blue sky beyond — “a miracle is underway, and already it’s more than I can take in.” 

She remembered the pain in her mother’s voice when she talked about Shane. Emily still needed to find him, find a way to connect him with her mother. She sucked on the inside of her cheek and remembered something else. The hurt in her mom’s voice when she realized Papa was sick. They still had so much healing to work through, so much forgiveness to find if they were going to have peace. 

A long sigh eased from her lips. She needed to get downstairs and tell her grandparents about her phone call with her mother. But first she needed more time to talk to God. Because yes, the miracle they all needed was finally underway, but it was hardly finished. 

Rather, it was only just beginning. 


TWENTY-TWO


Shane wasn’t sure how to break it to her.

After a week of praying and searching his Bible and hitting the gym twice as long as usual, he had the answer he’d been looking for. It jumped out at him just that morning, shouted at him from the book of Proverbs, the third chapter. There inverses five and six it said, Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight. 

He read the words three more times through, and suddenly the answer was clear. His own understanding had led him into a relationship with Ellen Randolph. His own understanding had allowed Ellen to design a plan for his life, a winding path that would take him where she wanted him to go. And yes, he’d gone along with it, because by his own understanding the plan made sense. 

But it wasn’t God’s understanding. 

Shane clenched his fists and looked at his watch. He moved onto the patio, restless. Ellen would be there in ten minutes, and the two of them were supposed to go to dinner. He’d thought all day about whether he should cancel and talk to her before the meal, or wait until afterward. He decided to wait. The least he could do was share one last meal with her before telling her it was over. 

He sat down on a chaise lounge and stared up into the palm trees that lined his backyard. Long ago he had put his trust in God. Though his parents moved him to California, and he had felt his heart rip out a little more with every mile that came between him and Lauren, he gave everything over in faith. He trusted the Lord to lead him through the rest of his days. Of course, his parents had their own plans. Plans they’d made clear before the first month of his senior year in high school. 

His father came into his room before bedtime one school night that year. “About time to apply for colleges, hey, son? I’ve talked to my friends at Harvard and Yale, even a few at USC.” He winked. “Looks like you’re a shoo-in for any of the three.” 

Not until that moment did Shane fully understand what his parents had done. The move wasn’t about investments in California. It was about investing in him, about protecting the plans they had for him, the plans to have him finish high school as an all-American football player with a future as golden as the sun. 

That night he told his dad news that shocked him. “I don’t want to go to business school, Dad. I don’t want an MBA or ownership in a bank or the chance to run a mortgage company. I want to fly a fighter jet.” 

It took most of the next six months for his wishes to sink in. Even then it was clear his parents were frustrated. They moved him away from Lauren, but nothing they could do would move him away from the plans God had for him. That spring, a few months before he graduated, her an into a navy recruiter with a booth set up in the lunch area. Shane could almost feel God directing him over, making him pick up a brochure and ask questions. 

From there, the pieces fell into place. He went to college at UCLA and then enlisted for officer’s training school and naval flight training. By the time the Gulf War came around, he was one of the top fighter pilots in the navy. 

His parents learned to accept his decision. In time, they were proud of him for flying jets for the U.S. military, bragging to their friends about his awards and medals. Shane was glad, but it wasn’t what motivated him. He was born to fly; that’s what the Lord had shown him. 

Every time he flew he felt God leading him home at the end of a mission. He was serving his country, serving his fellow man, and following the life God had given him all at the same time. His only sorrow was missing Lauren. For more than a decade that void hit him at the end of every day and between shifts and in noncombat situations when he was forty thousand feet up behind the controls of a jet. 

He would gaze into the endless blue and remember the note she’d scribbled for him back when they were kids: You’re gonna fly one day. When you go, take me with you. Only he never found her, so she never knew. Never knew that he’d done what he wanted to do, what God had created him to do. He breathed in the cool Reno air. And now . . . here he was. On the wrong path again. 

How did it happen? How did he let Ellen convince him that a position in politics would be better than working at Top Gun, better than driving out to the naval training base every day and living his dream? There was something else too. Since he’d been seeing Ellen, he’d come to believe that he didn’t want children, that with all the plans ahead of him, there wasn’t time for raising a family. All because for a short while, his own understanding seemed better than God’s. 

But not anymore. 

The doorbell rang, and then he heard the sound of her in the entryway. “Hello?” 

“Ellen. I’m back here.” He stood and met her. “You look pretty.” He kissed her cheek and led her back into the house. “I’ll get my keys.” 

“Shane.” Her tone was a mix of no-nonsense strength with a hint of vulnerability. 

He turned around. “Yes?” 

She exhaled slow and tired. “It’s over, isn’t it?” 

For an instant, he almost denied it. How could she have known? All he’d told her was that he wanted to talk. Nothing more. He slipped his hands in his pockets and took a few steps closer. Her eyes told him that she wasn’t guessing. She knew. Somehow she’d figured it out. 

He stopped and looked to the deepest places of her heart. “How did you know?” 

“This.” She pulled something that looked like a small photograph from her purse and handed it to him. “I found this on the front seat of my car this morning. It must’ve fallen out of your pocket.” 

Only when it was in his hands did he look at it. As he did, his heart sank. It was his picture of Lauren. She was right. He’d been looking at it the night before, when she pulled up to take him to dinner. In the rush of the moment, he slid it into his pocket and hurried out to meet her. 

Ellen lifted her chin, her pride clearly intact. “I thought you’d let her go, Shane.” 

“I have — ” No. He stopped himself. Anything he said about letting go of Lauren Anderson was a lie. He promised Lauren long ago that he would love her until the day he died. Wasn’t that what he’d engraved in the ring he bought her? Even now. Even now, when it made no sense to hang onto her memory, his promise was good. He put the photo on the closest bookshelf and took Ellen’s hands in his. “I’m sorry.” He worked the muscles in his jaw. “I thought I had.” 

She smiled, and the brilliance of it almost hid the pain in her eyes. “I thought so too.” She wriggled the ring from her finger. It contained a total of two carats, nothing like the small ring he’d bought Lauren a lifetime ago. “Here.” Her eyes glistened. “I can’t be second best, Shane.” 

“I know.” He took the ring and tried to see past her pretense. “I think we would’ve made a good team.” 

“Me too.” She gave his fingers a heart felt squeeze. “But I don’t want a teammate, Shane. I want someone who adores me.” 

“I understand.” He pulled her to himself and folded her in his arms. “I’m the problem, Ellen. Not you. You’re perfect.” 

She nodded, and when she drew back he noticed her makeup was still intact, her eyes dry. “I’ve spent the day working through this, so, if you don’t mind, I think I’ll get going.” 

“Okay.” He released her and she took a step. 

Holding her purse close to her side, she nodded at him. “Good-bye, Shane.” 

“Good-bye.” He held up his hand and waited as she turned and headed back to the door. 

When she reached it, she looked at him once more over her shoulder. “You didn’t want to be governor anyway, did you?” 

The sadness in his heart was genuine. She had offered him the kind of life most guys in his place would’ve jumped at. He felt God’s words shouting from the foundation of his heart. Lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight. 

Ellen was waiting, watching him. He took a few steps closer one last time and shook his head, his eyes never leaving hers. “No, Ellen. God made me to be a pilot. I love politics, and I’d vote for your father and everyone on the party ticket as long as the issues are what they are today.” He brushed his knuckles against her cheek. God, let her move on quickly from here. She deserves so much more. “But the truth is, I only thought I’d like politics because I liked you. Your father was a politician, and I thought it made sense if I became one too.” 

She covered his hand with her own, and after a few seconds she took hold of the door handle and backed up another step. “You know something?” 

“What?” 

“I’m glad you figured it out.” Her smile was more genuine now, as was her sorrow. 

“Me too.” 

She opened the door and stepped out onto the porch. “And I’m flattered that you liked me that much.” She nodded at him and held his eyes another few seconds. Then she turned and walked down his sidewalk to her car waiting along the curb. When she was gone, he grabbed his phone and went back outside on his patio. His chest ached, and he knew why. She wasn’t right for him, but he cared about her. He was going to miss her, and once again he was going to be alone. 

Now it was time to break the news to his parents. 
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Sheila Galanter hung up the phone and barely made it into the living room where her husband Samuel was reading the newspaper. 

“It’s over.” She leaned against the doorway. Moving any further into the room wasn’t an option. All her energy was taken with trying to sort through the news. 

Samuel lowered the newspaper to his lap. “What is?” 

“Shane and Ellen. They called it off.” 

“Hmm.” He looked up at the ceiling for a few seconds. “Can’t say I blame him.” 

“Samuel! Listen to you.” She was catching her breath now. “Ellen was a lovely girl.” 

“She was that.” He looked at her. “But she had Shane’s life planned out for him.” 

“We did the same once, remember?” She walked into the room and sat on the edge of the chair opposite him. 

He groaned and released the footrest in the recliner. It snapped down into place, and he sat straighter than before. “Sheila, it was only a few weeks ago that you were chock-full of doubts about this impending marriage.” 

 “I didn’t have doubts.” Her tone changed. “I was worried he did.” 

“Well — ” Samuel leaned forward and gave her knee a quick squeeze — “looks like you were right.” He studied her. He knew her so well. “Shane’s still young, Sheila. He’ll find someone else.” 

It was exactly what she was thinking. But Shane’s age wasn’t the problem. The awful reality was that their son hadn’t truly loved someone since — “What if this is all our fault, Samuel?” Her voice slipped to a whisper. “Have you ever thought of that?” 

A shadow fell over her husband’s eyes, and he folded his hands on his lap. For more than a minute he said nothing, as if he was being sucked back to that awful time when they’d felt forced to start a new life in order to protect their son. 

A long sigh escaped him. “I haven’t wanted to.” 

“But you have, right?” All those years, two decades since they’d left Chicago, and never once had Sheila gotten up the courage to talk to her husband about this. They made their decision and never looked back. But now the past had limped into the room with them, torn up and bleeding, impossible to ignore. Not that they were crushed about the breakup between Shane and Ellen. But the fact that their son had never let goof Lauren Anderson. She watched her own feelings play out across his face, and she already had her answer. “Samuel, talk to me.” 

He drew in a deep breath. “When we moved that boy here, I knew with everything I was that it was the right decision.” He spoke through clenched teeth, allowing a rare show of emotion. “He was seventeen, Sheila. What were we supposed to do?” 

“I don’t know.” A crack formed in her heart and she hung her head. Samuel was right. They’d wanted only the best for him. The move had been Samuel’s idea, but she had supported it. To the point of losing her best friend, she’d supported it. 

“He wanted to marry her and . . . and be a father all before he finished high school. I couldn’t stand by and let that happen.” Samuel spread his fingers over his chest. “Please . . . tell me you don’t blame me, Sheila.” 

“How can I?” She lifted her hands and let them drop in her lap again. “I was the one meeting with Angela, telling her we needed a plan.” The crack widened. “I talked about Lauren like she was — ” She looked at the floor, the memories so close she could touch them. “I talked about Lauren like she was completely to blame.” She twisted her expression and looked at Samuel again. “I lost my friend because I couldn’t, not for one minute, think Shane was anything but a victim.” 

Samuel took her hands in his. For a long time he ran his thumbs along hers. Then he shook his head. “We were wrong. I’ve known it for a long time.” 

“He’s looked for Lauren all his life.” She felt her eyes grow distant. “Sometimes when I’m on the Internet, I type in her name, just to see what comes up.” 

He studied her, eyes wide. “I’ve done that, too.” 

“We should’ve looked for Angela and Bill. They would know where to find her.” 

A strange look came over him and he gave a single shake of his head. “No. They have no idea. At least they didn’t five years ago.” 

What was he saying? She held tighter to his hands so she wouldn’t fall off her chair. “You called them?” 

“I called Bill one day at work. The conversation was short. No apologies, no accusations. We didn’t talk about the baby.” He shrugged. “I asked him if he could tell me how to get in touch with Lauren.” 

“You did that?” She’d been married to him for thirty-eight years. How could they not have talked about something this important? 

“Shane was gutsy and strong and a military hero, but he was dying inside for missing that girl.” His expression grew soft. “I asked myself how I could show Shane I loved him. How much I really love him.” He blinked twice, but his eyes remained damp. “Finding Lauren was the best thing I could think of.” 

“Sam . . . ” She slid to the floor and crawled the few steps that separated them. She had never loved him more. “You were exactly right.” 

“Only Bill told me he didn’t know where she was. She ran away after she had the baby. That was the end of the conversation.” He eased his fingers along the back of her hand. “I guess we all paid for what we did to those kids.” 

A small cry came from her. “If I’d known that was going to be my only grandchild . . . ” She hugged his legs and rested her head on his knees. “Oh, Sam. We’re still paying for what we did.” 

“Yes.” Sadness choked his voice. “Sometimes I lie awake at night wondering if the baby was a boy or a girl, and where that eighteen-year-old child might be now.” 

In that moment, Sheila felt the crack give way, felt her heart tear in half. She knew with utter certainty that she would never be the same. Because here was the truth. She wasn’t the only one who dreamed about the grandchild they’d walked away from, or who agonized at her son’s loneliness. She and Samuel had lived their lives in a sort of quiet denial, never talking about their biggest decision, never facing how it had for ever changed them all. 

And what about the Andersons? How could Lauren run away and never look back? Where had she gone? A tingling started at Sheila’s forehead and worked its way down her face. Lauren would’ve only run to one place — Southern California. Because she would’ve been as driven to find Shane as he had been to find her. 

This new realization added yet another layer to the hidden tragedy that was their lives. The only thing that could save them was if the broken pieces all found their way together again. Healing could happen if Shane found Lauren, if she and Samuel made things right with the Andersons. But how? How was that even possible? 

Guilt and regret smothered her, made her wish with all her being that somehow that might really take place. But it was impossible. Miracles like that simply didn’t happen. 

At least not to horrible people like them. 


TWENTY-THREE


It was the right decision, but that Monday morning Shane could still feel the ache in his heart. He missed Ellen, missed the way she made him laugh and the animated way she entertained him with stories from her father’s world. Without her, the weekend had been quiet and uneventful. Shane didn’t need anyone to tell him how the next season of his life would go. It would be a lonely one, maybe the loneliest yet. 

He pulled into the parking lot at Top Gun, killed the engine, and climbed out. The day was chilly, but the sky was a brilliant blue. He leaned against his car, crossed his ankles, and stared toward heaven. 

“Okay, God, I’m trusting you.” He smiled, but it didn’t erase his sadness. “Show me what’s next.” He gave a salute toward the sky. “I’ll be on standby until then.” 

He breathed in and headed toward the backdoor of the building. He needed speed, needed to buckle into a cockpit and fly like the wind through the forever sky. Maybe that would help him feel better. 

It was 8:50 in the morning when he reported at the desk. He picked up a stack of mail and was on his way toward the instructors’ lounge when one of the guys behind the counter motioned to him. “Captain Galanter?” 

“Yes?” He kept his eyes on the mail. There was a familiar envelope in the bundle, something from the office of Ellen’s father. The young man a few feet from him said something, but Shane missed it. He tucked the mail under his arm and frowned. “Sorry. What’d you say?” 

“You have a message, sir.” He held it out. “She says it’s urgent.” 

Shane walked back to the counter and took a small slip of paper. “Thanks.” He nodded at the guy, turned, and headed down the hall. As he did, he looked at the message. It was handwritten, taken early that morning. He read it: “Please call Emily Anderson in Wheaton, Illinois.” 

Anderson? Shane came to a slow stop. Emily Anderson in Wheaton? He stared at the number and wondered . . . Emily? Emily Anderson? He leaned against the wall, dizzy with the thoughts racing through his head. Was it possible? The wild hope bursting within him wasn’t so much because of her last name, or even because she was from Wheat on. But because her name was Emily. 

The name that — 

He blinked hard and shook his head. Maybe his thoughts were fuzzy because of Ellen, or because it was a beautiful Monday morning and he couldn’t wait to get up in the sky. Either way he needed a clear head. Thinking about Lauren or the baby or anything from the past would only hold him back. 

Her name had to be some sort of coincidence. Anderson was a common name and so was Emily. Still, he needed to call the woman. Probably a teacher, someone bringing a group of kids to Lake Tahoe and looking for an educational side trip. Happened all the time. He stepped into his small, boxy office and eased himself into his chair, all while reading the message one more time. It had to be about a tour group, he was convinced. 

He dialed the number and waited. He would take care of the call, set up a tour date for the lady, and get into his flight suit. 

All before nine o’clock. 
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Emily was typing another e-mail to her mother. 

The e-mails and phone calls had given them a wonderful chance to connect, even before a face-to-face meeting. This time the topic was journalism, how badly she wanted to write for a newspaper the way her mother did. She was just finishing it when the phone on the desk next to her rang. She answered it, her eyes still on the computer screen. “Hello?” 

“Yes, Emily Anderson, please. This is Captain Shane Galanter returning her call.” 

She gasped, and then covered her mouth so he wouldn’t hear her reaction. There was still no way of knowing if she had the right man. Even so, her heart was in her throat, and she was on her feet. She paced out of the room and to the end of the hallway. “This is Emily.” A knot tugged at her stomach. “I’m looking for a Mr. Galanter. I’m just not sure I have the right one.” 

“Okay.” The man sounded at a loss. “There’s only one of us at Top Gun, if that helps.” 

“Well . . . ” She stifled a nervous bit of laughter. What if this was him? What if she was actually talking to her father — her very own father! — for the first time in her life? “Actually, I’m not sure that the Shane Galanter I’m looking for is an instructor at Top Gun.” 

He chuckled. “Why don’t you tell me about the one you’re missing.” 

“Good idea.” She liked him. He had a kind voice and a sense of humor. “My Shane Galanter has dark hair and dark eyes and he’s pretty tall. He grew up in Chicago and dated a girl named Lauren Anderson. Then the summer before his senior — ” 

“Emily.” The teasing lightness in his voice was gone. In its place was a sense of quiet shock. “You have the right Shane Galanter. Now it’s my turn.” He hesitated. “Who are you?” 

She stopped pacing and leaned against the wall. It was him! She’d found him! A smile pushed its way up her cheeks, just as the first tears filled her eyes. After all these years had it really been that easy? A matter of spelling his name right and finding him through the Internet? The story began spilling from her at record speed. “I’m your daughter.” A sound came from her, part laugh part sob. “I’ve looked for you all my life, only I was looking on the Internet and I was spelling your name wrong, until last week when I found my mother’s journals and I realized your name had two a’s and that’s how I — ” 

“Emily?” He sounded breathless, almost doubtful. “Your mother’s name is — ” 

“Lauren. Lauren Anderson.” She giggled out loud. “I found her five days ago, the same day I called you.” 

“I just got the message. I . . . I can’t believe this.” His voice was thick, choked with what must’ve been almost overwhelming emotions. “So she did it, she gave you up for adoption.” 

“No, not at all.” Emily exhaled hard. There were so many pieces to pull together. “It’s a long story. I’m not sure where to start.” 

“I don’t know anything, Emily.” He laughed, his tone soaked in disbelief. “Why don’t you start at the beginning.” 

“Okay.” She slid down the wall until she was sitting on the floor. “When you and your family left for California, my mom was desperate to find you . . . ” 

The story poured out in all its detail. All the while Emily was overcome by a joy that made her feel like she was floating. She’d found her dad! They were actually talking on the phone. It was more than she could imagine. She’d found both her parents in the same week. And now it was up to her to get the information to her dad so he could join them. He would come, she had no doubts. She’d asked for a miracle. 

And God was making it happen. 


TWENTY-FOUR


Lauren felt like she knew her daughter, and it had only been a week.

During that time over the phone, they’d filled each other in on much of what they’d missed, the facts they hadn’t known about each other. Lauren told Emily about her first trip out west, and how sick Emily had gotten. 

“I thought it was my fault.” Lauren willed her voice to convey the depth of her regret. “When they told me you were gone, I knew I only had one hope left — to find Shane.” 

She told Emily about coming to Los Angeles and finding an apartment and getting a job. How she’d been determined to finish college and start a writing career, and how every day along the way she never stopped looking for Shane. 

Other times the conversation would be about Emily. Lauren learned that her daughter had a deep faith, one that colored everything she did, everything she felt. Emily shared the highlights of her childhood, the special moments at home and in school, and her decision to play soccer. 

“I still play now, at Wheaton College.” There was pride in the girl’s voice. “Grandma says my dad was an athlete.” 

“Yes.” Lauren’s heart felt scraped bare. Not only because of all she’d missed, but because Shane’s memory was alive and standing next to her all the time now. “He was a baseball player.” 

They talked about Lauren’s parents and how anxious they were to see her, and about Emily’s place on the school news paper. But no matter how many times they talked or how often they exchanged e-mails, Lauren couldn’t really believe her daughter was alive — not until she saw her in person. 

Finally, on a Saturday afternoon, after five hours of air travel, Lauren grabbed her things from the overhead compartment of a 737 and headed through the plane and down the Jet way into Chicago’s O’Hare Airport. Even then she couldn’t believe she was home again. Back where it all started, all those years ago. Eighteen years. A lifetime. 

Emily’s lifetime. 

She exited out the gate and followed the signs to baggage claim. Emily was going to meet her near the entrance. Lauren wore a conservative skirt and a jacket with low pumps, the sort of outfit she might wear to the Time magazine office. Her hair was freshly trimmed, as long and blonde as it was when she left home. As she walked down the concourse, her heart kept time with her heels. All her life she’d cradled other people’s children, wondered what Emily might’ve looked like if she’d lived. Now, in a few minutes, she would know. 

The reunion would be beyond anything she could’ve dreamed, but it would be marked by sorrow. Emily told her the day before that her dad’s cancer was much worse. The doctors were giving him a few weeks at best. Lauren picked up her pace, seeing in her mind’s eye her father the way he looked when she left home. Her heart hurt because they had so little time now. But it was impossible to feel only sorrow. After all, whatever time they had was a gift she’d never dreamed of having. 

The crowds were heavy, and Lauren dodged around a large group of teenagers dressed in basketball uniforms. Emily probably traveled with her soccer team. Maybe the two of them had passed just like this in an airport sometime and had never known it. She darted toward the escalator, steadying her carry-on bag in front of her and gripping the rubber handrail. 

Live combat didn’t make her feel this nervous. 

The escalator carried her down, slowly, slowly. Lauren peered into the clearing and she saw a hallway and a pair of double doors. Just beyond them was a pretty girl with dark hair, pacing a few steps one way and then the other, her eyes never leaving the doorway. Was that her? Lauren had about five seconds to study the girl, but in the end she didn’t need even that long to know. The girl had Shane’s dark hair, his striking features. And at the same time she was a brunette replica of herself at that age. Lauren stepped off the escalator and rushed through the doors, out of the way of the flood of people behind her. She stood there, staring at the girl, her heart in her throat. 

The reality hit her just as their eyes met, as they held, and as they spoke volumes without saying a word. This was her daughter, her Emily! Her baby girl really was alive! 

Emily spoke first. “Mom?” She came to her. “It’s you, right?” 

“Yes, Emily.” Lauren dropped her bag and held out her arms. Her daughter came to her then, rushed into her embrace, and stayed there. Lauren rocked her back and forth as tears streamed down her cheeks. Their hug was warm and sure, and it took Lauren back to the last time she’d held Emily. She’d missed a lifetime of rocking her, but she wouldn’t miss one second more. “You’re so beautiful.” She breathed the words into her daughter’s hair. “I can’t believe you’re really here.” 

“Me neither.” Emily drew back. Her eyes were bright as the sun, even though her cheeks were tearstained. “I looked for you all my life.” 

“I missed you every day.” She pressed the side of her face against her daughter’s. “If I’d only known.” 

Emily sniffed, and a bit of laughter came from her. “But you’re here! You’re really here. Now we’ll never be apart again, okay?” 

“Okay.” She studied her daughter, reveled in the sight of her. They’d missed so much together, that maybe Emily was right. Maybe they would find their way to the same city and never be apart again. It was a piece of the story that hadn’t yet been written. Lauren’s life had been in the Middle East, but that was before finding Emily. Now the future held more questions than answers. 

“Hey.” Emily stepped back and picked up Lauren’s bag. “Can we get something to eat? I brought a photo album we can look at.” 

It was past one o’clock, but until then she hadn’t realized how hungry she was. “Here? At the airport?” 

“Why not?” Emily linked arms with her. “We’re here, right?” 

“Right.” Lauren couldn’t remember feeling this happy, not since her daughter’s birth. They collected her two checked bags and headed back through the double doors up the escalator to a small Mexican restaurant. 

Emily kept checking her watch and finally Lauren gave her a curious look. “Are we late?” 

“No.” She laughed, but it sounded nervous. “I told Grandma and Papa we’d take our time.” 

“Okay, then.” They ordered, and Lauren found a table. When they were seated she leaned closer. She couldn’t get enough of Emily, the way she looked so much like Shane and so much like herself all at the same time. She covered her daughter’s hand with her own. “Why don’t you show me your photo album?” 

“All right.” Emily grinned. “Let’s start at the beginning.” 

The first photos showed her as a toddler, taking her first steps, and sitting in front of a white-and-pink frosted birthday cake with one lit candle in the middle. Each picture was like a precious, painful window to all Lauren missed, all she’d lost out on. Why hadn’t she gone back? Even one phone call and all the lonely years could’ve been avoided. By the second page she felt overcome with sorrow. 

“Wait, Emily.” She leaned her elbow on the table and shaded her eyes with the back of her hands. “I’m sorry.” 

“Mom.” Emily took tender hold of her wrist and peered in at her. “Hey, don’t be sad.” 

“I am.” She sniffed. “I should’ve been there, and now . . . ” A sob slipped free, and she willed herself to find control. “There’s no way to get that time back.” 

“Yes, there is.” Emily leaned in and kissed her cheek. “That’s what pictures are for. They give you away back.” 

“But it hurts so much.” She wanted to be strong. This was her first chance in nearly two decades to actually be a mother to her daughter. She shouldn’t be the one leaning on Emily. “I’d give anything to go back and do it all over again.” 

“I know.” 

“Really?” She lowered her hand and looked into her daughter’s eyes. “Really, do you know how much I wish I’d been there?” 

“Yes, Mom. I know. I could tell from the first time we talked.” She closed the photo album. “We can look at this later.” 

Lauren sat up a little and stared at the blue leather cover on the book of photos. She could do this, especially with Emily at her side. She could go back to a missed lifetime and watch her little girl grow up in pictures, and somehow she would get through it. Without question she would be stronger for having done so. “No, I want to see them now.” She put her arm around her daughter and smiled. “Just don’t be embarrassed if I cry, okay?” 

“Okay.” Emily’s eyes shone with compassion. 

The next photos showed a preschool Emily riding a shiny red tricycle, then Emily dressed as a fairy princess for Halloween. Before they could turn the page, two of Lauren’s teardrops hit the plastic covering. Lauren grinned at Emily. “See? Told you.” 

They both began to giggle, and then — for the first time in their lives — Lauren and Emily fell into a side-splitting round of laughter, the cleansing, complete sort of laughter only a mother and daughter can share. 
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Emily couldn’t get over it. 

She and her mother had been together less than an hour, and already she felt a bond that would last a lifetime. Neither of them liked refried beans, but they were both crazy for spicy guacamole and black olives. They both broke their chips in half before dipping them into the salsa. When they noticed, they laughed again. 

The photos and the food, the little habits they had in common, all of it was a wonderful distraction. And it helped Emily keep from telling her mother what was coming next: that she was about to see Shane Galanter. 

Because she couldn’t tell her. Not yet. 

The phone call with her father had been amazing, and they too had talked a few times since. 

He had the same strong faith as Emily, which was not the case with her mother. And only a week before Emily found him, he had broken off an engagement. Emily couldn’t help but believe that was somehow part of the miracle God was pulling together. 

“So, Mom . . . ” They were done eating. Emily planted her elbows on the table and rested her chin in her hands. “Tell me about Dad.” 

Her mother’s eyes grew dreamy and faraway, but defeated at the same time. “He was amazing.” She crooked her finger and pressed it first beneath one eye, then the other. “He wanted so much to be your daddy.” She hesitated, directing her gaze across the concourse and out the full-length glass windows toward the runway. “He asked me to marry him.” Her eyes found Emily again. “Did you know that?” 

Joy filled Emily’s soul. “No. I didn’t.” Her grandparents hadn’t said anything about an engagement. She felt angry for the briefest instant, but then she let it pass. She could talk to them later about why they hadn’t shared that information. The important thing was that long ago her parents had wanted to be married. It was all she could do to stay seated when she wanted to dance around the table and shout out the news. She settled herself down. “Tell me.” 

“It was before his family moved away.” She narrowed her eyes and looked off to the distance again. “He gave me a ring engraved with the words Even now. He told me he would always love me, even now when things seemed so impossible.” Her eyes glistened. “I wrote a story back then about the two of us in one of my notebooks and that’s what I called it. Even Now.” She took a slow breath, the memories clouding her eyes. 

“I found it.” She took a quick breath, not wanting to break up the memory. “I haven’t read the whole thing. But the message on your ring . . . that’s so romantic.” 

“Yes.” A resignation filled her tone. “Shane was always that way.” 

“So what happened?” 

“Nothing, really. Shane thought if we were engaged that our parents would work with us. He tried everything to find a place where he could live while we finished our last year of high school.” 

“Nothing worked out?” It was all so sad, so tragic. And though she knew what was coming in a half hour, Emily found herself getting teary eyed. 

“Our parents just wanted us apart.” There was no condemnation in her mother’s eyes, no animosity. Just resignation. “Shane’s parents owned his car and everything else. After he bought me the ring, he didn’t have ten dollars left.” She gave a sad laugh. “So they took him to California, promising that he’d have a way back to Chicago as soon as he graduated.” 

“They lied.” The possibility hadn’t occurred to Emily before. She might’ve grown up with her mother and father if these grandparents she didn’t know had done something to help their son stay in Illinois. “That’s so sad.” 

“It is.” Her nod was firm. “But I forgave them. I had to.” She smiled. “Otherwise I would’ve shriveled up and died from hating them.” 

Emily watched her mother. Being with her was like opening a chest with layers of treasure that would take a lifetime to experience. She leaned back and squeezed her mother’s hand. “You know what I hope?” 

“What?” 

“I hope I’m loved that way someday.” 

A bittersweet longing knit her mother’s brow together. “Me too, Emily. Me too.” 

The conversation shifted then. They talked about life in the Middle East and her mother’s friend, Scanlon. 

It was the first time her mother mentioned him, and Emily felt a ripple of alarm. “Are you two . . . you know, are you dating?” 

Her mother gave her a pensive smile. “No — ” she raised an eyebrow — “though Scanlon might think we are.” She grew more serious. “He’s a wonderful man. I think he’d like a future with me, but . . . ” She lifted her shoulder. “I know what love is, Emily. I might not have had it for very long, but I had it. Unless I feel that way again, I don’t see myself getting too serious with anyone.” 

They talked more about Scanlon and the recent tragedy at the orphanage. Her mother got tears in her eyes again when she talked about a little girl she’d met there — Senia, a seven-year-old with a missing front tooth. 

“I’m sorry.” Emily kept her tone low. “How’s your arm?” 

“It’s healing. It still hurts, but even that’s fading.” 

Emily didn’t want to think about how different the attack might’ve played out. How awful it would’ve been to find her mother and learn that she’d been killed all within a few days. Her mother changed the subject again, telling Emily about the stories she’d covered while in Iraq and Afghanistan. They realized that one of them — a cover story about the veil being removed from the women in the Middle East — was a story Emily had written a report about for her English class. 

“Wow.” Emily took a sip of her pop. The moment was approaching, and she was getting more excited by the minute. “Who’d have thought my mother would be famous?” 

Again they laughed, and her mom went into another tale of danger and a story she’d written early in the Iraqi war. This time Emily was only catching half the details. She was about to burst from keeping the truth in. 

Her dad’s plane was landing in fifteen minutes! 

“Emily?” Her mother angled her head. “Are you okay?” 

She jumped to attention. “Of course. I was just thinking how much I’d like writing for a magazine someday.” Silently she congratulated herself on the good cover. “Want more chips?” 

Her mother looked puzzled. “We stopped eating chips awhile ago, honey.” She laughed and gave Emily a silly look. “Let’s get home.” A ribbon of pain flashed in her eyes. “I want to see Mom and Dad.” 

“Now?” Emily’s toes tapped out a panicky rhythm beneath the table. “I was going to tell you about the soccer season. We almost went to the playoffs, did I mention that?” 

“You drove here, right?” Her mother was already pushing back from the table, wiping her mouth and gathering her dishes on the tray. 

“Right.” Emily grabbed her fork and stuck it into the lukewarm mix of chicken and lettuce that covered her plate. “But I’m still working on my burrito.” 

She made a pleading look. “Could you maybe bring it with you? I really want to get home.” 

“Okay. When you put it like that.” She grinned and went back to the counter for a carryout box. She took her time scraping the contents of her plate into the container, and then clearing her dishes from the table. She could feel her mother getting antsy, but she had to get the timing perfect. 

They’d arranged it all. Her dad would walk off the plane and head down the concourse to the baggage area. When he reached the bottom of the escalator, he would call her cell phone, letting it ring once. She had her phone in her jeans pocket, set on vibrate. His call would cue her to take her mother and meet him. 

Without drawing attention, she checked her watch. Five more minutes. Suddenly she had an idea. She swiped her hand over the table, making it look like she was trying to clean off the crumbs. But ass he did, she knocked over her pop, splashing it onto the floor and under the table. “Oh!” She jumped back. “I’m so clumsy.” 

Her mother darted across the café and grabbed a stack of napkins. “Here.” She gasped. “Yikes. Emily, look out. It’s coming off the table onto your shoe.” 

“Oops.” She sidestepped the stream of pop. “I think I need more napkins.” 

They worked together to clean the mess, and then Emily stood and tossed the wet garbage into the trash can. “The trouble is, I’m more thirsty than ever.” 

“Well — ” her mother pointed to the pop dispenser — “your cup’s okay. Why don’t you fill it before we go?” Her eyes danced in a way that was only half teasing. “Maybe you’d better get a lid too.” 

Emily pointed her finger in the air as if her mother’s suggestion was a good one. She was filling her cup with Dr Pepper when the phone in her back pocket vibrated. She gasped and nearly spilled her drink again. But instead she slipped a lid on it and hurried back to her mother. “Okay. I’m ready.” 

“You sure?” She grabbed her carry-on bag and headed toward the café entrance. They were halfway out the door when her mother pointed back at the table. “Your leftover burrito!” 

Emily turned and brushed her hand at it. “I’m not that hungry after all.” 

Her mother shrugged and gave her a crooked grin. “It’s hard to keep up with you, Emily.” 

“I know it.” She looped her arm through her mother’s and held her chin high. “Everyone on the soccer team always tells me that.” 

Her mother hesitated, looking at the signs over the concourse. “Which way do we go?” 

“This way.” Emily’s heart pounded hard within her. She hoped she wouldn’t drop from anticipation before they reached him. “We have to go back through the baggage area.” 

“Isn’t there a quicker way to — ” 

Emily dragged her toward the escalator. “Nope, this is the best way.” She cast her mother a quick grin. “Trust me.” 
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Shane Galanter had lived a lifetime for this moment. 

He was standing next to his suitcases, at the center of the baggage area, just off the main path leading to the escalator. Even now it felt like he might be dreaming. How many times had he seen a blonde with her build, her graceful mannerisms, and followed her only to realize he’d been wrong again? That initial conversation with Emily was still fresh in his mind. From the first few lines it was clear that he was the man she was looking for and that she wasn’t part of any school tour group. But when she explained that she was his daughter . . . It had been more than he could take. 

All along he’d wondered about what had happened to his child. Sometimes — as with the woman at the hotel the night of his engagement party — he would see a blonde with older kids and wonder for a minute if maybe one of them was his. But there were so many missing pieces. He wasn’t sure if Lauren had kept the baby or not, and if she had, he didn’t even know if his baby was a boy or a girl. 

When he realized who Emily was, he couldn’t make plans fast enough to come out to see her. That was when she told him that Lauren was coming too. 

Lauren . . . 

How long had he looked for her, wondering if he’d ever find her again? The photo he had of her was getting worn around the edges. He looked at it all the time, dreaming of this day, praying it might happen. What would it be like, seeing her after so many years? His heart pounded and he tried to dismiss his fears. What if she’d changed and her feelings for him were long dead? It would almost be easier never to see her again than to look in her eyes and know she’d left her love for him somewhere in the past. 

No. As hard as it might be, he wouldn’t trade what was coming. He loved Lauren still, there was no way around the fact. Whatever the coming hour held, he would let his heart ride it out. 

He wore jeans and a white button-down shirt. Civilian clothes. Emily hadn’t told him much, but she’d mentioned that Lauren was a reporter for Time magazine, a correspondent in the Middle East. That meant that they might have far less in common now than they once had. It was something he didn’t want to think about, not yet. A wave of people filed off the escalator and out the double doors, but none of them was Lauren. Three more people, an older couple carrying a boxed up poodle, and then . . . 

They were walking arm in arm, two women with the same look, one blonde, one brunette. He straightened, willing himself to hold up. He wasn’t sure about the girl, but the woman was Lauren. He’d seen her in his dreams every night since he moved to California. She was older, but the years had only made her more beautiful. 

The younger of the two — Emily, it had to be — stopped and looked first one way, then the other, and then straight at him. Her eyes lit up, and he could hear her gasp from twenty feet away. For a second she turned to Lauren, but then she looked back at him again, as if she didn’t know what to do first. 

She tugged Lauren a few feet in his direction, and then she let go and ran the rest of the way. “Dad!” Her arms were around him, and she was crying. 

“Emily . . . ” 

Here she was, the child he’d longed for, the one he’d never forgotten. His daughter, his very own! This was the girl who kicked at his hand as an unborn baby. That was their last contact until now. 

They hugged arms tight around each other, before his daughter leaned back and looked him up and down. “Look at you! No wonder Mom was crazy about you.” 

He laughed and framed her face with his hands. The face that was so like his own. “I never thought I’d see this day, Emily.” He wanted to look at Lauren, see if she’d followed their daughter closer. But he needed to have this moment first. “I promise you I’ll spend the rest of my life making up for the years we’ve lost.” 

Emily gave him a quick hug, then — as if she suddenly remembered — she jumped back and both of them looked at Lauren. Her bags had fallen over, and she stood there, frozen in place, her mouth open. 

The minute their eyes met he felt it, the connection. How had he thought for a minute that what they shared might’ve changed over the years? He had always known nothing could change it, and he was right. For along moment they stood there, trying to believe what they were seeing. Tears ran down Lauren’s cheeks, and finally he couldn’t wait another second. He went to her at the moment she started toward him, and they met in the middle. If it were a movie scene, he would’ve swept her up, twirled her around in a circle, and kissed her the way a soldier kisses his girl after a long tour of duty. 

But this moment held as much sorrow as it did triumph. As wonderful as it was to see each other, Shane couldn’t help feeling desperately sad. They’d lost two decades. And the privilege of raising their child together. That loss would always be with them. They stopped in front of each other, and slowly, with all the tenderness he had to give, he drew her into his arms. The lost years slipped away like so many seconds, and he soaked in the feel of her. They fit perfectly together, the way they always had. 

“Lauren . . . I can’t believe it’s you.” He could feel her heart pounding against his chest. 

She held him tighter. “I looked for you . . . for so long . . . ” She drew back and searched his eyes. “Where’ve you been, Shane?” Her crying grew harder, her voice the barest whisper. “I couldn’t find you.” 

People were milling past, casting curious glances at them. Not far away Emily had righted her mother’s luggage and now she was watching them, her face taken by a smile that stretched from ear to ear. Shane tucked Lauren’s head in close to his chest and swayed with her, feeling himself responding to her presence. “I thought I’d lost you forever.” He kissed the top of her head. 

“Me too.” Her voice was a mumble against his shirt. After a few seconds she took a step back and studied him. “In my dreams you looked just like this, Shane.” 

“You too.” They had so much to catch up on. He wanted to ask her why she changed her name, and what life had done to her way of thinking now that she was a Time magazine correspondent. He needed to tell her that he was in the navy, a fighter pilot, but all that could wait. He smiled at her. “Emily found me a few days ago.” He leaned sideways and flashed their daughter a grin. 

She gave him a cute little wave, and he did the same. 

“I asked her not to tell you.” He put his hands on her shoulders and searched her eyes. Looking into them was like getting his first drink after years in the desert. “I wanted you to be surprised.” 

“Surprised?” She took a few steps back and bent at the waist, bracing herself on her knees. When she looked up her expression was still filled with disbelief. “I’m surprised my heart’s still beating.” 

He laughed and took her hands. They stood there, not quite able to get enough of each other. Finally he felt his smile fade. “You know about your parents?” 

She nodded. “Daddy’s sick. He might only have a few weeks to live.” 

“Emily told me.” He motioned for their daughter to join them. When she did, he put one arm around her and one arm around Lauren. He felt a rush of joy at the way they felt against him. Lauren and Emily, both of them. The feeling was amazing, like he’d found a missing part of himself and now — finally — he was whole again. He blinked back the wetness in his eyes and gave them each a light squeeze. “Let’s get back to the house.” 

Emily nodded. Fresh tears filled her eyes, but she smiled at both of them. They were halfway to the parking lot when Emily said, “This is it, exactly.” 

“This moment, you mean?” Lauren looked around him and smiled at their daughter. Shane’s throat tightened. Their daughter. Their little girl. A part of each of them . . . 

“Yes. When I asked God for a miracle, a picture came to my mind.” Emily skipped a few steps in front of them and turned around, her arms spread wide. “This picture. Exactly this.” 



TWENTY-FIVE


It was the first day Bill hadn’t felt like getting out of bed.

Angela asked him a few times, suggesting that he join her at the kitchen table for hot oatmeal or later that he sit on the sofa with her and watch a movie. The kids would be there by four o’clock. It was important that he stay awake and alert. 

But he had only taken her hand and looked straight to the part of her that belonged to him alone. “Everything hurts, Angie. I’m sorry.” 

His answer dropped her to the edge of the bed. She sat there shaking. It took awhile until she said anything. “You never told me.” 

“I didn’t want to.” He smiled and laced his fingers between hers. “I have pills if I need them. It’s just that I want to be alert when the kids come.” His shoulders slid up and down against the pillow. “I figured if I rested all day I could fake it a little tonight.” 

That was at noon. He slept most of the day and now he was up and sitting in his recliner in the family room. She studied him from the kitchen and wondered how he would look to Lauren and Shane. Older, of course. But he was thin now, much thinner than before. His face was gaunt and the cancer had left his complexion ashy gray. He was cold too. No matter how high she kept the thermostat, he needed a blanket across his legs. Tonight he was using two — both of them extra thick. 

Still, with all the changes and the pain he was in, his eyes glowed as he looked at her. “Any minute!” 

“Yes.” All their searching and praying and wanting their daughter had come to this. Lauren and Shane together again in the same room. With their daughter. And with them. 

Part of her was so excited she could barely put the apple pie in the oven. But another part of her was terrified because she and Bill were at least partly responsible for separating them. If only Bill had asked the phone company to leave forwarding information on the recording connected to their old number. It was something he regretted every day. She wasn’t about to bring it up now. 

Once the pie was set, she poured the two of them coffee and joined him in the family room. She took the chair she liked best — the one closest to him. Just as she sat down, she heard a car, and after a few minutes, the sound of Emily’s voice. Angela closed her eyes and reached for her husband’s foot. “Father God, be here tonight.” 

She expected them to ring the doorbell, then realized Emily would never do such a thing. So she wasn’t surprised when she heard the group come into the entryway, and after a bit of hushed conversation, she heard Emily’s voice heading up the stairs with what must’ve been Shane. Angela stood and waited, her heart barely beating. Were Emily and Shane giving them this time alone with Lauren? It was something she had wanted, but never voiced. There was silence in the entryway for a few seconds, and then the sound of heels on the tile floor. 

And suddenly — there she was. Standing before them, like something from a dream. 

“Lauren . . . ” Tears blurred Angela’s vision and a sob caught in her throat. She was afraid to move or cry or say the wrong thing. 

Lauren blinked and tears slid down her cheeks. Their eyes locked and she massaged her throat. “Mom . . . ” Her eyes shifted to Bill. “Dad . . . ” 

Angela couldn’t wait. She crossed the room, and carefully, as if her daughter might break, she took Lauren into her arms. With one hand on the back of Lauren’s head and the other pressed to the small of her daughter’s waist, Angela cradled her the way she’d done when Lauren was little, when she’d come home from kindergarten with a skinned knee. 

Only this time she and Bill had caused her daughter’s pain. And it went far deeper than any childhood scrape. “I’m so sorry, honey.” She muttered the words against the side of Lauren’s face. “I’ve spent my life being sorry.” 

Lauren felt stiff at first, as if the awkwardness of the moment kept her from giving in to her emotions. But as they embraced, Angela felt her daughter letting go, felt the sobs shaking her slight frame. “I’m . . . I’m sorry too.” 

When their tears slowed some, Lauren took a step back and turned toward Bill. Angela watched them. God . . . You did this. You brought her home while we still had a chance to be together. All of us,  the way we should’ve been from the beginning. 

“Daddy, how are you?” She reached the edge of his chair and he held his hand out to her. She took it and leaned closer, hugging him for what seemed like a minute. She eased onto her knees, bringing them face-to-face. “Does it hurt?” 

He shook his head and brought his hand up along her face. “Not anymore.” With his other hand, he brought her fingers to his lips and kissed them. “We were wrong, Lauren. I’m so, so sorry, baby.” 

Angela felt her composure slipping. He was a strong man, Bill Anderson. Strong and intelligent and not given easily to shows of emotion. At least, not before Lauren left. When she didn’t come back and they couldn’t find her, she’d watched him change. What he’d done by leaving their forwarding information off the recording, he’d done in love. He loved Lauren and would’ve gone to any lengths to protect her. It was that protective instinct of his that longed for Lauren with every passing hour. She was his little girl, and in some ways he hadn’t been complete until just this minute. With her safely in his arms again. 

Lauren looked weak as she struggled to her feet. The day had been an emotional one for all of them. She wiped her cheeks with her knuckles and looked at Angela and then Bill. Her eyes settled on Bill. “I’m the one who left.” She lifted her chin a few inches. “I thought Emily was dead and I panicked. I never . . . ” Her voice cracked and she held on to the back of Bill’s chair for support. “I never should’ve gone without saying good-bye.” Her expression was a twisted mass of sorrow and regret. “Forgive me . . . please?” 

She dropped to the arm of Bill’s chair and put her arm around him, leaning close and letting her head rest against his. “I missed you, Daddy.” She looked up and turned the other way. “You too, Mom. How did so many years get away from us?” 

Angela came to them, and the three formed a hug full of hope and promise and second chances. There was no talk about Shane, but Angela knew that would come. They couldn’t move too far ahead without first letting go of the past. 

Lauren lifted her head and looked at Bill again. “I’m sorry . . . about the cancer.” 

“I didn’t ask God to make me better.” His voice was hoarse, barely understandable. He framed her face with his fingers again. “I only asked him to bring you home.” 
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The three of them talked in whispered tones before Angela found a box of tissues and passed them out. Lauren took one and stood. “Can Shane come in now? He wants to see you.” 

Angela felt like the worst person in the world. He was really there, the charming young man who had loved her daughter with such devotion, the kid who had purchased a wedding ring and asked Lauren to marry him so they wouldn’t be torn apart. He had come, even though she and Bill had acted to keep them separate from each other. 

“Yes, Lauren. Bring him in.” 

She left the room, and Angela turned to Bill. “Can you believe it? She’s really home.” 

“She’s beautiful.” He sat up a little and pulled the blankets higher on his lap. “But her eyes aren’t what they were. Do you see it?” 

Angela hadn’t wanted to admit that. To do some ant taking blame for even more damage. But Bill was right. “I see it. I think it has to do with her faith.” 

“Does she . . . have faith?” He winced, as if the pain of thinking such a thing was worse than anything the cancer was doing to him. 

“I don’t know.” She took hold of his shoulder. “I can only believe that with the miracles God has brought about in the last few weeks, He won’t stop short of that one.” 

Bill nodded, and as he did, they heard footsteps in the entry again. This time all three of them filed into the family room, with Shane leading the way. 

He smiled and came to them, giving Bill a firm handshake. “Mr. Anderson, it’s good to see you.” Then he turned to her. “Mrs. Anderson.” He released Bill’s hand and hugged her. It wasn’t the hug they’d received from Lauren, but it was one that spoke forgiveness. Whatever Shane Galanter had once held against them, those feelings were no longer a part of him. 

“Shane.” Bill coughed and held his hand out to Shane once more. 

“Yes, sir?” The handshake held. 

“My wife and I owe you an apology.” Bill’s eyes had been dry until now. But here, with Lauren and Emily standing a few feet away arm in arm, and all of them gathered together for the first time, tears welled up and trickled down his leathery cheeks. 

“It’s over with, sir.” Shane kept hold of Bill’s hand. “God made it clear to me a long time ago that we can’t go back.” He looked over his shoulder at Lauren and Emily, and then at Bill once more. “We can only be glad for today.” 

“Something else.” He rubbed at his throat, his voice raspy. “I understand you’re a captain in the navy, a fighter pilot, is that right?” 

Angela watched Lauren’s expression change. She looked down at the floor, but only for a minute. 

“Yes, sir. I train fighter pilots at the Top Gun facility in Reno, Nevada.” 

“Well, then, I have to tell you — ” Bill gripped Shane’s hand harder than before — “I couldn’t be prouder of you if you were my own son.” 

Again a shadow passed over Lauren’s eyes, and Angela felt a strong prompting to pray. What is it, God? Does she disapprove of Shane’s job? With Shane and Bill discussing the navy, and Emily grinning, talking about how her dad was going to take her up in an F – 16, it hit Angela. Of course Lauren had a problem with Shane’s job. 

She’d been covering the war for Time magazine for the past two years. Her political views and Shane’s would be at polar ends of the spectrum by now. What if Lauren found all of them too conservative, their faith too upfront? What if she stayed for only a few days and then ran away again, certain she could never belong? Fear wanted a place in the midst of their group, but Angela wouldn’t allow it. 

God, this is Your territory. The years might’ve changed Lauren, but that’s okay. She’s entitled to her opinion — whatever that opinion is. She settled her gaze on Lauren, aching to go to her and hold her again, her only daughter. Instead she finished her prayer. Father, let her feel Your love this week. I know I’m asking for a lot, God, but please use this time to stir in her the faith we share with Emily and Shane. Please . . . 

Even as her prayer ended, she felt a deep uneasiness, a sorrow that their decisions twenty years ago had pushed Lauren far away, not only from them, but from God. The Lord had been so good to them in the years since Lauren left. The tragedy of losing her, of raising Emily without her parents had turned them to a deep, life-sustaining faith. From what Emily told them, in his pain and loneliness, Shane had found a relationship with Christ also. 

Now she would pray with every breath that one day soon the same would be true for Lauren. 


TWENTY-SIX


Lauren had been waiting for this moment all day. Waiting for it and dreading it all at the same time. She and Shane were about to be alone for the first time in two decades.

The night had been amazing. All five of them had talked and cried and told funny stories about the years they’d missed until finally her dad was too tired to last another minute. Her mother walked him to their room, and Emily stayed up talking with Lauren and Shane until just a few minutes ago. After so many years, none of them could get enough of each other. 

Now it was after midnight, and she and Shane and Emily were heading upstairs to tell Emily good night. 

“Can I ask you something?” A smile played on Emily’s lips, as they reached the top of the stairs and she looked at the two of them standing together. “I always used to wonder what it would be like to have my parents tuck me in. You know, like other kids.” Her eyes were dry, but her tone rang with sincerity. “Would you do that? Please?” 

Lauren’s heart sang. She felt honored her daughter would even ask. Emily was no longer a child, after all. How wonderful that she didn’t feel too old to still be a kid around them. She tugged on Emily’s sweater sleeve. “You lead the way.” 

And so the three of them trucked down the hall to Emily’s room, Lauren and Shane a few steps behind. Shane held her hand, and the sensation stirred countless emotions in her. How often had she dreamed of this, the normalcy of such a moment? That she and Shane might be heading upstairs to bid their daughter good night, the way real families did. 

Emily slipped into her bathroom to put on her pajamas, leaving Lauren and Shane standing near the doorway. He slid his arms around her waist, and she let him draw her close. No matter how long she looked at him, she couldn’t get enough. It was as though they’d never been apart. All evening they’d sat close together, and she could hardly think for the way Shane’s fingers felt linked with hers. 

It was the same way now, in his arms. She came to him willingly. Time had done nothing to dim the desire between them, that much was certain. “Can you believe we’re here?” His voice was low, his breath soft against her cheek. He nuzzled his face against hers. “You feel so good, Lauren.” 

“I used to fall asleep each night wishing . . . ” She traced her finger along his collarbone. “Wishing I’d wake up in the morning and you’d be there beside me. That we were married and together.” She dragged her hand through the air beside them. “Like all this would just be a terrible nightmare.” 

“Mmm.” He breathed in near the nape of her neck and then drew back enough to meet her eyes again. “We should’ve had a lifetime of that by now.” He lifted his hands to her face and worked his fingers into her hairline. A low groan came from him. “It kills me to think of all we missed.” 

The bathroom door opened, and Shane pulled back. He took hold of Lauren’s hand, but he hit the light switch and Lauren could see him grinning at both of them in the dark. “Okay, young lady, time for bed.” 

Emily giggled and padded past them in her socks. Then she climbed in between the covers and pulled them up near her chin. “Can you pray with me? That’s part of tucking in.” 

Lauren shifted, but tried not to show her discomfort. She’d considered God an enemy since she got the news that Emily was dead, since she’d driven away from Chicago that terrible day. Faith belonged to the rest of them, not her. It wasn’t something she wanted, either. If there was a God, He had let them lose a lifetime together. Why Emily and Shane cared for such a God, she didn’t understand. 

Still she wasn’t about to resist. This wasn’t a debate on theology. She let Shane lead her to the side of Emily’s bed. Suddenly the full extent of what was happening hit her square in the heart. She was saying good night to her daughter — the baby girl she’d thought was dead! She was sitting next to her in a dark room, getting one of her first chances to be Emily’s mom. She sat on the edge of the mattress and ran her fingers through Emily’s bangs. Next to her Shane’s quiet voice rang out clear and confident, full of a faith Lauren had stopped believing in years ago. 

“Dear God, we’re here tonight because You allow edit.” He drew a deep breath. “I thought I’d live my life never finding either of these two, but You — You brought us together. We pray Emily will sleep well, and that tomorrow we’ll all wake up and find that it’s really happening, that it’s not just a wonderful dream.” He hesitated, and his tone grew heavier. “Help us not to be angry or sad over all we’ve lost. But help us celebrate what You’ve given us today. In Jesus’ name, amen.” 

Shane leaned down and kissed Emily on the cheek. “Good night, Emily.” He tapped the tip of her nose. “Thank you.” 

She smiled, and the little girl she must’ve been shone in her eyes. “For what?” 

“For letting God use you.” He stood and headed for the doorway. 

It was Lauren’s turn. She looked down at Emily and once more brushed her thumb across her daughter’s forehead. “I remember the last time I did this.” 

“At the hospital?” Emily rolled onto her side so they could see each other better. 

“Mmm-hmm. You were so sick, so hot. I sat there next to your bed and I did this. I touched your forehead, begging God to let you live, to bring you back to me.” 

Emily searched her eyes. “Don’t you see, Mom?” 

“See what?” 

“He answered your prayers.” She gave a little shrug. “Here we are, just like you asked.” 

A lump lodged in her throat, but her words found their way around it. “I like your attitude, Miss Emily. I’m proud to be your mother.” She leaned in and kissed her on the forehead. Then she whispered, “Good night, sweet daughter. I love you.” The words felt wonderful on her lips. “I can’t say it enough.” 

“Love you too.” 

Shane was waiting for her out in the hallway. Without saying a word he eased his fingers between hers again and led her back down the stairs to the living room. Gentle flames danced in the fireplace, and through the oversized picture window it was snowing. 

He turned out the lights, and when they reached a spot near the fireplace, he stopped and tugged her into his arms again. “Hi.” He brushed his cheek against hers, holding her with a gentle firmness. 

“Hi.” Panic tried to interrupt the moment. Were they going to talk or was it just assumed that they would start up again where they’d left off? 

“Here we are.” He searched her eyes . . . Was he going to kiss her? Did she want him to? She swallowed. Her knees were weak and her heart was racing hard. Of course she wanted him to kiss her. But was it right, when they hadn’t talked yet? 

Before she could answer her own questions, he began humming a James Taylor song, one that had been their favorite the year she got pregnant. Slowly, and with his eyes still locked on hers, he swayed her in a dance that made her head spin. She felt herself being sucked in, pulled to a place where she wouldn’t ever want anything but the feeling of his arms around her. 

What little resistance she’d brought with her to Chicago melted like the snowflakes hitting the window outside. Maybe they didn’t have to talk, not yet. This was what she’d wanted all those years, wasn’t it? A chance to be in Shane Galanter’s arms again, alone in a dark room with just the sound of a fire crackling in the background. 

Their swaying slowed and he brought his hands to her face. In an unhurried, barely controlled way, he worked his fingers into her hair again and brushed his lips against her cheek. “I never stopped loving you.” 

“Me neither.” She breathed in the scent of him — his warm breath, his fresh shampoo and cologne. He smelled wonderful. The day had already been so emotional, and now this. Their eyes held, and she knew. It was going to happen. 

His lips found hers first, and he left the lightest kiss there. “Lauren . . . don’t ever let go.” 

“I won’t.” Her heart was talking now. This time she found his lips and kissed him the way she was dying to. Full and slow and with a lifetime of bottled-up passion. His arms tightened around her, and they swayed every now and then, and after a few minutes they made their way up against the wall closest to the window. 

The air between them changed, and she felt the same trembling in his body that was moving over her. Shane pulled back first, pursing his lips and exhaling hard. His eyes blazed with desire, mirroring the feelings that had to show in her face as well. 


“Okay.” He chuckled and rubbed the back of his neck. He let her go and crossed the living room where he sat at one end of the sofa. “Looks like some things haven’t changed.” 

She let her arms hang at her sides and she shook them. No one made her feel the way Shane did. She grinned at him through the dim light of the fire. “No, some things definitely haven’t changed.” He was waiting for her, so she crossed the room and sat afoot away from him. A little space would be good right now. 

Something he’d said made her wonder. Maybe she wasn’t the only one afraid of sorting through the years and taking a harder look at who they’d become. She ran her finger down his forearm. “Did you mean — ” her voice was kind — “that some things have changed?” 

His expression gave him away. He looked down but only for an instant. When his eyes found hers again, he gave her a sad smile. “I know who you are, Lauren Gibbs.” 

“Lauren Gibbs?” She lowered her chin. How much did he know? She kept her tone light, not wanting to lose what they’d found in the past hour. “Does my fighter pilot read Time magazine?” 

The sorrow in his face deepened. “He does.” 

An awful feeling crept into the moment. A year ago she’d written an article stating that Iraqi residents had no respect for American fighter pilots. She’d quoted one man saying, “They are the epitome of the ugly American. Cowards afraid to face their enemies. Flying overhead and destroying our towns and villages, our homes and neighborhoods with the push of a button.” 

The article included a brief paragraph detailing a response from the air force and another from the navy, rhetoric about how air strikes were actually more humane because the targets could be pinpointed within a few feet. Had he seen that story? She had the awful feeling that he had. She sighed. “You saw my piece on fighter pilots?” 

He brushed his knuckles against her cheek, the love in his eyes still strong. “It was posted at the base for six months.” He chuckled. “Just about every fighter pilot wrote a rebuttal. Last time I checked, your story was pretty well surrounded.” 

She groaned and let her head fall back against the sofa. “Shane . . . ” She sat straight again searching his eyes. “How did you wind up on the wrong side of this war?” 

He took her hand and in the smoothest sensation he brought it to his lips and kissed it. “The question is — ” his voice held no accusation; only the same love from earlier that night — “how did you?” 

His words placed a thin line between them. “Shane, just for a minute forget all your naval air training.” She was careful not to sound hard or sarcastic. “You’re a Christian.” 

“I am.” His kindness didn’t waver. 

“So Jesus taught about peace, right? He came to bring us peace.” 

“Actually, He came to bring us life.” Shane’s words were slow, easy. His eyes still held hers and his tone was relaxed. “Life to the fullest measure.” 

“Okay, good.” She bit her lip. “If He came to bring us life, then how can you be part of a war that kills people?” 

“Lauren.” He ran his fingers along her forearm. “Conflict has been around since Cain and Abel. For most of time people have fought wars, lots of them with God’s approval.” 

She could feel her blood pressure rising. “Okay.” She breathed out, “How can you support a God who would want war? Innocent people killed?” She sat straighter, putting another few inches between her and Shane. “Isn’t the goal supposed to be peace?” 

“Yes.” His voice was a little more intense. “Do you think I don’t want peace in Iraq? Peace in Afghanistan?” He pulled one knee up on the sofa and turned to face her. “Because I fly fighter jets?” 

The question threw her. She’d had these talks with conservatives before. Even military conservatives. They always trotted out the causes for war: weapons of mass destruction, vicious dictators, torture among civilians. But no matter how long and fast they talked, she felt the same. How did two wrongs make a right? How could the U.S. take a stand against dangerous weapons in Iraq, and then drop dangerous weapons to make its point? 

But never, in all her days of reporting in the Middle East, had she heard a military captain say that he wanted peace. She searched his eyes. “Peace, Shane?” Her voice held question marks, nothing more. “You spend your days training fighter pilots how to find and destroy enemy targets, and you want peace?” 

He was quiet for a minute. The slight rise in his intensity faded. “Where were you on September 11, 2001?” 

She didn’t want to talk about the terrorist attacks. It was the same story with half the war supporters she’d interviewed. It made the U.S. military sound like a bunch of whiny kids. They hit us first . . . Still, this was Shane. Regardless of their differences this side of yesterday, she owed him a thoughtful answer. She crossed her arms and pressed her good shoulder into the back of the sofa. “I was in Los Angeles at the office.” The memory came sidling up like a smelly drunk at a bar. “I watched it, horrified like everyone else.” 

“Did you know anyone in those buildings?” 

“I didn’t.” She drew her feet up in front of her and hugged her knees. “But I was one of the reporters on it. I interviewed people in Los Angeles who’d lost friends or family.” The sick feeling she’d known all that week came back. “It was awful.” She studied his face. Maybe he had other reasons for asking about it. She reached out and touched his hand. “What about you?” 

He stared at the fire, his eyes full of something she couldn’t make out. “I was in Reno, at the Top Gun facility. Got a call the night before from a buddy of mine, went through navy fighter pilot training with him. Only Benny didn’t want to be a career fighter pilot. He wanted to be a firefighter. FDNY.” Shane squinted at what must’ve been the garish glare of the past. “We talked about his wife and kids, the great weather they were having.” Shane smiled at Lauren. “I told him he should come out to Top Gun and take a ride in an F – 16 with me.” 

Lauren knew what was coming. She looped her fingers around his. “He was on duty the next morning?” 

“He was.” Shane looked at the fire again. “His wife told me he made it to the sixty-first floor before the South Tower fell.” He met her eyes again. “They never found his body.” 

She waited a minute, giving the story time to fill her heart. “I’m sorry.” 

“Thanks.” He gave her fingers alight squeeze. “I’ve thought a lot about peace. I studied it in school, believe it or not.” 

“Really?” Her tone told him she was teasing in a gentle sort of way. She tried to picture him hanging out with the people she knew in college, the journalism students. “You wore tie-dye and sandals in college, did you?” 

“Close.” He chuckled. “The sandals, anyway.” He rested his arm along the sofa back and ran his fingers over her shoulder. “I didn’t want what my parents had. Materialism and business investments and a life of plastic facades. I knew that much.” He gave her a serious frown. “College was interesting for me. I asked a lot of questions, studied the history of civilizations and what exactly constituted peace.” 

She was impressed. A large number of her liberal friends hadn’t done that. Yes, she agreed with them, but that didn’t mean their opinions were based on fact. Hers were. She interviewed people all day long. If anyone should have the facts on why war wasn’t worth fighting, she should. 

He must have seen she was interested, because he continued. “Time and again I saw the same thing, Lauren.” His eyes implored her to hear him. Really hear him. “I saw that we could have peace only through strength.” 

Another military motto, one she’d heard bantered about far too often. Still, she stopped herself from reacting. “What does that mean, Shane? Peace through strength?” 

He gave her question some thought. “I guess it’s like this. We’ve lost an awful lot of men in this war, and that’s a tragedy. One life lost is a tragedy. But when we look at the plans the terrorists had for this country, I see the benefit of strength. The peaceful benefit.” He ran his thumb over the top of her hand. “They had very detailed plans, Lauren. I saw them. They thought they’d make September 11 look like a minor incident.” 

Even after a lifetime of standing on the other side of this fence, she wanted to understand him. If things had been different, they wouldn’t be having this talk. No doubt she would’ve been on his side, searching for a way to justify the things she inherently believed. “So . . . ” 

He held his hands out to the sides, face up. “They haven’t struck again, Lauren. Their plans fell to rubble. Their rubble.” 

“They messed with the wrong people, right?” Again she was careful to sound open, interested. Not condemning. “That’s what you’re saying?” 

“Sort of. I mean you’re over there, Lauren. You walk down the streets and shop in the villages and see the people.” He paused. “When’s the last time you saw an air raid, an air attack by a U.S. fighter pilot?” A partial smile played on his lips. “The only reason we’re still there is to help the new government get set up. And that’s peaceful, right? We pull out and, well, you know what’ll break loose over there.” 

She thought about the attack on the orphanage. “It’s already loose. I didn’t make the article up, Shane.” She sighed. “The people I talk to live in fear and stay indoors most of the time.” 

“Yes.” A hint of frustration crept into his tone. “Because those are the people your magazine wants you to talk to.” 

“Okay.” She eased her feet back to the floor, her eyes never leaving his. “You think we have peace through strength because we flexed our muscle, right? We showed them. If they thought they could mess with us, they had another thing coming. Something like that?” Her opinions were coming through a little too loudly. She drew a slow breath to bring down her tone. “But maybe that only makes us bullies.” 

“Lauren.” He took hold of both her hands. “Do you really want to talk about this tonight?” 

“Do you really want to avoid it?” Her answer was quick, and regret filled her. She ached to go to him, lose herself in his arms, and kiss him all night long. “I’m sorry.” 

He reached for her and she slid closer to him. “You see things your way, and I see them mine. Can’t we be okay with that for now?” 

“Yes.” She looked at him. Their faces were close again. “For now.” 

“Meaning what?” He angled his body toward her, tracing her jaw with his finger. 

“Meaning we don’t have to talk about it this week, Shane. We can figure it out later, when it’s time to go home.” 

He kissed her then, and in the time it took her to respond, all the passion from earlier was back. He eased himself from her and took a breath. That’s when she noticed his eyes — they were eyes that belonged to a seventeen-year-old boy she’d promised to love forever. 

“You’re forgetting one thing.” 

“What?” She didn’t want to talk. She wanted to be lost in his arms, searching desperately for a way back to what they’d shared before. 

“You forgot that this is home. Here.” He kissed her again and another time. “Right here, with me.” 

She wanted to believe him. Oh, how she wanted to. But she couldn’t. He was wrong. Home was her apartment in Afghanistan, where she wrote stories that shed light on the reasons war could never bring about peace. Home was hitting the dusty roads with Scanlon beside her, his big canvas camera bag sitting on the seat between them. But she couldn’t say so. 

Not when she planned to spend the next week pretending he was right. 


TWENTY-SEVEN


Emily woke to the clipped sound of a single siren.

She sat straight up and looked at her dresser alarm clock. Six a. m. Lights were flashing outside the window and suddenly she was awake enough to understand what was going on. Her heart felt like it was turning somersaults inside her chest. Something must’ve happened with Papa. 

Her mom was sleeping in the office; her dad on the living room sofa. Now she and her mother met in the hallway and hurried down the stairs. They were halfway down when they saw her grandpa on a stretcher, being taken out through the front door. Her grandma was saying, “I’ll be right out. I want to ride with him.” She shot them a quick glance. “He had a seizure. They want to admit him, just in case there’s something they can do.” 

Near the side entrance to the living room, Emily’s dad walked up and gave his head a quick shake. “Mrs. Anderson, can I do anything?” 

“Bring the others.” Her grandma ran into the entryway with Papa’s two blankets. Then she took quick hold of Shane’s wrist and looked at the rest of them. “He’s stable. He’ll be okay for now. Come later this morning, okay?” 

Emily padded down the stairs the rest of the way and darted over to her grandmother, giving her a fast hug. She had never been more afraid in all her life. “Tell him we’re praying for him.” 

“I will.” She paused, and Emily thought she looked about to collapse. “The doctor told me seizures would mean he was close to the end.” She took another step toward the door. “I thought you should know.” She bid them good-bye and then she left. 

The three of them stood in the entryway, listening to the ambulance pull away. Every few seconds the sirens gave a short blast — probably so they wouldn’t disturb the neighborhood any more than necessary. 

Emily’s throat was tight. “I can’t go back to sleep.” 

“No.” Her mother took slow steps the rest of the way down. She wore a white T-shirt and what looked like black running pants. “Let’s go sit on the couch.” 

Emily couldn’t help but notice the way her mom went to her dad and slid one arm under his and up along his back. Emily had wondered what their time alone would bring about, and now she had her answer. They were happy and in love and probably making plans to get married. Just like she’d always dreamed. But there was one problem. In her dream, Papa wasn’t on the verge of dying just when everything was coming together. 

They sat on the sofa, her dad in the middle, and for the next two hours they took turns talking and dozing off, leaning their heads on each others’ shoulders. At eight o’clock her dad stood and stretched. “I’m going to take a shower.” He looked at the clock near the front door. “Let’s try to leave in an hour.” 

When he was gone, Emily slid closer to her mother. She was terrified about her grandpa, but she couldn’t let that stop her from enjoying this time with her mom. For a few moments she leaned into her, resting her head on her mother’s good shoulder. Then she sat up and gave her mom a hopeful look. “So, is he just like you remembered?” 

“Shane?” 

Her mother’s reaction wasn’t quite right. She smiled, but she didn’t light up like she should’ve. 

“He’s very handsome, if that’s what you mean.” 

“He is.” Emily giggled. “But I meant the other stuff.” She scrunched her shoulders up a few inches. “Do you think you’ll be back together after this?” 

Her mom looked at her, and then let out a sad, frustrated sigh. “Honey, seeing him again . . . this time together is wonderful.” Her tone softened. “But don’t get your hopes up.” She sighed and took hold of Emily’s hand. “We’ve grown up a lot in eighteen years.” 

Emily tried not to gulp. She’d wondered but been afraid to ask. With their opposing occupations, her mom and dad had to be in opposite corners, for sure. “It’s about the war, right?” 

“That’s one area.” Her answer was quick and it shook Emily’s confidence. “We’ve become very different people.” 

“It doesn’t seem that way. Not when I look at you.” 

She smiled. “I like being with him. That part’s easy.” 

“Well . . . then maybe it’ll work out after all.” 

“Emily.” Her mom lowered her chin, and in a nice way her look said the conversation was over. “Let’s just enjoy this week.” Her smile faded. “We have Papa to think about. That’s most important right now, okay?” 

Her answer didn’t come easily. “Okay.” 

She wanted to scream or run or keep them together in this same house until the end of time. But none of that would bring her parents together the way they’d been before, in a way where their politics and differences wouldn’t matter. 

Only God could do that. 
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Emily’s questions had Lauren off balance all day. But she couldn’t spend much time thinking about Shane or how they’d changed or whether they could find something again when this week was over. Her father was far too sick to think of anything but him and her mother and how quickly the end was coming. 

She and Shane and Emily arrived at the hospital just after nine. Her mother met them in the hall outside his room. Lauren took the lead, meeting her mom halfway and taking her hands. “How is he?” 

“It’s moving so fast. It could be anytime.” She looked down and their foreheads came together. 

Lauren gripped her mother’s arm at the news. “No . . . ” 

It was too soon. She hadn’t had time to talk to him or find out what she’d missed for all those years. On the hardest days in the Middle East, she always believed she could go back home if she wanted to. Her daddy would always take her back. But now he would be gone, and a place in her heart would never be the same again. 

Her mother was trembling, probably tired and scared and trying not to break down. A moment later Emily and Shane came up and circled their arms around the two of them. 

“Is he awake?” Shane’s voice rang with compassion. “I’d like to see him. Maybe pray with him.” 

“He is.” Her mom sniffed and straightened a little. “We should all go in. He’s been asking for you.” 

Why did she run when she did? Why didn’t she at least call? Just one call and she would’ve found Emily and her parents. Together they might even have found Shane. Maybe she’d be writing for the Tribune and covering features or entertainment — something less life shattering than war. 

She trailed the others into the room. Her heart felt like it was being dragged behind her on a chain. Had she done this to her father? Had his grief and longing and missing her all those years given him a deadly disease? 

No. She couldn’t think that way, not now when he needed her smiling face at his bedside. He was greeting Emily, and she watched her daughter lay her head on her grandpa’s chest. “Papa, we’re gonna stay here all day, okay?” 

“I’m . . . sorry I’m sick.” He gave her a weak smile and then looked around the room at the rest of them. “Not much of a party, huh?” 

Emily nuzzled her face against his. “We don’t need a party, Papa. We just need you.” 

Shane looked back at Lauren and motioned for her to come closer. She did so without hesitation, but her attention was still on her father and Emily, the relationship they had. Emily had told her that her dad had changed, that he wasn’t the way he’d been, wasn’t the man who’d hurt her so. Watching the two of them, the way her dad held Emily’s hand and spoke softly to her, she knew the truth. Her daughter was right. 

In some ways, it was another loss. Had she come home sooner, she would’ve had time to share that same sort of tender relationship with him. Emily gave him one more hug and then she stepped back. Next, Shane put his hand on Lauren’s father’s shoulder. “God has a plan in all this.” Shane’s voice was strong and compassionate, a tone that showed how much he cared and that he held no hard feelings toward the man. “Don’t forget that, okay?” 

Her dad looked intently at Shane. “My girls are going to need you.” 

“Yes.” His chin trembled, but he clenched his jaw and nodded. “I know.” 

“Don’t leave them, okay?” He glanced at the others. His eyes settled on Lauren, and she wasn’t sure who his next words were directed at. “They need you . . . even if they don’t think they do.” 

Shane reached back and took Lauren’s hand. “I know, sir. I’m not going anywhere.” He eased back against the wall and gave Lauren a look that melted her. 

It was her turn. She came to her father’s side. “Hi, Daddy.” 

“Hi, little girl.” 

Her eyes were dry, but a sob caught in her throat. She remembered a thousand times when she’d greeted him that way, back before she’d taken up with Shane, when he thought of her as the girl who couldn’t do anything wrong. In some ways this was better. Because he certainly knew the truth. She was miles from perfect, yet his eyes told her he loved her no less. In fact he cared for her more than ever. His hand was rough against hers. Rough and dry and cold, as if death was already staking its claim on him. She leaned close and kissed his fingers. “We need more time.” 

“Yes.” His voice was gravelly, so low it was impossible to hear him without leaning closer. “You know . . . what I’m going to tell you.” 

She wrinkled her nose, confused. “No, Dad.” Her heart skipped a beat. Was this when he’d remind her that the whole tragedy of their lives was her fault, that she never should’ve slept with Shane in the first place? He wouldn’t do that now, would he? She swallowed her fears. “What do you want to tell me?” 

“About Shane.” The words were an effort for him. “That young man has loved you forever.” He took a rest and for a moment he did nothing but breathe. “He still loves you.” His look grew more intense. “And you love him too, I . . . know you do.” 

She felt the sting of tears. She’d spent all these years forcing herself not to cry. But now, crying was as familiar as breathing. “Yes.” She didn’t turn around or look at Shane. She wasn’t even sure he could hear them. “Shane loves me.” 

“Don’t . . . don’t let him go again. Love doesn’t mean . . . seeing eye to eye on everything.” 

Was her father that aware of what was happening around him? Had he really known that who they’d become as adults could make her and Shane walk away from this week and close the door on their past for good? Even thinking about it hurt her, but what choice did they have? She drew a steadying breath. “Dad, I — ” 

“Shh.” He held her hand to his cheek and winked at her. His eyes danced as they hadn’t since the group of them walked into his hospital room. “Don’t analyze. I’m right about this.” His lungs sounded raspier than before. “You’ve lost so much, Lauren. Don’t lose what God wants to give you now.” 

Lauren felt her own wisdom dissolving. He was right, wasn’t he? She had lost so very much. They all had. Losing Shane now would be tragic, even if she still couldn’t see a way for it to work between them. She leaned over and put her cheek against his. “Daddy!” She hugged him, wishing she still had a thousand more times to do this. “How do you still know me so well?” 

“Because — ” he brushed his scruffy unshaven face against hers, the way he’d done when she was little — “daddies never forget their little girls.” He looked at her, leaving just enough space between them so he could search her eyes. “When I get to heaven . . . I won’t forget you even then. I’ll be waiting . . . for you there, believing you’ll be along one day. Just like I . . . believed you’d be along one day . . . for the last eighteen years.” 

She couldn’t talk, couldn’t squeeze a single word past the emotions stuck in her throat. Instead she held him and willed life into him. He was kind and wise and gentle, and he loved her — he always had. Even when he hadn’t used the best judgment in showing her, still he loved her. Now she wanted another thirty years with him. At least. 

Please . . . please . . . 

She didn’t know who she was pleading with, but it didn’t matter. She had to try. Snuggling against him, her knees ached from the awkward position, but she didn’t move until there was a sound at the door. Only then did she straighten and look past the years to his tender soul. “I love you, Daddy.” 

He gave her hand another squeeze. “I love you, sweetheart.” 

At that moment, a familiar-looking couple in their late fifties or early sixties walked through the door. Lauren looked at them and frowned. She knew them from somewhere. Their eyes held the haunting look of guilt and trepidation, as if maybe they were entering a place where they weren’t welcome. In a rush, Shane went to them — and in a sudden flash she understood. 

Sheila and Samuel Galanter. Shane’s parents. The people who had once been her parents’ closest friends. The people who took Shane from her. Lauren felt her knees start to shake and she braced herself against the hospital bed. Why had they come, and what could they possibly say now? For a moment she couldn’t decide whether to excuse herself from the room or stay and hear what they had to say. She looked at the floor, her heart racing, and she made up her mind. She would stay. 

Whatever was about to take place, she wanted a front-row seat to see it. 
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Angela was trying to keep from falling to the floor. 

She was standing on the other side of Bill, opposite Lauren, when first Samuel, then Sheila walked through the door. At first Angela couldn’t make herself believe what she was seeing. The stress of Bill’s illness, the wonder at having Shane and Lauren back, all of it was maybe making her a little loopy. 

But then Shane went to them. “Mom, Dad.” He hugged them one at a time and then stepped back. 

Angela couldn’t see Shane’s face, but she had the sense he wasn’t surprised. Had he called them, asked them to come? Across the room, Emily moved close to Lauren and whispered something. Lauren nodded, her face pale. 

Next to Angela, Bill slid a little higher on his pillow. “I can’t believe it.” He looked up at her, his voice hushed. The Galanters were still talking to Shane near the door, so they couldn’t hear him. Bill covered her hand with his. “Did you know about this?” 

Angela shook her head. Fear and trepidation filled her. What would the four of them say after so many years, so many hurts? She kept her eyes on Bill, her whispered words shaky. “I thought I was seeing things.” 

The Galanters made the first move. Sheila took a few steps into the room, her eyes vulnerable and heavy with . . . could it be? Was it remorse? The beginnings of hope stirred in Angela’s soul. Ten feet away now, Sheila looked at Bill, and then, after a long beat, she shifted her gaze. Angela swallowed hard as her eyes met that of her long-ago friend. 

Sheila’s voice broke as the first words left her lips. “I’m sorry, Angela. I was . . . so wrong.” 

Angela couldn’t speak or move. She didn’t dare draw a breath or blink until the words found her heart. Sheila was here and she was sorry? Was it really true? 

“Bill, Sheila’s right.” Samuel took a step closer and put his hand on the foot of Bill’s bed. “We — ” His eyes fell, and Sheila reached for his hand. When he looked up, his eyes shone with emotion. “We were wrong. We owe you an apology.” 

The entire scene played out in a handful of seconds, but still, so far she and Bill hadn’t said a word. Angela’s eyes were full, blurring her vision. What could she say after such a long time? Shane backed up and stood next to Emily and Lauren, the three of them doing their best to blend into the background. 

Samuel cleared his throat and continued. “We were wrong, how we handled the situation with our kids.” He narrowed his eyes and worked the muscles in his jaw. Then he gave a solid shake of his head. “We were wrong in too many ways to count.” 

“We knew Shane was here.” Sheila took another step toward them. She looked at Bill. “We knew you were sick. And we had to come. We’ve let so much time pass.” 

Angela hung her head for a moment. Her knees were steady, but her whole body shook. There had been years and years when she believed she’d see Lauren again, and maybe even Shane. But she never once thought she’d see this — these old friends finding a way back to the same place. She looked up and her eyes met Sheila’s. “I . . . can’t believe you came.” 

“We’re so sorry.” Samuel put his arm around Sheila’s waist. He had been an intimidating businessman in his day, a man who neither smiled nor laughed easily. But now — if the sincerity in his eyes was any indication — he was a changed man. 

Sheila held her hand out. “Forgive me, Angela . . . please.” 

Angela felt herself break, felt Sheila’s words finally connect in her heart. Her tears fell hot and quick onto her cheeks as she held her hands out to her lost friend. “Sheila . . . of course. It wasn’t just you. We were all . . . all of us were at fault.” She embraced Sheila, overcome. There was no going back, no way to regain the years they’d lost, no way to undo the damage they’d done to their kids. But here now, forgiveness was happening, and it was the most wonderful feeling in the world. 

She drew back and made a sad sound. “Why were we so stubborn?” 

“I don’t know.” Sheila sniffed and smiled through her tears. A smile that showed how deeply she meant the apology, how sorry she was for everything that had happened between them. 

Angela’s heart soared as the moment played out. The four of them had made a plan that separated their friendship, yes. But it had done more than that. Their actions had cost Lauren and Shane every hope of a future, of being a family with Emily. The cost was too high to measure. 

Samuel worked his way toward Bill’s bed. With both hands he clasped his outstretched fingers. “It’s been too long, Bill.” 

“Yes.” Bill kept his hands locked with Samuel’s for a long time. Long enough to erase the differences that had brought them to this point. Bill’s chin quivered as he looked up. “All that matters is you’re here now. And that you understand something.” 

“What?” Samuel’s voice was thick with feeling. 

“We’re every bit as sorry as you. What we did . . . ” he looked the other direction at Lauren and Shane and Emily. Then he turned back to Samuel. “What we did to those kids was wrong.” 

“It was.” Samuel looked at Lauren. “Forgive me. We . . . we didn’t know what we were doing.” 

Angela studied Lauren, saw the doubt in her eyes and the small hesitancy in her expression. Apologies were well and good, but the things done to Lauren and Shane had changed their lives. Forgiveness would take time. 

Lauren gave Samuel a stiff nod. “I know.” She gave Emily a slight hug and reached out to rest her hand on Shane’s shoulder. “We all would do things differently if we had another chance.” 
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Lauren couldn’t believe her eyes. She was still processing the scene playing out in the hospital room, and now Shane’s father had apologized. Next to her, Emily leaned closer. “Another miracle,” she whispered. “I prayed for this too.” 

But Lauren wasn’t sure. How was it a miracle that the people who had separated her and Shane were here now? This was a private moment, her last few hours with her dad. She wanted to tell the Galanters to leave and come back in a year or so. When she’d had time to process everything that was happening. 

All around her the apologies continued, and after a few minutes the two older couples found their way again, the way long lost friends do. Even when their differences had cost them half a lifetime, even when Lauren wasn’t sure she liked the idea. 

Throughout the day she and Emily and Shane stayed close, walking down to the cafeteria together at lunch time and giving the friends time to catch up. For two days they stayed almost constantly around her father’s bed, the sweet, tender moments with him marred only by the occasional update from the doctors that there was nothing they could do. He didn’t have long. There was talk about him going home, but the decision was made that it would be too painful to move him. 

He was comfortable in the hospital, the pain medication flowing through his IV at just the right rate to allow him conversations with her and Shane and Emily, with the Galanters, and especially with her mother. Once, sometime Monday afternoon, Lauren and Shane spent an hour in the cafeteria alone. Their conversations had been so consumed with her father that they hadn’t talked much about each other. 

“So . . . ” Shane sat across from her and covered her hands with his. 

She knew what he meant, the way she’d always known. Their flights were scheduled to leave later that week, and they still hadn’t found any answers. None that made sense, anyway. Her eyes held his. “Us, you mean?” 

He wrapped his fingers around her hands. “I heard what your dad told you yesterday morning.” 

“I wondered.” Her heart ached just looking at him. His eyes held a depth that took her breath away. He was conservative, a military guy with a fierce support for the war, but he didn’t seem like any warmonger she’d ever written about. And how was that? Navy captains weren’t supposed to have feelings like this, were they? Still, what was she supposed to say? That she’d move to Reno, Nevada, of all places? Settle down some where outside Fallon Naval Base and get excited about the fact that he was training the next generation of fighter pilots? She looked down at the place where their fingers came together. Maybe if she said nothing, they could sit like this forever, holding hands and pretending things were exactly the way they’d been when they were kids. 

He tried again. “Can I go on record saying I agree with him?” His voice was light, but his eyes gave him away. 

She didn’t know what to say, so she fell back on her most familiar ally: teasing. “About what? About heaven?” 

“Okay.” He gave a thoughtful nod. “That too.” His gaze held hers and wouldn’t let go. “But mostly that love doesn’t mean seeing eye to eye on everything.” 

She tilted her head, willing him to comprehend what they were up against. “Shane, I’m a senior reporter at one of the top magazines in the country, and I’m in that position because of my stories on the war in the Middle East.” Sadness crept between every word. Sadness and longing and resignation. “There isn’t a reader in the nation who doesn’t know where I stand.” She lowered her chin and kept her tone light. “And then there’s you, over on the other side of the table.” 

“Navy captain, supporter of the Republican Party, fan of the president.” His eyes melted into hers. He brushed his thumb along the top of her hand. 

The move kicked out the foundation of her resolve. “Right.” 

“So . . . ” The people at other tables in the dining room seemed to fade from view, the conversation too deep for any distractions. “We’d have interesting dinner conversations, right?” He gave her the boyish grin that had haunted her dreams for a decade after he left. “Is that so bad?” 

“Shane.” She felt herself melting. “Really, I mean, think about it. What do we do? Get married and live at the Top Gun facility? So I can write articles condemning the war straight from command central?” 

He shrugged. “You’d get quicker feedback.” 

“Anyway.” She couldn’t resist him another minute. Her salad was gone, so she pushed her tray back and slipped around the table to his side. “How was your lunch?” 

“You changing subjects?” He crooked his finger beneath her chin and eased closer to her. 

“You’re quick, Shane.” She breathed the words against his chin, moving her lips closer to his. “I always liked that about you.” 

“Really.” His mouth found hers, and he slid his fingers up along her cheek bone. The kiss didn’t last long, but it made her dizzy all the same. He drew back. “I thought you liked this.” He kissed her again, his eyes full of light and love and humor. The way she remembered them being. “Besides, we wouldn’t be the first couple separated by our politics. You’ve got Schwarzenegger and Shriver . . . Mary Matalin and James Carville.” 

“I know.” She exhaled hard. He wasn’t making this easy. If she sat here much longer he might even start making sense. A slight thrill swirled in her heart at the thought, but she looked past it. “Those couples didn’t live in different countries, though.” 

He looked like he wanted to volley back, but he didn’t. Instead he brought his lips together and looked deeper into her heart, to the long ago places where memories of him once ruled. “There’s always a way, Lauren.” 

Thoughts of her father drifted through her mind, followed by the fact that in a week or so this time together with Shane would probably be nothing more than a wonderful coda on a lifetime of wondering. Even though they hadn’t solved anything, she was grateful to him, glad that he’d kept the discussion silly and lighthearted, and even hopeful. Now, when time was so desperately short, that’s what they needed most. 

On their way back up to her father’s room, Shane eased her into a doorway. “Hi.” The word was a breathy whisper as he brushed his face against hers. He kissed her once more and when he pulled away he said, “Just working on military public relations.” 

She had a serious answer, something about sensibilities and their obvious differences. But it wouldn’t come to the surface. Without the words, she returned his kiss, breathless with the way he made her feel. When she took a breath she could do nothing but grin at him. “You know what?” 

He brought his lips to hers once more and then found her eyes, his voice full of desire. “What?” 

“You’re good at it.” 
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Her daddy was going downhill fast. 

By the next day he was too weak to do anything more than look at them through tired eyes. Close friends from her parents’ church came by the hospital twice that morning to circle his bed, hold hands, and pray. The first few times Lauren didn’t join in. 

“I’ll wait in the hall.” She gave a polite smile, using the moment to visit the restroom or grab a water from the vending machine. But as she left that first time, the pastor’s voice stopped her. She hesitated, standing in the hall, listening . . . amazed. She’d prayed that way once, hadn’t she? Back when she and Shane were so sorry for sleeping together? 

In the course of the day, a dozen different prayers came back to her. She’d begged God to let Emily live and she’d begged him to help her find Shane. It was noon when it hit her. Emily was right. 

God had done both. Maybe not in her timing, but then hadn’t they always been taught that God had His ways, that His ways were better than their ways, even when it didn’t feel like it? Another prayer was happening inside her father’s room, so she leaned against the wall outside and tried to remember . . . 

How had it happened? How had she and God moved so far away from each other? The answer was easy. She pictured herself standing over the small hospital bed, Emily lying there gasping for breath, burning up. The doctor told her Emily had almost no chance of living, and so God was the only answer left. Lauren had begged Him to let her live. 

She remembered what it felt like hours later to have the nurse tell her Emily was gone, the shakiness in her chest, the terror streaming through her veins. Okay, yes, God had let her daughter live. But hadn’t He robbed her of the chance to see Emily grow up, to be a part of her life? 

And what about Shane? God knew how badly she wanted to find him. If she’d come across him, then she would’ve felt compelled to go home again, and there she would’ve found Emily. A decade sooner or even more. Wasn’t that God’s fault too? 

After starting her new life in Los Angeles, God became just one more part of her past, one more person she’d walked away from. Then, as she got into political reporting and moved her way up on the Time magazine staff, she began believing the same thing so many of her peers believed. That Christians were hypocrites. 

She had only to check her e-mail to see that much. The meanest, most negative letters often came from readers who called themselves believers. But it wasn’t just that. Lauren couldn’t understand how a person with faith in Christ could also support the war. She hung her head and listened to the prayer taking place in her dad’s room. Prayer wouldn’t resolve anything. It wouldn’t save her dad. And it wouldn’t answer the questions building inside her. 

Right on the heels of that thought, a voice raised, the words coming to Lauren as clearly as if she were inside the room rather than in the hallway. 

“Lord, we know that all things happen for a reason, but that doesn’t mean we understand this. We pray You’ll be with our friend, Bill, and that You’ll lead him gently from this world to the next. I know You’ll be waiting for Him in that beautiful place, the place You’ve prepared for him. And so we thank You for Bill’s life, for every day he’s had with us and with his family. Please give them the . . . ” 

Lauren hugged herself. It took all her strength to stand there and not go into the room, to not join that circle of people. But why? She shook her head. Guilt. Of course. What must her dad think, looking around and seeing her mom and Shane and Emily, special church friends, and even Shane’s parents. 

But not her. 

Dad had been so certain in their talk the day before. When she got to heaven, he’d be waiting for her, just the way he’d waited for her all these years since she’d gone away. And if he was right, if there was a heaven, then her mother would be there, and Shane and Emily. All of them, everyone she loved. But what about her? 

What about me, God? She pressed her lips together. Did God strike people dead for being sarcastic? But then, why should He? He hadn’t exactly delivered answers to her prayers. The same integrity that drove her to verify sources for her work hither now like a sledgehammer. 

God had delivered the answers. Just not the way I wanted. So I walked away.  Something she was good at. 

Drawing in a steady breath she peeked into the room. They were still praying, and with their eyes closed, heads bowed. Everyone except Shane. He must’ve heard her, and now he had one eye open and he gave a short nod for her to join him. She skirted silently around the outside of the circle, then slipped in between him and Emily. 

Someone was saying, “We thank You most of all for the peace You’ve given this family. Your peace goes beyond our understanding because it happens on the inside of us, where our hearts are. Not on the outside where life can be so difficult. It’s that internal peace You’ve given them. Restoration and healing, divine redemption, all of it has come to the Andersons in recent days, and we thank You. Your peace should be the goal of every believer, and today, well, we could take a lesson from Bill and Angela and their family.” 

Lauren felt her sinuses swelling again. Who were these people? They sounded so different. They certainly weren’t like the Christians she’d known. But that didn’t matter. Because something from the man’s prayer caught at her. He mentioned peace, but not the peace she spent her days thinking about — not the kind that would bring an end to the war in Iraq and Afghanistan. What had he said? God’s peace happens on the inside, where the heart is, right? Not on the outside where life was hard. 

She pressed her hands more tightly into Emily’s and Shane’s. This was the peace she’d searched for all her life, wasn’t it? And though she still wasn’t sure how to find it or make it happen on the inside, suddenly, in that moment, standing there beside those she loved most in the world, it seemed possible. As she stayed in the circle of prayer she felt love and acceptance raining down on her, showering her with a feeling she hadn’t ever known before. It was a feeling that lasted even after the moment ended and the church friends left. 

And it had everything to do with prayer. 

The hours passed slowly, with little response from her father, and late that night he slipped into a coma. The loss was enormous. Even with Shane and Emily and her mother huddled close around her, Lauren felt like she was falling from an airplane without a chute. All these years, she’d convinced herself her parents had been wrong, that their actions had cost her a lifetime with Shane and Emily. But she’d forgotten the people they really were. The father who had run along beside her when she learned to ride a bike, the one who went running with her on weekend mornings when she was in junior high, and who once in a while stopped to pick her a bouquet of wildflowers on the way home. He loved her as sure as summer followed spring. Love had indeed driven him to do the things he’d done when she was pregnant with Emily. 

A pure, misguided sort of love. 

Now that she was home, the good times were clear again. Her dad was a kindhearted, gentle man whose humor and compassion was like balm to a gaping wound that had never come close to healing. This time when the four of them gathered around to pray, Lauren did something she hadn’t done since she left home — she silently joined her voice with theirs. 

“It won’t be long,” the doctor told them. “He won’t last through the night.” 

The man was right. 

By one o’clock in the morning, her father’s breathing slowed. Lauren watched the monitors, counting down as the numbers showing how much oxygen her father was getting fell. 80 . . . 70 . . . 55 . . . 40 . . . 

Half an hour later, it was over. Her father’s breathing stopped. Lauren stared, disbelieving, at the still form on the bed, then turned to cling to Shane and Emily. She clutched them close, burying her face against them, not sure if the sobs echoing around were hers or theirs. She let them go and turned to her mother, opening her arms and folding them around her as they grieved his loss. 

The Galanters were there too, holding onto each other and quietly crying. 

How could this be real? How could he be gone? Mere days ago he’d been well enough to sit with them, to visit and hold hands. It had been terrifyingly fast, not at all the way Lauren had thought cancer progressed. But at the same time it was merciful, because there had been little pain, no surgery, no horrendous chemotherapy or radiation. If only she could find some comfort in that. But there was none. Because all she knew was that her daddy was gone, and she’d missed way too many years with him. 

Before they left the hospital, her mother looked at each of them, tears still on her cheeks. “For weeks I’ve been praying for your father to be healed.” She folded her arms, hugging herself tightly. “I couldn’t understand why God didn’t answer me, why the cancer wasn’t taken from him. God is the Healer, and we needed His help.” She looked intently at Lauren and Shane and Emily, one at a time. “Today while we were praying, God made it clear that my prayers had been heard. Your father, your papa, was healed of something far worse than cancer.” She smiled through her tears. “When we found you, Lauren, and you, Shane . . . watching the two of you discover Emily . . . well, Bill was healed of a broken heart.” 

Sorrow and peace wrapped around her grief, and Lauren held tight to Shane’s arm. If only she could have another few weeks with him, another day. Maybe they could’ve talked about this healing her mother was talking about. She squeezed her eyes shut and leaned her head on Shane’s shoulder. Daddy . . . I can’t believe you’re gone . . . just when we found each other again. The pain was so consuming it threatened to bring her to her knees. But if her mother was right, then it wasn’t all sad. It couldn’t be. 

Daddy had been healed in a way that still seemed unbelievable. And that brought about a sort of hope that held her up, kept her from falling. Next to her, Emily had her arm around both of them. Her daughter’s tears came harder now, but something was different. Now her sobs were almost joyful. She looked up at her mother and the connection Lauren felt between the two of them was stronger than ever. And suddenly Lauren understood the joy in Emily’s tears. She smiled at her daughter and felt the mix of sorrow and triumph in her own expression. Because her father wasn’t the only one healed of a broken heart that week. 

They all were. 


TWENTY-EIGHT


For all they’d lost and all they’d found, in the end they came full circle.

Shane couldn’t get past that fact, not through Bill Anderson’s touching funeral or in the days that followed. Now it was Saturday, and as he stood near the ticket counter at Chicago O’Hare, Emily and Lauren at his side, Lauren’s mother and his parents next to them, the sad truth was glaring. They were right back where they’d left off nearly nineteen years ago — standing on the brink of good-bye. 

Shane’s parents’ plane would be the first one out. Lauren’s was next, and his was a few hours later. They walked as far as they could toward the security line, and then his mother turned to Angela. The two hugged and held on for a long while. When they pulled apart, his mother said, “Think about it, will you, Angela? I can’t believe God would give us another chance to be neighbors.” 

“Definitely.” Lauren’s mother had dark circles under her swollen eyes, and she looked gaunt from the grief. But for all of that, her expression held a supernatural peace. “We’ll have to get things in order and sell the house.” She looked at Emily, and the two shared a sad smile. “We’re ready to move. Emily wants to finish college on the West Coast, anyway. We don’t have anything keeping us in Illinois now.” 

Emily looked at Lauren, and Shane’s heart broke for her. His daughter looked like a lost little girl, caught up in more emotions and changes than anyone should have to go through in a week’s time. Emily gave Lauren a sad smile. “You can put in a good word for me at USC, right?” 

“Of course.” So far Lauren had made no promises to any of them, other than the obvious: she would keep in regular contact with Emily. Now she looked weary, buried beneath the weight of the good-byes that lay ahead. She put her arm around Emily and pulled her close. “They’ll be lucky to have you.” 

Shane stood on Emily’s other side, and he smiled at her. “Once you move out west, we’ll see each other all the time. LA is a day’s drive from Reno, and only an hour in the air.” He stroked the back of her head, her silky dark hair. Losing Bill had been terribly hard on her. Shane could feel how much she needed her dad now that the most important man in her life was gone. 

His parents added their approval. “We’ve missed so many years with you.” His dad held out his arms, and Emily went to him. “All we can do now is catch up.” 

“Yep.” Emily put her arms around Shane’s mother too, and a sad sort of quiet fell over them. His dad looked at his watch. “We better get going.” 

Shane stepped up and gave them each a hug. Though the mistakes his parents made hadn’t severed his relationship with them, as it had Lauren and her parents, there still was a sense of loss there, beneath the surface. It was something they never talked about. But that was going to change. Shane knew it. He could feel a new depth to their relationship. One more bit of proof that healing had, indeed, come to all of them. He stepped back beside Emily and held up his hand. “See you next week sometime.” 

Another round of good-byes was spoken and the four of them watched his parents head through a door and file into the security line. When they were out of sight, an ache settled in Shane’s gut. The hardest part lay just ahead. 

Emily was still clinging to Lauren, but she was looking down, as if she couldn’t face the moment just yet. Lauren held out her hand to her mother. Angela didn’t hesitate. She came and the three generations of Anderson women formed a tight knot of tears. Shane wanted to join them, but they needed this time — just the three of them, a picture of what a mother-daughter bond should be. He could hear their voices, and he let their words soak into his soul. 

“Do you forgive me?” Angela rested her head on Lauren’s. “I’m so sorry, honey. You’ll never know — ” 

“Of course I forgive you, but it was me too.” Lauren’s voice was raspy. Her shoulders trembled as she spoke. “I only wish I’d come home sooner.” 

“I’ll always see us the way we were in the family room that night.” Emily smiled through her tears. “Papa sitting there with his big smile, and all of us together for the first time.” She made a sound that was mostly laugh. “I have parents and grandparents, and a legacy of love someone should write a book about! I even have my special papa in heaven waiting for me. What could be better than that?” 

Only one thing, of course, but Emily seemed determined not to bring that up. Last night she had found Shane and Lauren seated on the living room sofa, talking. She plopped down between them and announced, “I think you two should get married.” 

“Is that right?” Lauren looked surprised, but she kept her deeper feelings to herself. 

“Yeah, I mean — ” she looked at him — “you already asked her.” 

Shane’s eyes widened. “I did?” 

Emily poked him with her elbow. “Eighteen years ago, silly.” 

“Oh.” Shane gave Lauren a quick grin. “She has a point.” 

Emily’s eyes found Lauren next. “And you already said yes.” 

Shane had barely restrained a grin as he held up his finger. “Another point.” 

But Lauren only gave them both a wistful look. “If only it were that easy.” 

Emily hadn’t pushed the issue, but before she turned in for bed she pulled Shane aside. “I’ll never stop praying about it.” 

He winked at her. “Me neither.” 

So it was no wonder Emily was being quiet on the matter here, in the midst of good-byes. She’d done what she could. Now it was up to Lauren and God. Most of all, God. 

The group hug among the three women ended, and they pulled apart. Lauren looked over her shoulder at him and held out her hand. Shane took it, savoring the feel of her skin against his. 

Angela was asking, “Will you stay in Afghanistan?” 

“For now.” Lauren’s answer was quick, but it cut Shane deep. He tried to catch Lauren’s eye, but she kept from looking at either him or Emily. “I love what I do there.” She finally looked at Emily, her expression tender. “I can come back often.” 

Shane wanted to shout, “What about me? What about us?” But that would wait until they were alone. Instead he took a deep breath and looked at the faces around him. “I need to get going.” 

“Me too.” Lauren picked up her bag and swung it over her shoulder. 

“All right, then,” Angela held out her arms and hugged first Shane, then Lauren. She let herself linger with her daughter. “Be careful, Lauren. Please.” 

“I will.” Lauren rubbed her left shoulder, the one that was still healing. “Especially now.” 

It was Shane’s turn. He hugged Lauren’s mother, and then Emily. For a moment, he kept his hand along the side of his daughter’s face. He looked down into those dark eyes, marveling. 

“I’m so proud of the young woman you are.” Time would never come between them again, not the way it had before. The moment he’d seen her, held her in his arms, she’d become part of him. So much so that it was tearing at his composure to leave her. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you when you were growing up.” 

She covered his hand with hers and clung tight. “You didn’t know.” 

“But I do now.” He kissed her cheek and let his hand slip to her shoulder. “We’ve got a lot of good times ahead, sweetheart.” 

“Yep.” She hugged him again and their eyes held as he stepped back. She looked at Lauren next. “Mom . . . ” 

They came together in a last embrace that made Shane’s throat thick. There would be phone calls and e-mail and visits, God willing. But with Lauren in the Middle East, any good-bye could be their last. 

He watched the two of them, knowing they were too torn up to say anything more. Finally Angela put her arm around Emily, and the two of them waved. Then they turned and headed for the exit. Shane and Lauren watched them until they were gone. Then, without saying a word, Lauren fell into his arms. 

“I didn’t want the week to end.” She mumbled the words against his chest. 

“It doesn’t have to.” He kissed the top of her head. 

She said nothing, and after a few seconds he picked up his bag and the two of them walked through the door and got into the security line. They held hands as they walked to her gate. Lauren’s plane was already boarding. 

He faced her and lifted her chin with his fingers. “Did you hear what I said earlier? What I’ve been saying all week?” 

Her eyes held a sort of torment he hadn’t seen before, as if the battle inside her was far more frightening than the one she was going back to write about. She took a step closer, so their legs were touching. “Yes.” The word sounded strained. “Yes. I heard.” 

“So then . . . ” He kept his tone easy, his words slow. Even if it killed him to tell her good-bye after finding her again, there would be no last-minute sales pitch to convince her to stay with him. His heart hurt and he wanted to weep, but now wasn’t the time. Instead, he dug deep down and found a trace of humor. “Does this mean you’re breaking our engagement?” 

A single laugh burst from her throat, and she let her forehead fall against his chest. “Shane.” She lifted her eyes to his again. “Be serious.” 

He hesitated. “Why, Lauren?” He felt the smile fade from his face. With his eyes holding hers, he traced her jaw, her neck. “Would that convince you to stay with me?” 

She brought her hands up along the sides of his face, and with fresh tears brimming in her eyes, she kissed him. It was a kiss filled with finality, and when she drew back she was breathless, her emotions giving way. “I’ll think about it, Shane.” She shook her head. “I just don’t see how it can work.” 

He understood. As he searched her eyes, he prayed the way he’d been praying since their first conversation that week. Please God . . . show us how to make this come together. And in that instant he realized something. It wasn’t only their politics that were different. It was their faith. Without that in common, Lauren might be right. God we need You . . . she needs You. 

“What are you thinking?” Her voice was low, her eyes locked on his. 

He worked his fingers through her hair and kissed her once more. “I’m trying not to.” 

“Attention passengers — ” a tinny voice came over the loud speaker system — “this is the final boarding call for Flight 92 to Los Angeles. All ticketed passengers please proceed directly to Gate C20 for immediate boarding.” 

He took a step back and pain cut through him, as though his heart were being ripped in half. He caught his breath, forced himself to smile, to speak. “You better go.” 

She nodded, too choked up to talk. She mouthed the words, “Bye, Shane.” And then, with a last look at him, she turned and headed for the Jetway. 

There were no desperate statements, no promises that she’d call or write or stay in touch. She just turned . . . and was gone. Swallowing hard, he stared at the terminal around him without seeing anything. Hoards of people pushed past, but he barely noticed. He just stood there, unable to take a step away from the gate, to be the one to put more space between them. 

Finally, his feet took over. He drifted toward the window and watched the plane back away, shift gears, and begin positioning on the runway. He could still see her face, her blonde hair and blue eyes. Could she see him too? Did she feel what he felt? That even though she was leaving, their hearts were still connected? Would always be connected? 

Father God . . . help. 

Things had worked out for everyone that week. Emily had her parents, and Bill had a place in heaven. His parents and Lauren’s had found friendship and healing, and none of them would ever be the same again because of it. Yes, things had worked out for everyone. 

Everyone except Lauren and him. 

He kept his eyes on the aircraft, watching the same window, the one where he was sure he could see her, no matter now far away the plane was. Finally the craft circled into place, and after a brief pause, barreled down the runway, lifting up through a hole in the sky. 

Taking Lauren with it. 

Only then, did Shane drop to the nearest chair, cover his face with his hands and let the tears come. 


TWENTY-NINE


Lauren was one of the first to exit the plane. She collected her things and headed out onto the concourse, not really aware of anything around her. Her mind was consumed with Shane, with their time together, with all she’d turned her back on. How had she let things go so terribly wrong? 

For the past six hours she’d done nothing but relive every wonderful moment with him, weighing it against the reality of the life she had in Afghanistan. From Chicago to New York where she had to change planes, she’d asked herself the same question over and over again: it couldn’t work, could it? 

No. How could it? How could she believe the way she believed or cover the war the way she had always covered it, and spend her nonworking hours sharing a life with a navy flight instructor at the Top Gun facility. And what about their beliefs? He spoke about God at every turn, and she . . . well, she was still trying to forgive Him. 

She and Shane together? The idea was ludicrous. But by the time she reached New York she could no longer deny one very obvious truth. Letting Shane go now was even more so. 

When the plane taxied to the gate, she hurried off and talked with the woman at the counter. Yes, the woman told her. She could do this, and yes, they could see that her bags followed her. But she had just thirty minutes if she wanted to make the flight. 

Lauren paid the price, then pulled her cell phone from her pocket and dialed the Los Angeles office of Time magazine. When she had her editor on the line she had to stifle a bout of giggles. “Listen, I have a favor to ask.” 

“Whatever you want, Gibbs.” She’d worked with this editor for three years. “We just hope you’re ready to get back to work. The magazine needs you.” 

“I’m ready.” She swallowed, not quite believing that she was doing this. “But I need time away from Afghanistan. I want a temporary new assignment, if that’s all right.” 

“Sure.” Her editor didn’t hesitate. “You’ve earned that much.” He hesitated. “Where do you want to go?” 

She closed her eyes and lifted her face. “Reno, Nevada.” 

“Reno?” A pause. “Are you crazy?” 

She smiled. “Yes.” Another giggle. “You know what? It’s wonderful!” 

With her editor’s promise to make the arrangements, Lauren ran from one concourse to the next, barely making her flight. Now, if the schedules had held up, her plane would land fifteen minutes before his. 

Her flight was quick, and before she knew it, she was walking out the door, into the Reno Airport. With each step, she picked up her pace, and with five minutes to spare she found a seat at the gate, his gate. One with a direct view of the Jetway. When she was sure she had enough time, she dug through her bag until she found it. The small cardboard box that was never more than a few yards from her. 

The whole week, every time she and Shane were together, she’d wanted to pull it from her bag and share it with him. Because the moment she did so, he’d know. She’d never forgotten, not through the years of college, no matter where her reporting took her. But the moment had never seemed right. 

Now she looked at the faded, creased photographs and — careful not to damage the pictures in anyway, she took out the ring. It still stirred emotions in her, memories of a love that nothing in all her life had equaled. With deliberate care, she slipped the ring on her baby finger, closed the small box, and placed the box back into her bag. No, she couldn’t have brought out these things earlier. This way she’d had time to think it through. It was true, they wouldn’t have everything in common. But they shared what mattered most for now, and in time they would figure out if the rest would work or not. 

Emily’s face danced in her mind, and tears stung Lauren’s eyes. They had a daughter — their precious baby girl, all grown up and longing to be loved — and they shared a past and a romance that knew nothing of struggles with faith or political differences. She was pretty sure she believed in God, after all. And if He was real, well then, she and God had some mountains to scale. But mountains were meant to be climbed, right? And the politics thing, well, Shane had been right. If others could pull off a bipartisan marriage, maybe they could do the same thing. 

There was a rustling of activity behind the gate counter, and an aircraft pulled into view. Lauren’s heart beat so hard she thought it might burst through her chest. But at least it wasn’t broken anymore. 

She stood, her bag high on her shoulder, and watched the people file through the door. A mother with two babies; a group of businessmen; two couples, tanned and laughing, moving slowly and talking with their hands . . . 

And then he was there. At the doorway. 

Lauren started to shake. Emotion flooded her, coursing through her veins and making her hands and feet tingle. She felt hot and cold at the same time. Would she fall to her knees, faint from all she was feeling? Lord, if You’re real . . . I can’t believe this. What is this feeling? She wasn’t sure what startled her more: her reaction to seeing Shane, or that she’d spoken to God about it. 

Sucking in air, she took a step closer, and then another. Shane followed those in front of him through the door, staring at the ground as he walked. He looked so . . . grief stricken. Defeated. 

Oh, God, I did that to him. I’m so sorry . . . I love him so much! 

As though he heard her broken inner cry, Shane hesitated — and looked up. Their gazes locked, and she saw the reality hit him like a physical force, saw the emotions flash in his eyes. Disbelief and shock and amazement. And then, shining out with such intensity that it engulfed her, love. A love that made Lauren feel like she could fly. 

He moved, slowly at first and then in a rush that closed the distance between them. Before she had time to take a breath, his arms were around her, clutching her, and they were rocking, holding on to each other the way she’d ached to hold him every hour that they’d been apart. Lauren wasn’t sure how long they stood there, but finally they shuffled to the side, out of the way of the other passengers. Shane searched her eyes. “What . . . how . . . ?” 

She grinned. “I called my editor.” Her eyes danced, and the feel of his joy flowed down to her soul. “I told him maybe I better be stationed at Reno for awhile.” 

“You did?” He clasped his hands at the small of her back, holding tight to her. The familiar teasing filled his voice. “How come?” 

She lifted one shoulder. “I figured you had a point.” A giggle slipped from her overjoyed heart. 

“A point?” 

“Yes.” She leaned up and kissed him, kissed him in a way that left no doubts about her feelings. “Magazine reporters are supposed to be unbiased, right?” 

“Right.” He brought his lips to hers again, cradling her face in his hands. “So?” 

“So, maybe it’s time I spend a little time on military public relations.” 

He chuckled, and it became a full-blown bout of laughter. The whole time he held on to her, his head tipped back, delighting in the moment. 

When his laughter died down, she pulled the ring from her little finger. “Here.” She handed it to him, waiting as he recognized what it was. “Do you still mean it?” 

He looked at her, lost in her eyes. Then he took her left hand and with heartbreaking tenderness placed it on her ring finger. “I love you, Lauren Anderson.” 

“I love you too.” She held her breath. He’d stopped short of asking her to marry him, but that was okay. Maybe, if the next season in their lives went the way she wanted it to go, the question would come. For now, though, they could at least give it a try because they had time. Sweet precious time. 

He still had her hand in his. “God brought us together, and now nothing can ever take us apart. I’ll never love anyone like I love you, the way I love you. Even now.” 

She hugged him, and suddenly he lifted her off her feet and swung her around in a circle. When he set her down, he raised his fist in the air and shouted out loud. “Thank You, God!” 

People passing by looked at them, and a few smiled. In that moment Lauren recognized the feeling inside her, the one that was still flooding her with warmth. Peace. Again not the peace she’d spent so much time thinking about all these years, but a peace that was deeper, more lasting. A peace she wanted to feel all the rest of her days. 

Shane was pulling his cell phone from his pocket, opening it and grinning at her. 

“What are you doing?” She held onto his elbow, watching him, smiling so big it hurt. 

“The thing I’ve been dying to do since I saw you standing here.” He tapped a series of numbers into the phone. “I’m calling our daughter.” 
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Emily hung up the phone with her dad and darted through the house to tell her grandma the news. Her mother and father were together again! Yes, they had a lot to work through, her dad had told her, but they were together. That was all that mattered. 

Her mom was as thrilled as she was, but Emily couldn’t talk about it for long. She had something important to do first. She went back to the kitchen, grabbed the phone book, and looked up the number for Wheaton College. It was time to make good on a very special promise. 

God gave her the miracle she’d prayed for — every last detail of it. They would always miss Papa, but suddenly the future looked like it might be everything she’d ever dreamed of. She’d asked God to make her an instrument of peace. Her birth had torn everyone apart, but in the past few weeks God had used her to bring her family together again. No, the final chapter hadn’t been written. But she believed it would be, that the God who had seen to every last detail of this miracle would see her parents through the next season of their lives, as well. 

Now she would follow through on what she’d promised Him. 

She found the phone number to the university, dialed it, and asked for the journalism instructor. The receptionist put her on hold for a moment, but then a familiar voice picked up the line. 

“Hello?” 

Emily’s heart soared. “Ms. Parker?” 

“Yes?” 

“This is Emily Anderson. I’ve, well, I’ve had some personal issues to deal with at home, but I wanted you to know I’ll be back when school starts.” 

“I heard that your grandpa died.” Her voice was warm, sympathetic. “Your grandma called and left a message.” She hesitated. “I’m very sorry, Emily.” 

“Yes.” She swallowed. “Me too.” A robin landed on a patch of grass where the snow had melted. It hopped around, found a worm, and flew off again. New life was like that, always just beneath the icy surface. Emily blinked and held the phone tighter. “Can I ask you a favor?” 

“Of course. Anything.” 

“Could you save me a spot for a short story in the creative magazine? I know you’re assigning articles this week, and I have a special one. It’s a story I want the whole world to know.” 

“Really?” She sounded interested. “What’s it about?” 

“It’s about life and love. And miracles.” She grinned and the joy inside her felt absolutely wonderful. “I’m calling it Even Now.” 



FROM THE AUTHOR



Dear Reader Friends, 

Some time ago I felt the Lord bringing together in my heart a story about peace. Obviously, at this time in our nation’s history, peace is a volatile topic, something bantered about in casual conversations and debated by pundits across the country. Where the line between parties once was a picket fence, in many cases now it’s solid brick and razor wire. 

The war in the Middle East has contributed to this, and so has the strength of both support and animosity toward our current leader, President George Bush. In the news not so long ago, a woman was chased and threatened with her life for having a bumper sticker supporting the president. 

The issues surrounding Operation Enduring Freedom are complex. One of the benefits of writing about a character like Lauren Anderson was that I felt sympathy for people on her side of the fence. Lauren had nothing against American soldiers. She simply believed that peace would only be found with peaceful behavior. Shane also was sympathetic. He wasn’t a person crazy for war, and he certainly had no blood thirst. Rather he believed peace came through strength. He didn’t want to see children orphaned or soldiers killed. He only wanted to help protect and defend. 

Because of these two characters, I learned something while writing Even Now. I learned that once in a while the two sides are closer than they think. Especially when faith is a common factor. The issues are complex, and so I think sometimes the best way to work things out is, well, not to work them out. If you and someone you love have a difference of opinion on something, maybe it’s best to let it stay that way. Respect each other’s right to believe what you believe. Respect each other. Agree to disagree, my dad used to say. 

When people do that, I’ve seen the most amazing result: love happens. People start finding the things they do have in common and they start loving the person for simply being a brother or a father or an aunt or a cousin. Obviously there are some differences of opinion that happen because one person is standing by Scripture and another person isn’t. In this case, please go ahead and take a stand for the truth. That’s what Jesus wants us to do. But at the same time, take your stand in love. 

Sometimes we need to say, “I don’t agree with that and here are the reasons why. But I love you so much. Let’s go to lunch.” 

Conversations like that will build bridges between you and the people with whom you’re at odds. And often, when we love people despite our disagreements with them, we give them a chance to cross that very same bridge. In the process, we may find more common ground than ever before. 

Ultimately, I loved writing about Lauren and Shane, because real peace isn’t found by either of their methods. It’s not found at antiwar protests, and it’s not found by dropping bombs — although there are times when both events might be appropriate, so long as our troops are always supported. Here’s the point that Emily understood so well: real, lasting peace is only found through a lifesaving relationship with Jesus Christ. 

Period. 

Knowing Christ means that all the world might be falling apart just outside your front door — maybe just inside it — yet that inner peace, that inner knowing, remains unshaken. A quick formula for all of us would be this: Does your world feel out of control? Are you lacking peace in your marriage, your finances, your health, or your relationships? 

Add Christ. 

Add prayer and Bible study and conversations with other people who share your faith. 

Your mind is only so big. To the degree that it is occupied with Christ, you simply won’t have anything left for unrest and worry, frustration or hopelessness. 

If you’re reading about Jesus for the first time, then please take a few minutes and quietly — in your own words — ask Him to come into your life and clean house. Ask Him to be in charge of you from now on, and let Him be not only your Savior, but your Lord, your Master. 

If you make that decision for the first time, here and now, contact a Bible-believing church in your area. Talk to a pastor, get involved in a newcomers’ group, and start the greatest journey of your life. If you aren’t able to do that, then send me an e-mail and write, “NEW LIFE” in the subject line. My e-mail address is rtnbykk@aol.com. 

I love receiving letters from so many of you, and recently I received a very sad letter. A woman was alone after her husband had left her, and now she wanted to kill herself. She envied people who had died, because at least they had peace. I was grateful for the chance to tell her that life is always worth living. No matter what your situation, God has a plan in it, a purpose, a reason why your life can make a difference. Many times people who feel this way need professional help and medical advice. But many other people who struggle with such thoughts need to add a whole lot more God to their schedules. Volunteer time, Sunday school, various church ministries. Most churches are crying out for God in prayer, God in Bible study, and God in service. Remember, more God equals more peace. Or as many people say: No God, no peace. Know God, know peace. 

Things are going very well — if very busy — in our happy household. My husband is considering staying home from his teaching job next year and homeschooling our boys. It’s a funny situation, because we love our local public schools. They’re truly wonderful, with many of the old-fashioned benefits that too many schools have let slip away. But we are excited to see what “A Year with Dad” will bring about. Also, it will give us much more time together as a family — since I can write the books God gives me while they’re having lessons. 

Please continue to pray for us. We greatly appreciate your love and concern, and we feel your prayers time and time again. If you’re already receiving my e-mail newsletter, look for the next one soon! If you’d like to receive it, stop by my website at www.KarenKingsbury.com and fill in your e-mail address. 

As always, I love hearing from you. I pray that you are enjoying the Christmas season, and remembering through it all the call to love one another — even the people sitting opposite the fence from you. 

Until next time . . . in His light and love, Karen Kingsbury. 


BOOK CLUB QUESTIONS


Explain how Shane’s parents reacted to the news that their son’s girlfriend was pregnant. Why do you think they reacted that way? 

How about Lauren’s parents? How did they react to the news, and why? 

 “What would Jesus do?” is a common question these days. Analyze both of the above situations and discuss them in light of that question: What would Jesus have done in the situation with Shane’s parents? What about Lauren’s parents? 

What were the first signs that the friendship between the two couples was in trouble? Why did the friendship between the two couples fall apart so quickly? 

Tell about a time when you were tempted to manipulate a situation to your advantage. 

How did the two couples manipulate their children, and what danger signs did they ignore along the way? 

Explain how deception played a role in the falling-out that happened between Lauren and her parents. 

Tell about a situation where you or a person in your life has come out well-adjusted after a difficult start or a difficult set of circumstances. 

What were the signs that Shane wasn’t ready to marry the politician’s daughter? 

Lauren liked to think of herself as a gutsy reporter. What were the signs that she also had a tender heart? 

What do you think is important for a marriage to work? Is it important to share political beliefs? 

Emily prayed for a miracle and God granted it. How have you seen Him work miracles in your life? 

For many years Emily longed for her parents. How is God the parent to those without parents? 

God always answers prayers, but not always in our timing or the way we had hoped. Explain how this truth played out in the book, and how has it played out in your life? 

Discuss God’s provision in the lives of Emily and her family members. How has God provided for you in difficult times? 
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Read an excerpt from Karen Kingsbury’s 

Beyond Tuesday Morning


She was surviving; the commute proved that much. 

Jamie Bryan took her position at the far end of the Staten Island Ferry, pressed her body against the railing, eyes on the place where the Twin Towers once stood. She could face it now, every day if she had to. The terrorist attacks had happened, the World Trade Center had collapsed, and the only man she’d ever loved had gone down with them. 

Late fall was warmer than usual, and the breeze across the water washed over Jamie’s face. If she could do this — if she could make this journey three times a week while seven-year-old Sierra was at school — then she could get through another long, dark night. She could face the empty place in the bed beside her, face the longing for the man who had been her best friend, the one she’d fallen for when she was only a girl. 

If she could do this, she could do anything. 

Jamie looked at her watch. Nine-fifteen, right on schedule. 

Three times a week the routine was the same. From Staten Island across the harbor on the ferry, up through the park, past the brick walls that after September 11 were plastered with pictures of missing people, into the heart of lower Manhattan’s financial district, past the cavernous crater where the Twin Towers had stood, to St. Paul’s. The little church was a strangely out-of-place stone chapel with a century-old cemetery just thirty yards from the pit. A chapel that, for months after the attacks, had been a café, a hospital, a meeting place, a counseling office, a refuge, a haven to firefighters and police officers and rescue workers and volunteers, a place to pray and be prayed for. A place that pointed people to God. 

All the things a church should be. 

Never mind the plans for a new World Trade Center, or the city’s designs for an official memorial. Never mind the tourists gathered at the ten-foot chain-link fence around the pit or the throngs gawking at the pictorial timeline pinned along the top of the fence — photos of the Twin Towers’ inception and creation and place in history. Souvenir picture books might be sold around the perimeter of the pit, but only one place gave people a true taste of what had happened that awful day. 

St. Paul’s. 

The ferry docked, and Jamie was one of the first off. When it was raining or snowing she took a cab, but today she walked. Streets in lower Manhattan teemed as they always had, but there was something different about the people. It didn’t matter how many years passed, how many anniversaries of the attacks came and went. 

The people of New York City would never be the same. 

Yes, they were busy, still driven to climb the ladders or make a name for themselves in New York City. But for the most part they were more likely to make eye contact, and when they did, they were more likely to smile or nod or give some sort of sign that the bond was still there, that a city couldn’t go through something like New Yorkers went through September 11 and not be changed forever. 

Jamie breathed in hard through her nose and savored the sweet mix of seawater and city air. Jake would’ve liked this, the way she was facing the situation, allowing her pain to work for good in the lives of others. She had lived in paralyzing fear for so long, but now — now that she’d lost Jake — she could face anything. Not in her own strength, but because Jake’s faith lived deep within her. 

Funny how she’d come to be a volunteer at St. Paul’s. 

It was Captain Hisel’s idea. He’d been Jake’s boss, his mentor. He’d found Jake — or the man he thought was Jake — in the aftermath of the collapse of the towers. Of course the man hadn’t been Jake at all but Eric Michaels, a Los Angeles businessman who came into Jamie’s life by mistake. A man she believed was her husband for three agonizing months. 

A man who’d gone home to his family three years ago without looking back. And rightfully so. Jamie had told only a few people the details of that tender, tragic time. Captain Hisel was one of them. 

The captain became a special friend in the months and years since the terrorist attacks. At first they shared an occasional Sunday dinner, but since shortly after the first anniversary of the attacks they were together at least twice a week, volunteering at St. Paul’s and sharing lunch or dinner. He was Aaron to her now, and the two of them had everything in common. 

Or at least it seemed that way. 

Jamie turned a corner and saw the old cemetery. It was clean now, free of the ash and debris that had gathered around the tomb stones and remained there for months after the attacks. The island of Manhattan was a different place since that terrible Tuesday morning, more vulnerable, less cocksure. But warmer too. Stronger. For most of America, time might’ve dimmed the horror of what happened to New York City when the Twin Towers fell. But those who were there would always remember. The connection it gave Manhattan residents was undeniable. 

A few feet in front of her, a street vendor nodded. “Nice day.” 

“Yes, it is.” Jamie smiled and kept walking. 

See. There it was again. Before September 11, a vendor wouldn’t have made eye contact unless he wanted to push a hot dog or a bag of caramelized almonds. Now? Now the man was familiar. She saw him every time she volunteered at St. Paul’s; he probably knew where she was headed, what she was doing. 

Everyone in lower Manhattan knew about St. Paul’s. 

Jamie crossed the street, stopped, and turned — same as she did every day. Before she could enter St. Paul’s Chapel, before she could open her heart to the picture-taking tourists and the quietly grieving regulars who couldn’t stay away, she had to see for herself that the towers were really gone. It was part of the ritual. She had to look across the street at the grotesque gargantuan hole where the buildings once stood, had tore mind herself why she was here and what she was doing, that terrorists really had flown airplanes into the World Trade Center and obliterated the buildings — and two thousand lives. 

Because Jake had been one of those people, coming to St. Paul’s kept him alive in some ways. Being at Ground Zero, helping out . . . that was something Jake would’ve done. It was the very thing he’d been doing when he died. 

Jamie let her gaze wander up into the empty sky, searching unseen floors and windows. Had he been on the way up — he and his best schoolboy buddy, Larry — trying to reach victims at the top? Or had he been partway down? She narrowed her eyes. If only God would give her a sign, so she would know exactly where to look. 

She blinked and the invisible towers faded. Tears welled in her heart, and she closed her eyes. Breathe, Jamie. You can do this. God, help me do this. 

A deep breath in through her nose. Exhale . . . slow and steady. God . . . help me. 

My strength is sufficient for you, daughter. 

She often prayed at this stage of the routine, and almost as often she felt God whispering to her, coaxing her, helping her along as a father might help his little girl. The way Jake had helped Sierra. 

The quiet murmurs in the most hurting part of her soul were enough. Enough to give her strength and desire and determination to move ahead, to go through the doors of St. Paul’s and do her part to keep the vigil for all she lost more than three years ago. 

She turned her back to the pit and took determined steps beside the black wrought iron fence bordering the cemetery, around the corner to the small courtyard at the front of the chapel. The hallowed feeling always hit her here, on the cobbled steps of the little church. How many firefighters had entered here in the months after the attacks, firemen looking for food or comfort or a shoulder to cry on? How many had passed through it since the building had reopened, looking for hope or answers or a reason to grieve the tragedy even if it had never touched them personally?

Just inside the doors, Jamie turned to the left and stopped. There, scattered over a corner table, was a ragtag display of hundreds of items: yellowed photos, keepsakes, and letters written to victims of the attacks. She scanned the table, saving his picture for last. Beneath the photo of a balding man holding a newborn baby, the grin on his face ear to ear: Joe, we’re still waiting for you to come home . . . Scribbled atop a wedding photo: You were everything to me, Cecile; you still are . . . Tacked to the side of a wallet-sized picture of a young FDNY guy: Your ladder boys still take the field every now and then but it’s not the same without you. Yesterday Saul hit a homer and every one of us looked up. Are you there? 

Every time Jamie did this, her eyes found different letters, different snippets of pain and aching loss scattered across the display. But always she ended in the same place. At Jake’s picture and the letter written by their daughter, Sierra. 

Jake was so handsome, his eyes brilliant blue even in the poorly lit corner. Jake . . . I’m here, Jake. When there weren’t too many people working their way into the building, she could stand there longer than usual. This was one of those days. Her eyes locked on her husband’s, and for a moment he was there again, standing before her, smiling at her, holding his arms out to her. 

Her fingers moved toward the picture, brushing the feathery photo paper as if it were Jake’s face, his skin. 

“Jake . . . ” 

For the briefest moment she was sure she could hear him. Jamie, I’m not gone, I’m here. Come see for yourself. 

She drew her hand back and wrapped her arms around her waist. People had caught her touching his picture before; it made the volunteer coordinators nervous. As if maybe she wasn’t ready to comfort others when she was still so far from healed herself. 

She didn’t mean to touch the photo; it just happened. Something about his eyes in the picture made him seem larger than life, the way he’d been before . . . 

Before. 

That was it, wasn’t it? Life before September 11, and life after it. Two completely different lives. There were times when she thought she could hear Jake. His voice still rang in the corridors of her heart, the way it always would. Tears blurred her eyes and she gritted her teeth. She wouldn’t break down here, not now. On his birthday or their anniversary, maybe. On the anniversary of September 11, of course. But if she was going to keep Jake’s memory alive, she couldn’t break down every time she volunteered. 

She glanced at the letter, the one Sierra had written a few weeks ago on the third anniversary of the attack. Her daughter’s other letters were safe in a scrapbook, a keepsake for Sierra so she wouldn’t forget the closeness she’d shared with Jake. Every few months Sierra wrote a new note, and that one would replace the old one on the display table. The letter showed that Sierra still didn’t know how her father had died. As far as she knew, her daddy didn’t die on September 11 but three months later. In a fire, trying to save people trapped inside. It was a half-truth; the best Jamie could do under the circumstances. 

She just hadn’t known how to tell Sierra that the man who’d been living with them for three months wasn’t really her father but a stranger. In the three years since Eric Michaels left them, Jamie had yet to figure out a way to talk about the subject. For that matter, Sierra still had a picture of herself standing next to Eric. Once, a little more than a year ago, Jamie had tried to take it down. She could still see the look on her daughter’s face when she came running down the stairs into the kitchen, her eyes red with tears. 

“My picture of me and Daddy is gone!” 

Jamie felt awful about that one. She’d gone up with Sierra and pretended to look for it. That night while her daughter slept, Jamie took it from the closet where she’d hidden it and placed it on Sierra’s dresser again. Right next to Jake’s fire helmet. 

Two other times she’d tried to replace it with other photos, pictures that actually were of Sierra and Jake. 

“The one after Daddy got hurt is too sad,” she’d tell Sierra. “Let’s put it away, okay?” 

But Sierra would move the other photos to her bookshelves, keeping the one of her and Eric on her dresser. “That’s the last picture of me and Daddy. I want it there forever. Please, Mommy, don’t make me move it.” 

The memory lifted. 

Sierra had never even been to St. Paul’s; she didn’t know that’s where her mother volunteered her time. The whole story about Eric and his time with them was getting harder to stand by. Deception wasn’t Jamie’s style, and lately she’d been feeling that one day soon she’d have to tell Sierra the truth. Her daughter deserved that much. 

Jamie worked her gaze along her daughter’s neat handwriting and read the letter for the hundredth time. 


Dear Daddy, how are you doing up in heven? I’m doing good down here; I’m in second grade, and Mommy says I’m smartst in my class. But I’m not that smart cuz I have some things I don’t know. Like how come you had to go to heven when I need you so much rite here? How come you had to help those peple in that fire? Why culdnt they wok out by themselfs. Somtimes I clos my eys and I remember how you lookd. Somtimes I remember budrfly kisses. But somtimes I forget. I love you. Sierra. 


Sometimes she forgets. 

That was the hardest part of all lately. The chapel entrance was empty, and Jamie closed her eyes. God, don’t let either of us forget Jake. He’s with You, still alive somewhere in Paradise with You. But until we can all be together again, help Sierra remember him, God. Please. Help her — 

Someone tapped her shoulder, and she spun around, her breath in her throat. “Aaron!” She stepped back from the display table and forced a smile. “Hi.” 

“Hey.” He backed up toward the wooden pews that filled the center of the chapel. “Someone wants to — ” 

Aaron looked past her at the picture of Jake, as if he’d only just realized the reason why she was standing there. For a long while he said nothing, then he looked at her, his eyes filled with a familiar depth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were — ” 

“No, it’s okay.” She slipped her hands in the pockets of her sweater. “I was reading Sierra’s letter. It’s been three years; she’s forgetting Jake.” 

Aaron bit his lip and let his gaze fall to the floor. 

“It was bound to happen.” She gave a slight shrug. The corners of her mouth lifted some, but the smile stopped there. “She was only four when he died.” 

“I know.” A respectful quiet fell between them. “Still hard to believe he’s gone.” 

“Yes.” Once more she glanced at Jake’s picture. “Still hard to believe.” 

She felt strangely awkward, the way she had back in high school when some boy other than Jake smiled at her or flirted with her. But Aaron wasn’t flirting with her, and she wasn’t in high school . . . and Jake was dead. 

But not really; not when he lived in her memory as fully as he’d once lived in her home. 

No wonder the strange feeling, the hint of guilt at being caught looking at the picture of her husband. She’d felt this way before on occasion, though only when she was with Aaron. Even so, she refused to make too much of her emotions. They were bound to be all over the board, even if she and Aaron were only friends. 

He nodded his head toward the center of the chapel. “There’s a lady in the front pew; she could use your help. Husband was a cop, died in the collapse.” His eyes met hers and held. Concern shone through, and the awkward feeling disappeared. “You ready?” 

“Ready.” Jamie fell in beside him and headed down one of the pews toward the other side of the chapel. She wanted to glance once more at Jake’s picture, but she didn’t. 

He pointed to a blonde woman in the front row. “You got it?” 

Jamie nodded. “What about you?” 

“Over there.” He glanced toward the back of the chapel. The memorial tables framed the perimeter of the room. A couple in their seventies stood near the back wall. “Tourists. Lots of questions.” 

They shared a knowing look — this was what they did at St. Paul’s: being there for the people who came through the doors, whatever their reason — then they turned and went their separate ways. 

With slow, hushed steps, Jamie came alongside the blonde woman. Many of the widows who visited St. Paul’s had been there before, but this one wasn’t familiar. Jamie sat down and waited until the woman looked at her. 

“Hi, I’m Jamie Bryan; I’m a volunteer.” 

The woman’s eyes were red and swollen, and though she opened her mouth, no words came. She lowered her head into her hands, and a few quiet sobs worked their way through her body. 

Jamie put her hand on the woman’s back. The woman was in her late forties, Jamie guessed, heavyset with an ocean of pain welling within her. When the woman’s tears subsided, she sniffed and found Jamie’s eyes. “Does . . . the pain ever go away?” 

This was the hard part. Jamie was here at St. Paul’s for one reason: to offer hope to those devastated by the losses of September 11. The problem was just what Martha White, the volunteer coordinator, had warned her from the beginning. She couldn’t work through her own pain by giving advice to people about theirs. 

“I’m fine,” she’d told Martha. “I’m working through it, but I’m fine at St. Paul’s .” 

Martha looked doubtful. “You tell me if it’s too much.” She wagged a motherly finger at Jamie. “You’re a victim same as everyone else.” 

The coordinator’s words came back to Jamie now, and she swallowed hard. What had the weeping woman just asked her? Did the pain ever go away? 

Jamie looked from the woman to the front of the church, the place where the old ornate cross stood like an anchor. Without taking her eyes from it, Jamie gave a slow shake of her head. “No. The pain doesn’t go away.” She turned back to the woman. “But God helps us learn how to live with it.” 

Another wave of tears hit the woman. Her face contorted, and she pinched the bridge of her nose. “It still . . . feels like September 12. Sometimes I think it always will.” 

A strength rose from within Jamie. Every time she’d been needed in a situation like this one, God had delivered. Every time. She turned so she could see the woman better. “Tell me about your husband.” 

“He was a cop.” She lifted one shoulder and ran the back of her hands beneath her eyes. “Everyone’s always talking about the firemen, but the cops took a hit too.” 

Jamie had heard this before from the wives of other police officers. “Have you been around the chapel yet?” 

“I just started when . . . ” She held her breath, probably stifling another wave of sobs. 

“It’s okay to cry.” 

“Thank you.” The woman’s shoulders shook again. “This chapel . . . That’s why I’m crying.” She searched Jamie’s eyes. “I didn’t think anyone cared until I came here, and now . . . ” 

“Now you know the truth.” 

“Yes.” The woman grabbed a quick breath and stared at a poster on a wall overhead. Oklahoma Cares. Beneath the banner title were hundreds of handprints from children who had experienced the bombing of the Murrah Building in Oklahoma City. One line read, We love our police! “I didn’t come before because I didn’t want to be angry at anyone. But this is where I need to be; I should’ve come a hundred times by now.” 

“I’m Jamie.” She held out her hand, and the woman across from her took it. “What’s your name?” 

“Cindy Grammar.” The woman allowed the hint of a smile. “Is it just me, or do you feel something here?” 

“I feel it. Everyone who comes inside feels it.” 

“It’s the only place where the memory of all those people still lives. You know, as a group.” 

“Exactly.” Jamie folded her hands in her lap and looked around the chapel at the banners, then at the memorabilia lining the walls — items collected from the edge of the pit or left near the chapel steps. One day the city would have an official memorial to the victims of September 11. But for now, those two thousand people were remembered with grace and love at St. Paul’s. 

“This city loved my Bill. I could sense that the minute I walked in here.” 

“You’re right.” Jamie gave Cindy’s hand a gentle squeeze. “And no one will forget what he did that day. He was a hero, Cindy. Same as the firefighters.” 

The conversation continued for nearly an hour before the woman felt ready to finish making her way around the inside of the building. By then her eyes were dry and she had shared the story of how she’d met her husband, how much they’d loved each other. Jamie knew the names of the woman’s two sons, and the fact that they both played high school football. 

“Thanks, Jamie.” The woman’s expression was still filled with sorrow, but now it was also tinged with gratitude and peace. “I haven’t felt this good in months.” 

Jamie’s heart soared. Her job was to bring hope to the hopeless, and to do it in Jake’s name. Again and again and again. She took Cindy’s hands again. “Let’s pray, okay?” 

The woman squirmed. “I’m . . . I’m not sure about God, Jamie.” 

“That’s okay.” Jamie’s smile came from her heart, from the place that understood God the way Jake had always wanted her to understand. “God’s sure about you.” 

“Really?” Doubt colored Cindy’s eyes. 

“Really. We don’t have to pray; just let me know.” Jamie bit her lip, waiting. 

“I want to.” The woman knit her brow together. “I don’t know what to say.” 

Jamie gave the woman’s hand a gentle squeeze. “I’ll say it.” She bowed her head and began, the way she had dozens of times over the past two years. “God, we come to You because You know all things. You are sovereign and mighty and You care about us deeply. Help Cindy believe in You, Lord. Help her to understand that You hold a flashlight as we walk through the valley of the shadow of death. And let her find new life in You. In Jesus’ name, amen.” 

Jamie opened her eyes. 

A fresh sort of peace filled Cindy’s face. She leaned closer and hugged Jamie. “I’ll be back.” 

Jamie smiled. “I know.” 

The woman stood and headed for the outer rim of the chapel with a promise to return some day so that maybe the two could talk — and even pray again. 

When she was finally alone, Jamie’s hands trembled. Her legs were stiff from sitting for so long. Meetings like that were emotionally draining, and Jamie wanted water before she talked to anyone else. 

But before she could reach the stairs, another woman approached her, four young teenage girls in tow, each holding a notebook. “Hi, maybe you could help us.” 

“Of course.” Jamie gave the group her full attention. “What would you like to know?” 

“We’re a homeschool group and — ” she looked at the girls — “each of the students has a list of questions for you. They want to know how St. Paul’s was instrumental in serving the people who cleaned up the pile of debris after the towers collapsed.” 

“Okay.” Jamie smiled, but something grated against her heart. The pile of debris? Jake had been in that pile. It was okay for her to call it that, but these people were . . . they were on a quest for details, like so many reporters. She ignored her irritation and directed the group to the nearest pew. “Let’s sit here and we can talk.” 

School groups were common, and always needed help from volunteers. They wanted to know how many hundreds of gallons of water were given out — more than four thousand; how many different types of services were offered free to the work crew — podiatry, massage therapy, counseling, chiropractic care, nursing care, and optometry among others; and what sort of impact did St. Paul’s and its volunteers have on the work crew — a dramatic one. 

The questions continued, but they weren’t out of line. By the time Jamie was finished talking with the group, she regretted her first impression. The girls were well-mannered, the parent sensitive to the information Jamie shared. It was nearly noon when the group went on their way. Jamie scanned the pews first, and then the perimeter of the chapel. She was thirsty, but the visitors came first. The week she trained as a volunteer Martha had made that clear. 

“Look for fires to put out.” A tiny woman with a big mouth and a heart as vast as the Grand Canyon, Martha was particularly serious about this detail. “Look for the people breaking down and weeping, the ones sitting by themselves in a pew. Those are the ones you should approach. Just so they know you’re there.” 

No fires at the moment. 

Aaron was across the room, talking to another pair of tourists. At least his conversations looked less intense than the one she’d had with Cindy. She trudged up the stairs to the volunteers’ break room. An open case of water bottles sat on the table; she took one and twisted off the lid. Chairs lined the area, but she was tired of sitting. She leaned against the stone wall and looked up at the aged stained glass. 

Funny, the way Martha had said it. Fires to put out. It was one more way Jamie was keeping Jake’s memory alive. No, she didn’t deal with flames and fire hoses. But she was putting out fires all the same. He would’ve been proud of her. 

In fact, if he’d survived, he’d be right here at St. Paul’s with her. All the more reason to volunteer as long as the chapel was open. It gave her purpose, and in that sense it wasn’t only a way to keep Jake’s memory, his sacrifice, alive. 

It was a way to keep herself alive too. 
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A riveting story of secret sin and the healing power of forgiveness. 

Airline pilot Connor Evans and his wife, Michele, seem to be the perfect couple living what looks like a perfect life. Then a plane goes down in the Pacific Ocean. One of the casualties is Kiahna Siefert, a flight attendant Connor knew well. Too well. Kiahna’s will is very clear: before her seven-year-old son, Max, can be turned over to the state, he must spend the summer with the father he’s never met, the father who doesn’t know he exists: Connor Evans. 

Now will the presence of one lonely child and the truth he represents destroy Connor’s family? Or is it possible that healing and hope might come in the shape of a seven-year-old boy? This title is also available as an unabridged Audio Pages® CD. 
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Pick up a copy today at your favorite bookstore!
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I’m a firefighter, God, so I know I’ve been in some tough places before. But this . . . this not knowing the people I love . . . this is the hardest thing I can imagine. 

 

The last thing Jake Bryan knew was the roar of the World Trade Center collapsing on top of him and his fellow firefighters. The man in the hospital bed remembers nothing. Not rushing with his teammates up the stairway of the south tower to help trapped victims. Not being blasted from the building. And not the woman sitting by his bedside who says she is his wife. 

Jamie Bryan will do anything to help her beloved husband regain his memory, and with it their storybook family life with their small daughter, Sierra. But that means helping Jake rediscover the one thing Jamie has never shared with him: his deep faith in God. 

Jake’s fondest prayer for his wife is about to have an impact beyond anything he could possibly have conceived. One Tuesday Morning is a love story like none you have ever read: tender, poignant, commemorating the tragedy and heroism of September 11 and portraying the far-reaching power of God’s faithfulness and a good man’s love. 
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Beyond Tuesday Morning 

 

Sequel to the Bestselling One Tuesday Morning

 

Karen Kingsbury

 

The hope-filled sequel to the bestselling One Tuesday Morning. 

In this new novel by Karen Kingsbury, three years have passed since the terrorist attacks on New York City. Jamie Bryan, widow of a firefighter who lost his life on that terrible day, has found meaning in her season of loss by volunteering at St. Paul’s, the memorial chapel across the street from where the Twin Towers once stood. Here she meets a daily stream of people touched by the tragedy, including two men with whom she feels a connection. One is a firefighter also changed by the attacks, the other a police officer from Los Angeles. 

But as Jamie gets to know the police officer, she is stunned to find out that he is the brother of Eric Michaels, the man with the uncanny resemblance to Jamie’s husband, the man who lived with her for three months after September 11. Eric is the man she has vowed never to see again. Certain she could not share even a friendship with his brother, Jamie shuts out the police officer and delves deeper into her work at St. Paul’s. 

Now it will take the persistence of a tenacious man, the questions from her curious young daughter, and the words from her dead husband’s journal to move Jamie beyond one Tuesday morning. 

“Jamie Bryan took her position at the far end of the Staten Island Ferry, pressed her body against the railing, eyes on the place where the Twin Towers once stood. She could face it now, every day if she had to. The terrorist attacks had happened, the World Trade Center had collapsed, and the only man she’d ever loved had gone down with them. 

Late fall was warmer than usual, and the breeze across the water washed over Jamie’s face. If she could do this, if she could make this journey three times a week while Sierra was in school, then she could convince herself to get through another long, dark night. She could face the empty place in the bed beside her, face the longing for the man who had been her best friend, the one she’d fallen for when she was only a girl.” 
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