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  The bottle in her hand felt heavy.


  One more time.


  Mariah Carpenter replaced the bottle on the nightstand and padded silently through her shadowy apartment. Moonlight cast uneven shadows on everything it touched. No need to turn on the lights: she could walk here blindfolded.


  When the police hammered down her door, they would not notice that all the wooden surfaces gleamed with a thin patina of Old English Furniture Polish. Nor that every mirror and glass surface had been Windexed free of fingerprints and smudges. Dusting and vacuuming would not impress them, either.


  Leaving her apartment in this pristine condition was the same illogical reasoning behind wearing clean underwear when you went out, just in case you got into an accident.


  You’re stalling.


  Back in her bedroom, she glanced at the clock on the nightstand. It glared balefully back at her: 3:05. She didn’t need the faint light provided by the red LEDs. She knew exactly where everything else was.


  Taking a deep breath, she grabbed the prescription bottle of sleeping pills and unscrewed the lid, dumping thecontents into her left palm. Twenty-two thirty-milligram tablets of Restoril. It had to be enough.


  Dropping the lid on the nightstand, she seized the glass of water so forcefully that some of it sloshed over the edge. Tossing the pills into her mouth, she gagged as she swallowed them and the entire eight ounces of water. The waterfall would hasten the journey of the white capsules down her esophagus and into her stomach.


  Screwing the lid back on the pill bottle, she placed it on the empty twelve-ounce bag of M&M’s. When the coroner examined the contents of her stomach during the autopsy, he would discover her next-to-last conscious act was one of pure gluttony.


  Climbing into bed, she lay on her right side, drawing the sheet and blanket up to her neck as she curled into the fetal position.


  A slight breeze coming from the fan at the foot of her bed blew on her face. It droned every night regardless of the temperature outside, providing the circulating air Mariah needed to combat her claustrophobia. It also acted as white noise, blocking the sound of cars that stopped and started at the corner of the street directly below her bedroom window.
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  The hallucination began twenty minutes later, obviously the first stage in the effects of the pills.


  It began with a soft swshswsh behind her, followed by the shimmering of undulating air that was displaced as a hole began to grow—a hole filled by a man surrounded by a blue-white glow. He hovered a few inches above the floor then floated down as the light dissipated and the breach in the air was sealed.


  His dark brown eyes, shot with flecks of gold, gazed down at her, radiating compassion and love and a deep sadness. His full lips, nearly hidden behind his beard, thinned slightly. With what appeared to be a sigh of resignation, he unclipped a metal tube from the belt around his waist and pressed it against the back of her neck.


  Heat immediately spread through her body, accompanied by such serenity that Mariah briefly thought the pills had done their job, and, somehow, she was in heaven. But it was quite the opposite: she felt more alive than ever. Unconsciously, she straightened her legs, every muscle, every tendon, every bone relaxing as her mind began to register a myriad of other sensations.


  She felt her heart valves open and close rhythmically as blood coursed through her veins. The hairs inside her nostrils shivered as oxygen drifted past them to inflate her lungs. Supercharged red blood cells fought against harmful bacteria in the marrow of her bones.


  Electrical impulses coursed from her brain and spinal column. Zapped across synapses, they were converted into millions of instructions, which kept every piece of her biological machinery functioning in accord.


  Mariah became an observer to the wonders of the universe within her as her body experienced the cessation of physical and mental pain. Contentment enveloped her, and she floated in its embrace.


  Buoyed by these sensations, she almost missed feeling the mattress sag as the man laid down behind her, his arms enfolding her in a protective, loving embrace.


  In an instant, her brain was bombarded with images too rapid for her mind to process. Nevertheless, they became imbedded in her subconscious, there to await the precise moment in time when they would emerge to bewilder herself and a world unprepared to receive them.


  And then she heard a voice. The words—“Peace, my child, I am with you. I have always been.”—were clear, precise, the hallucination taking on a frightening reality. Mariah began to struggle, but a different, yet just as startling, sensation caused her to stop. Energy began to flow into her body, apparently coming from the man who held her. It felt like his soul united with hers, the strength of his spirit an ally in restoring her sense of self.


  The exhilaration it brought was short-lived. More afraid than ever, she fought his embrace; however, peace descended, and she surrendered to it. In this state of euphoria, Mariah never felt the pressure against her back recede.


  Just before she slipped into a deep and dreamless sleep, she observed, again in a haze, the man smiling down on her. Clipping the metal tube onto his belt, his eyes betrayed not only sorrow but apprehensive.


  He shook his head and pressed a button on the belt. Mariah heard a soft sucking sound: the last thing she saw was the man bathed in a blue-white glow.


  And then he disappeared.
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  Sunlight filtered through the vertical blinds, gently touching Mariah’s face and awakening her from a deep and restful sleep. She yawned, stretched luxuriously, arched her back, and smiled.


  It’s Saturday. Great. No work. I think I’ll...


  Her eyes flew open and she leaped out of bed. The clock radio beamed gaily at her: 11:25. Her heart beating a staccato rhythm in her chest, Mariah’s eyes locked onto the pill bottle balanced on the empty bag of candy. She grabbed it and shook it, her brain refusing to believe what her eyes told her. Yup ... empty.


  What the hell...


  Frowning, confused, she dropped the pill bottle and strode into the bathroom to stare at her reflection in the mirror.


  Alive. And, apparently, well-rested from an unusually long, uninterrupted sleep.


  She turned on the shower, shedding the new pajamas she had bought (based on the same clean underwear theory) then stood under the flow of hot water, letting the heat relax her muscles.


  Sanity returned and her wrinkled forehead smoothed out. Evidently, the pills were expired or else twenty-two of them just weren’t enough to put her to sleep permanently.


  As the water slid down her body, images of a bearded man flitted through her mind. Something in his hand...


  Turning off the water and jumping out of the shower, she felt the back of her neck. No bumps. She picked up a hand-held mirror and angled it so she could see the back of her neck in the vanity mirror.


  Nothing there. Nothing to bear witness to the sensation of liquid spreading out from that point to every cell in her body.


  But an odd feeling of well-being settled over her as she remembered the rest of the—dream? Vision? Drying off and throwing on a tee shirt and jeans, she headed for the kitchen. For the first time in a long time, she was ravenous.


  For the remainder of the weekend, Mariah’s mood alternated between elation and fear. Having mucked around in a psychological swamp for so many years, she was skeptical of this feeling of contentment.


  Why hadn’t twenty or so sleeping pills killed her? And there was that voice in her ear and the arms holding her...
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  As if the Visitation (as Mariah thought of it) wasn’t enough, something equally as disconcerting happened. Evelyn Stillwater, Mariah’s manager, was out of town when it occurred, so she had several tension-free days to stew. Unfortunately, she was no closer to solving the mystery by the time Evelyn returned. Summoned by Attila the Hun’s twin sister, she dragged herself down several corridors until she reached Evelyn’s office.


  The harpy was wading through outdated correspondence, obviously irritated that her department had the gall to function efficiently in her absence. Mariah knocked on the partially opened door. Evelyn glanced up and motioned her to enter with an imperious wave toward the chair opposite her desk. Ah, yes, the ploy: invite you in and ignore you, the objective being to make you sweat as you waited for the Sword of Damocles to fall.


  Slumping in the guest chair, Mariah took a deep breath and instantly felt at peace. Not the same euphoria as the morning of the Visitation but still pretty awesome. She straightened up as the knot in her stomach uncoiled and the tension in her shoulders lessened.


  The Wicked Witch of the West finally looked up ... and their eyes locked. Mariah’s breath caught in her throat as adrenaline caused her to feel slightly light-headed. At the same instant, Evelyn’s eyes widened and she gasped, her body jerking as her hands pushed herself away from the desk. When Mariah finally exhaled, Evelyn’s body relaxed, the last vestige of fear dissipating as Mariah broke eye contact.


  Clearing her throat, Evelyn glared at the crushed papers in her hands. She muttered a few half-hearted orders, waved the papers dismissively, and Mariah found herself on the other side of the door.


  What the hell just happened? she thought. Not to mention that, for the first time in the eight months since she started working for Madam Stillwater, she had not felt intimidated or anxious. Damned if she knew why Evelyn reacted the way she did—and if she had any sense, she wouldn’t question her good luck.


  Back in her cubicle, Mariah stared at her array of multicolored African violets blooming under the fluorescent bulb attached to the underside of the cabinet. They usually cheered her up, but not today. That encounter with Evelyn just added to the list of extraordinary events.
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  Questions remained unanswered, an intolerable situation for The Most Inexhaustible Interrogator This Side of the Mississippi, title compliments of her brother. As days went by, she knew she had to talk to someone about what happened the morning of the Visitation. She became obsessed with the need to know if she had crossed into the Twilight Zone or had just succumbed to delirium. Oddly, this fixation was never accompanied by fear, one of her constant companions. The foreign yet delicious sense of peace was as unfamiliar and mysterious as everything else that had happened.


  There were few people she could talk to about this. Most of her friends would listen out of respect for her feelings but dismiss it as a case of prolonged stress. Maybe it was; however, before she accepted that, she had to discuss it with someone.


  The cubicle across from hers was occupied by Ben Van Horten, a nice guy she enjoyed talking to. While a practicing Christian, he was, thankfully, no recruiter. She didn’t need to hear God mumbo-jumbo right now.


  At the age of ten, Mariah failed Religious Brainwashing 101. Her parents, Rachel and Saul Carpenter, were asked not to send her back to Hebrew school because her teacher, Miriam Feinstein (whom her father labeled the Zionist Zealot), found Mariah’s latest round of questions bordering on blasphemy. Miriam had martyred herself and suffered Mariah’s presence up to this point, but no more. Just asking where God lived and why he never showed himself meant Mariah questioned His existence, Miriam said. Her tone of voice was meant to chastise Rachel and Saul Carpenter for encouraging this disrespect. The child just wanted to know, was it such a big deal? Saul asked Rachel.


  So Mariah Adele Carpenter, cut adrift from God without a soul-saving paddle, formulated her own hypothesis: Once you surrendered your independent spirit and satisfied God’s demand for blind obedience and pointless ritual, you were saved from the fires of eternal damnation. Furthermore, religion was based on mindless compliance and ignorance rather than worship and sacrifice, and the Jews were in a holding pattern waiting for the Messiah to come and vindicate their suffering.
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  Ben listened without interruption. Mariah told him about her debilitating depression and the pills then launched into the Visitation, elaborating on the stunning physical and mental sensations: of being held, hearing the words of comfort and, finally, the serenity. She also told him what happened in Evelyn’s office and that every time their paths crossed, the harridan repelled from her as if they were like-pole magnets.


  Deep in thought, Ben’s eyes had lowered. When he finally looked up, his hands reached out to clasp hers in an uncommonly familiar gesture, and his face lit with a huge grin. “Mariah, you’ve got to talk to the minister of my church, Michael Jenkins. I know he’ll want to meet you, and he’ll be able to explain things a whole lot better than I can.”


  “I’m not a member of your church, Ben,” Mariah pointed out, frowning at the mention of clergy. “Of any church. I’m not a Christian or even a practicing Jew. Why would I want to talk to someone who’s only going to try to convince me this is spiritual?”


  “You don’t have to be a member of my church to talk to the ministers. It’s nondenominational and everyone is welcome. I’ve known Michael for years and I know he can help you.


  “Please Mariah, let God finish what He started in you,” Ben said.


  She smiled at his eagerness and accepted the phone number of the church. For the next few days, she thought about what he said. Why did he think God had started something in her? It was not a welcomed theory; she was not about to become a convert over something that was probably just a self-induced delusion caused by many sleepless nights, a lot of stress and an overdose of M&M’s.


  But there were those sleeping pills...
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  She might have convinced herself about the delusion angle if it wasn’t for Evelyn’s reaction every time necessity made them come into contact. Now that was spooky and not lightly dismissed. Besides, Ben looked so pathetically hopeful every time he glanced her way that she began to feel like a coward—and Mariah Adele Carpenter was certainly not afraid to talk to this Michael Jenkins person.
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  Three days later, she called the church and reached the receptionist. “Michael’s eleven o’clock appointment just cancelled. Can you make it? If not, his next available opening is in three weeks.” How coincidental, Mariah mused. Not wanting to let this drag on any longer, she agreed to be there at eleven.


  Chelsea Heights Community Church was named for its location on Chelsea Avenue in San José, California, a street that gradually meandered up one of the numerous hills that comprised the Santa Cruz mountain range. Mariah loved the lifestyle and temperate climate of northern California, not once regretting her decision to leave Massachusetts thirteen years ago.


  The church was affluent without being showy. The older building, now home to classrooms and conference rooms, was across from the newer structure that housed the sanctuary. The receptionist gave her directions to Michael’s office on the second floor of the new building, informing her that he would be a few minutes late.


  She found his office mid-way down the corridor. Glued to his door was a black nameplate with Michael Jenkins punched out in raised black letters. Mariah paced the length of the worn hall carpet like an expectant father awaiting the imminent arrival of his heir.


  Ten minutes went by, but it felt like an hour. She shook her arms and took several deep breaths. It was important she appear composed and coherent, a person not given to an overactive imagination. Michael Jenkins must see she was not like those who claimed to see the face of the Madonna in a broccoli soufflé.


  Hearing footsteps on the stairs, she studied the man as he approached.


  In his mid fifties, Michael Jenkins was about five foot ten with a spare frame, light brown hair thinning on top and gray sideburns clipped short. Behind the steel-rimmed glasses perched on the end of a sharp nose was an unremarkable face—until he smiled. His eyes crinkled in the corners and a dimple appeared on his left cheek as the creases deepened around his mouth. Genuine warmth and kindness radiated from him. Drawn to it, she responded with a tentative smile of her own. Intuitively, she knew she could trust him even though she usually shied away from strangers.


  He extended his hand. “Mariah Carpenter? I’m the late Michael Jenkins. Not that I’m deceased, mind you, just a bit tardy, as usual. Thanks for waiting. Come in.”


  He unlocked his office door and held it for her. By design, the self-deprecating humor caused her smile to deepen and put her more at ease. She was further charmed by his British accent, the tone friendly and good-natured.


  “Please have a seat on the sofa under the picture of the Victoria Falls.” He indicated a well-worn brown leather couch. “While we talk, I can pretend we’re enjoying the mist instead of being cooped up in this stuffy office.”


  Mariah complied as he pulled a side chair to face her. “What do I call you, sir?” pleased that her voice was steady. His eyes twinkled and he said, “Michael will do. I’m not much one for formalities. ‚Pastor Jenkins’ envisions to me someone with a tonsured head and coarse-spun robe.” He smiled gently. “Now, how can I help you?”


  She had thought of nothing else on her way to the church. What could he do? Explain why she tried to commit suicide? Help her understand why she lacked self-confidence and feared close relationships? Make sense of the Visitation?


  She cleared her throat. “I know attempting suicide goes against your religious beliefs, but I need for you to understand why I tried it.” He nodded encouragingly, and she cleared her throat again.


  “All my life I’ve felt abnormal, apart from everyone. Physically, I had degenerative nerves in my little fingers, and I was born without tonsils or appendix. I had bad headaches when I was thirteen, so I had a brain wave test. The doctor told my mother he saw a bizarre pattern and wanted to study me further, but mom refused.


  “I was a trial to my mother. I don’t blame her for her constant criticism and her war on my independence. I guess I was a stubborn kid and a pest with my ceaseless questions.”
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  His steady gaze held no pity, only patience and kindness. What parents unwittingly did to their children in the name of conformity brought many to Michael’s office. Rejected by a society that penalized them for being different caused them frustration, anger and despair.


  Desperate for his approval, Mariah felt her resolve to remain unemotional erode in the face of his compassion. The more she tried for the logic and reason of a mature adult, the more she sounded like a whiny child. As her agitation increased, her voice rose, her hand gestures punctuating her thoughts.


  “Okay, so why am I here?” Her eyes begged him not to fail her now, to continue to believe her ... and she was rewarded with a reassuring smile that buoyed her as effectively as if he had thrown her a life preserver to keep her from drowning.


  “I had, uh, an experience a little while ago that I call the Visitation.” His mystified expression echoed her sentiments as she described the sensations of serenity and mental and physical healing.


  When she reached the end—the strong arms that held her, the rich voice that comforted her—he leaned forward, his grip on the armrests causing his knuckles to whiten. The joyful smile on his face caused her to slump in relief: he didn’t believe her supernatural experience was just an overactive imagination.


  When he spoke, his words were measured, his voice low. “Mariah, are you here because you don’t believe what happened, don’t understand what happened or are afraid of what happened?”


  Trough a sudden blur of tears, she said, “I know what you’re thinking. I can see it in your face. You think it was God, but I’m not convinced. I’m more inclined to believe it was temporary insanity combined with some expired medication.” Apprehension made her voice tremble, fear made it harsh. “How can you expect me to just accept something I’ve denied my whole life? You’re convinced God exists: the jury is still out for me.” Afraid she might have offended him with her lack of respect, Mariah was relieved to see only concern in his eyes.


  She gazed out his office window at the mountains beyond, golden in the early afternoon sun. More to herself than him, she murmured, “Why did this happen to me? If it was God, what did I do to deserve it? How can I be so important to him when I’ve denied his existence?” Her voice quavered as she focused back on Michael’s face. “And what does he want?”


  Michael said, “I don’t have the answers, but I can tell you that God loves you whether you believe in Him or not. Just that simple. Only time will tell what He has in store for you.” They talked for some time about the Visitation, but there was nothing more she could add nor could he offer any other explanations.


  “Mariah, I’d like to invite you to services this Sunday. You’re under no obligation to join in, but maybe you’ll hear something you like.”


  She found herself nodding. She needed answers, and maybe this was the right place to start.


  Maybe.
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  Mariah rose early the following Sunday to attend Michael’s sunrise service, the least crowded of the three at which he officiated. When she told Ben of her intentions, he said, “I’m going to join you—at that ungodly hour, pardon the pun!—so you won’t have to sit alone. Besides, I’m eager for you to meet my wife Amy, who sings in the choir. I’ve often heard you softly singing along with the radio in your cube, and I know you have the kind of voice our music minister is always looking for.”


  Mariah was treated to a modern service from beginning to end, impressed with the better-than-average musicians who accompanied the semi-professional choir. The music was progressive and uplifting, chosen to coordinate with Michael’s sermon, filled with honesty, strength of conviction, and his dry British humor. Although uncomfortable in this house of worship, she was glad she had accepted Ben’s invitation.


  After the service, Mariah met Ben’s wife Amy and Peter Martin, the music minister. Spotting them, Michael excused himself from a conversation with a church elder and came toward her, his face lit with a welcoming smile. When he reached her, he opened his arms and, without a thought, she stepped into his embrace, feeling the warmth and acceptance he offered. They moved apart and he clasped her shoulders, never taking his eyes from hers.


  “Peter, this is a remarkable lady. If she becomes a member of your choir, you’re going to be blessed with her presence.” Peter Martin’s curiosity was piqued by the elation he saw on Michael’s face.
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  She passed the audition. No surprise there. But what mystified her was her eagerness to join the choir, a longing to belong to a group, two both strange and alien emotions. At Michael’s insistence, she gave Peter a much abbreviated version of the Visitation and was heartened by his acceptance and delight, the same as she had received from Michael.
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  The following Thursday, she followed his directions and found the choir meeting room. She sat in the parking lot and fought the urge to bolt, always unsure of herself around strangers.


  The desire to sing and join the choir won. She entered the church with eyes averted and headed for the chairs against the wall. People drifted in, greeting each other with laughter and good-natured jibes. Some glanced curiously in her direction and some even smiled, but no one approached. Mariah’s panic escalated as she waited for the familiar face of Amy Van Horten or Peter Martin. On the verge of fleeing back to her apartment, she saw a lady enter and gaze around the room. Their eyes met, and the lady headed straight for her.


  “Hi! Are you Mariah Carpenter?” the lady asked. When Mariah nodded, she said, “Good! I’m Natalie Groffsky. Pleased to meet you!” She extended her hand and Mariah shook it. With a wide grin, Natalie said, “Peter assigned me to be your choir buddy, so you’ll sit next to me in the alto section. I’m pretty loud so you can follow my lead through the music!” Mariah smiled shyly up at Natalie, the tension in her stomach easing a bit.


  When Peter arrived, the choir members lined up. Mariah trailed Natalie into the sanctuary to the choir loft. Over the conversational din, Natalie stood up and yelled, “Hey, everyone!” The hubbub ceased and Natalie said, “I’d like to introduce you all to our newest member. Give it up for Mariah Carpenter!” Everyone laughed and cheered and stood up one-by-one and introduced themselves. Even though Mariah was overwhelmed, she felt a genuine sense of acceptance by these people.


  Natalie was bright and funny and, in the upcoming weeks, would give Mariah the lowdown on Michael Jenkins, Peter Martin and the other members of the choir in her amusing, informative way. One Thursday evening, Mariah said, “Natalie, I want to thank you for everything. For the first time in a long time, I feel relaxed around people.” Natalie hugged her and they grinned at each other.


  Thursday night practices, both serious when they sang and playful in between the songs, caught her up in the religious sentiments fostered by the music and the easy camaraderie of the choir members. They seemed genuinely interested in her without being nosey and included her in their conversations. Mariah desperately wanted to fit in some place that felt safe.


  A week later, she was invited to Sonya Alvarez’s house for a barbecue. Only hyperventilating slightly, she brought a homemade macaroni, sausage and cheese casserole and blushed when people praised it, some even requesting the recipe. In the weeks to follow, there would be swim parties, soccer games and the occasional music retreat. Mariah was made to feel part of a family who welcomed her without reservation. Swept up in a current of bonhomie, she began to believe in a God who commanded such devotion and love.
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  The breeze felt cool against her naked skin, tickling the hairs on her arms. It was perfect: just enough air movement to keep the sun’s warm rays from feeling hot. Her nose identified the rich, earthy aroma of newly tilled soil, and moist dirt beneath her bare feet oozed sensuously between her toes. Mariah was almost reluctant to open her eyes, not wanting these sensations spoiled by what she might see.


  She braved a peek and found herself in a clearing surrounded by trees. Judging by their immense girth and towering height, they were ancient. The only trees she knew to be this massive were redwoods; however, these behemoths had white bark with leaves in varied shades of yellow. She was not much into horticulture, but she had never heard of white redwoods with yellow leaves.


  The plant life that grew beneath the trees ran the color spectrum of green—emerald, chartreuse, forest, jade, viridian. The colors were so sharp they almost hurt her eyes. It was the same reaction she got when she looked up at the brilliant aquamarine sky.


  The patch of ground on which she stood had been cultivated with straight rows of vegetation just beginning to sprout. Smiling ruefully, she remembered her first—and last—attempt at gardening when she had committed “plant-acide” on some seventy dollars worth of herbs.


  Where am I? And, more to the point, why am I naked? The only time she was naked outdoors was when she was having one of those nightmares where everyone except her was dressed. If this was a dream, it was the most realistic she ever had, complete with earthy smells, breezes playing with the hair on her shoulders and a medium warm sun that kept the temperature perfect.


  Reality finally sunk in. Mariah wrapped her arms around her nakedness in an attempt to cover herself. The evidence was obvious; someone had tilled the soil and planted the garden. Her lack of a weapon and state of undress made her feel vulnerable, fearing the locals would see her as either a sexual object or lunch.
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  She woke and sighed with relief, glad the dream was over. As her brain began to shut down and return her to sleep, she knew there was something else about the dream that was odd, something she could not quite pinpoint. Too tired to rouse herself and figure it out, she fell back to sleep.


  [image: ]



  Mariah’s life seemed to settle down to something that resembled normal. There were no more mystical experiences, no more dreams of tramping naked through vegetable gardens. Just little happenings that added a measure of enjoyment to her life.


  She was finally able to transfer out of Evelyn’s department into a job where she was needed and respected. Her new manager was too busy playing office politics to interfere, as long as she made him look good. Furthermore, church became more a place of learning than refuge. It was three months since the Visitation. Her bruised psyche was healing, evidenced by the tentative return of her sense of humor.


  After dinner one evening, she reached for the TV remote and knocked it off the chair-side table. As she bent to retrieve it, she smacked her head on the side of the table, which caused it to shudder ... and here came the bowl of M&M’s, skipping across the table until it slid off and, of course, landed face-down on the rug.


  Mariah snatched the bowl off the rug and heaved it in the direction of the kitchen where it bounced on the linoleum several times. Rubbing her head, she glared at the brightly colored candies at her feet. As her anger dissipated, she trudged into the kitchen to retrieve the bowl. She could hear her mother’s voice as it ground into her brain: “That quick temper of yours has consequences, young lady, no matter how big or small.”


  She shook off the nagging voice in her head and turned on the television to listen to the six o’clock news while she picked up the M&M’s. Still on her knees, she paused, her eyes now glued to the TV screen when she heard a live broadcast from Hamilton, a city twenty-five miles south of San José.


  A policeman stood on the front lawn of a typical middle-class house in front of microphones and cameras. “An Amber Alert has been issued for Amanda Forrester who was last seen leaving her school at three o’clock this afternoon. If anyone saw Amanda or has any information, please call the number below.” An eight-hundred number appeared at the bottom of the screen with the notation that it was an anonymous tip line.


  The camera switched to Amanda’s mother. With tears streaming down her cheeks, she said, “Please help us. All we want is our little girl back. Any information you can give us will be greatly appreciated.”


  A professionally-taken grade school picture of Amanda appeared. Mariah stared into the bright blue eyes of a grinning girl with curly blonde hair and a gap between her front teeth.


  The camera switched back to the police officer. As he noted where Amanda was last seen, what she was wearing, etc., Mariah’s stomach began to churn. Within seconds her heart was galloping, her skin grew clammy and she gasped for air, lungs laboring like she was sprinting up the steps of the Empire State Building. These sensations came swiftly; one minute she was fine, the next she felt like passing out.


  As her heartbeats began to decelerate, she finally managed to take a deep breath. Was she having a heart attack? What she knew about them could fit into a thimble. Panic snaked up her throat as she fought to block its emergence.


  Exhaustion lingered as her body returned to normal. What also remained was the image of Amanda and an overwhelming need to talk to Michael Jenkins.


  For the rest of the evening, Mariah tried to watch sitcoms and block Amanda’s face from her mind. But this compelling need to speak to Michael... At ten o’clock, she gave up and went to bed, hoping sleep would erase Amanda’s face from her memory. Falling asleep was no problem; staying asleep was nearly impossible.


  For three days, she tried to concentrate on work, on choir practice, on anything that had nothing to do with Amanda Forrester. For three nights, she woke every few hours—sweating, trembling—with the same nightmare: Amanda being chased by a fiend whose claws shredded her dress more and more every time it got close. The details of the kidnapping (and the lack of clues) were headline news, which further prevented Mariah from eradicating the little girl’s image from her thoughts.


  Moreover, she was obsessed with this need to talk to Michael. She felt foolish calling to make an appointment with him—what was she going to say? But the more she tried to ignore this obsession, the more anxious she became. She had to resolve this, if for no other reason than to get some sleep.
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  On June tenth at one o’clock in the afternoon, Mariah called the church. She felt guilty lying to the switchboard operator about an emergency and a need to speak to Michael. The urgency in her voice must have been convincing, because she was told to come, he would fit her in. Mariah left her boss a note with some half-baked reason for her absence and headed for the church.


  She stopped at the switchboard to announce her arrival then sprinted upstairs. On her way to the church, the symptoms she experienced the night Amanda was kidnapped had returned: rapid heartbeat, shallow and labored breathes, cold sweats. Mariah still had no idea what she was going to say to Michael. She just hoped it would be there at the right moment.


  By the time he reached his office, she was on the verge of collapsing. The sight of him nearly made her faint with relief.
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  Seeing her in such a highly agitated state, Michael grew alarmed, fumbling his keys as he unlocked the office door. Mariah almost knocked him over in her haste to get inside, adrenaline propelling her halfway across the room before she could stop. He closed the door and turned, just in time to see her coming toward him.


  Michael was genuinely alarmed. He always enjoyed seeing Mariah Carpenter on Sunday mornings as the choir lined up in preparation to enter the sanctuary. Standing before them, he would pray to God to use the members of the music ministry to comfort and uplift those in the audience who needed the healing touch of their music. She was always smiling radiantly. He knew that in the three months since joining them, she had found a measure of confidence due to the friendship and support from her fellow choir members.


  But this woman before him was an entirely different person. Her breathing was labored, her face glistened, her hair was matted against head, and her pupils were dilated. She radiated as much tension as a mainspring in an old watch.


  His apprehension dissolved, however, when she whimpered, “Help me, Michael. Something is happening and I can’t control it. It started three days ago when I...”


  The sentence died on her lips. Her hands shot out and she seized him in an immobilizing grip. Her fingers dug into his biceps right through his sports jacket. He was shocked at her strength.


  Michael had just enough time to register this when his body became rigid. His blood and bone marrow seemed to be flowing in the direction of her hands. Terrified—and feeling like he was being crushed in a trash compactor—he gasped and tried to jerk backward, but his legs were too rubbery. He truly would have collapsed if she hadn’t held him so firmly. What lasted only a few minutes felt like an eternity.


  While he experienced the sensation of being threaded through the eye of a needle, Mariah was going through her own gyrations: muscles tense, knees and elbows locked, teeth bared. She convulsed from what seemed like invisible blows, jerking from unseen punches, grunting from air expelled violently from her lungs. Her head whipped from side to side with each convulsive movement and a low growl escaped her lips. Michael wondered if she was in pain. He was not; all he felt was tremendous pressure.


  And then it was over. His organs no longer felt like they were being siphoned out of him. Heat suffused his body and he slumped, weak from the sudden release of tension. Sounds from a nearby office receded. The noise from the traffic in the street was no more than a muffled rumble cocooned in velvet. While floating in this tranquil semi-trance, Michael observed Mariah through half-slit eyes.


  The minute he descended into this current state, she relaxed. Her grip on his arms, while no longer bruising, remained firm. Her eyes, narrowed in concentration, stared into his. No, she was not looking at him; her eyes were focused on something beyond him.


  Then she began to mumble. He tried to fight his way out of the enveloping lassitude, straining to understand her words. They were unidentifiable. It sounded like she was talking to someone as she formed her own language.


  And then it changed. Some of the words finally penetrated the haze ... and Michael was stunned. The more she spoke, the more astonished he became. When the mumbling stopped, Mariah began to speak distinctly.


  “Amanda, don’t be afraid, I’m here to help you ...I know you can’t see me, but...yes, okay, honey, I am an angel. Can you tell me where you are?” In the silence, her head cocked to the left. She was so absorbed that she never reacted to the sweat running into her eyes.


  “Is there a window in the bedroom? ...Good. Can you see out of it?” She nodded and her face softened with a sad smile. “I know he hurt you, sweetheart, but I need you to help me so I can get you away from him. Go to the window and tell me what you see.”


  There was a pause as Mariah’s eyes closed. And then: “Building...what gas station? ...That’s great, Amanda. What else? ...park...kids swinging...where? Got it, across from the gas station. Are you on the same side of the street as the... okay. Any stores across from you? ...Laundromat...pizza...What’s its...fantastic! Really, a phone number? ...555-4655, that’s wonderful, yes...Don’t worry, I won’t leave you.”


  Mariah’s eyes opened wide. Her pupils were dilated, unfocused. She said, “Amanda, what’s that noise? ...uh-huh, they sure do sound like big planes ...I know you want your mommy. I’m going to send someone to get you just as soon as...calm down. Go back and lie on the bed. Don’t tell him you were talking to me. Pretend you’re asleep...good girl. Hang in there. Someone will be coming for you real soon.”
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  Mariah blinked. Her eyes swam into focus as she broke the connection with Amanda. She released Michael and flexed her fingers to rid them of the numbness caused by maintaining such a fierce grip. She noted, with relief, that he seemed fine.


  Michael stared at her, his mouth hanging open. Focus on something normal, like notifying the police about where Amanda is, she thought, trying to stem the rising hysteria that threatened to overwhelm her.


  “I’m calling 911.” Her voice was strong and steady. “I need to tell them where Amanda Forrester’s being held. We’ve got to hurry before the bastard hurts her again.”


  Calling 911 seemed reassuringly ordinary. She told the operator she had information about the Amanda Forrester abduction, and the operator asked Mariah to wait. In less than a minute, a voice identifying itself as Officer Sanders, 21st Precinct, came on.


  “May I help you, ma’am?” She knew how stupid this was going to sound, but Mariah identified herself, gave the address of the church and, in a voice she hoped didn’t quaver, told him she could provide information that might lead to the whereabouts of the kidnapped child.


  Mariah stood next to Michael as his hand reached out to touch her shoulder. She smiled at the gentle contact then shifted impatiently from one foot to the other as her irritation mounted. She knew the mundane questions Officer Sanders asked were a stall as he traced the call, even though he’d been given the number.


  “Ohforchristsakes!” she spat. “I can give you the exact description of the neighborhood where she’s being held. Stopscrewing around and write this down!” Hearing the answer she wanted, she barked out the information. Sanders told her not to move, someone from the Federal Bureau of Investigations would be coming to talk to her. With a, “Yeah, I got it,” she dropped the phone into the cradle then glanced at Michael, afraid that her blasphemy had offended him. She was relieved to see concern on his face, and—what? Awe? Fear?


  Mariah shut her eyes and took several deep breaths as she leaned heavily against his desk. With a last spurt of energy produced by the final effects of adrenaline, she lurched toward the couch and sank into it, her voice hoarse with exhaustion and anger.


  “Amanda’s terrified, but I don’t think he’s raped her. Yet. She’s bruised and frightened from being pushed around. He’ll get more violent the longer he has her.”


  She and Michael stared at each other until she broke the silence with a lopsided grin. “Wow. Mega wow. What just happened?”


  He smiled weakly in response. They had shared something so profound that neither had adequate words to describe it. Michael took a deep breath and murmured softly so as not to break the spell. “Mariah, what happened when you first gripped my arms?”


  She reached for her purse and, digging inside, came up with an unopened package of M&M’s. Tearing open a hole in the wrapper with her teeth, she wolfed down about half of them as she considered his words. “It felt like something was being torn out of you and rammed into me.” He nodded; it obviously was a phenomenon shared by both.


  She leaned toward him. “I wanted to let go because I thought I was hurting you, but I couldn’t.” Her voice trembled with remembrance. “I saw fear on your face and it justabout killed me. Something kept hammering me like I was on the losing end of a boxing match.


  “And then it was over. Just like that. The battering was replaced by a feeling of ... like it was ... how do I explain? The word that pops into my mind is Joining.” She broke eye contact and poured the remaining chocolates into her mouth.


  The enormity of what happened finally hit her. First, the two-part obsession: Amanda Forrester’s face and the need to see Michael Jenkins; second, the persistent anxiety and lack of sleep over the past several days. Then the physical, emotional (and spiritual?) experience involuntarily initiated, which ended in something so implausible her brain cramped. A prescient chill made her shudder as her hands squashed the empty candy bag. Reality felt light years away.


  Mariah stared at Michael. He leaned forward, straining to hear her words. Her voice was hushed as much with wonder as weakness. “It felt like our souls united. It gave me the strength to get into Amanda’s head and talk to her.” Tears stung her eyes and clogged her throat. “She thought I was an angel from God. She’s too young to understand about the insanity of voices in your head.” Mariah paused, waiting for him to say something. When he didn’t, she continued, her voice now raw with fear.


  “But I understand mental illness. Right at this point, I should be crawling into a corner with my thumb stuck in my mouth, babbling to the wall. Why do I feel nothing but a sense of accomplishment?” Her failed smile was more a grimace as she attempted to invoke a lightheartedness she did not feel. “So this is what Ben meant when he said God had started something in me. What a finish!” She leaned back against the sofa, thankful to see Michael nod.


  He said, “One minute, it felt as though my internal organs were being sucked out of me. The next, I was in a trance, feeling serene, happy ... but with something added. Joining is an excellent word for it, my dear.


  “One more thing, and then I’ll take you to my little hideout so you can get some sleep.” He stopped as if to gauge how much more she could take. “Do you remember what you said while we were in that Joining state?”


  She frowned. “I spoke while it was happening? I remember the conversation with Amanda. I thought I remembered everything.” She shook her head. “What did I say?”
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  Michael assured her it was nothing, just some mumbling, and they would talk about it later. He was sorry to see her dismay, but it confirmed his suspicions: she had no idea she had spoken those incredible words. Maybe after she rests, maybe when her head is clear, she’ll remember. He doubted it even as the thought came to him.


  Michael Jenkins was convinced God was behind Mariah’s incredible new talent, and he felt sure God was not nearly through with her. His thoughts drifted back to her words spoken prior to her communication with Amanda. At first, the words were like no language he had ever heard. What followed was a language he did recognize and could only be, in his opinion, the Lord speaking through her, for only He could put those words in her mouth—words that singled her out for a destiny Michael could not even begin to fathom.


  His heart fluttered. Not only did he know the language in which she had spoken, he recognized the phrase. It was not quite the way he had learned it at the theological seminary, but close enough.


  Mariah Adele Carpenter, a woman who had not set foot inside a house of worship for at least two decades—exceptmaybe for weddings and funerals—had spoken Ancient Hebrew, which was, in fact, Aramaic.


  But not in her own voice. It was a rich, melodious baritone, the sound filled with passion and conviction—words that were originally spoken by a man who had stood atop a hill surrounded by people seeking peace in their lives. A teacher, a rabbi, bringing God to their souls, his words meant to educate and enlighten.


  The magnitude was so overwhelming. Michael’s brain could hardly handle the implications. The Hebrew words took on a life of their own as they echoed in his head:


  “I tell you, do not worry about your life, or what you will eat or drink or wear, or where you shall live. Worry will not add one single hour to your life. Do not worry about tomorrow, plan for it. When done, the planning alleviates the worry.”
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  Agent Francesca Angelica Theresa Manzetti sat at her desk reviewing her open cases. All three of them. She wondered (not for the first time) if all the aggravation and frustration she’d gone through was worth it. Defying her parents, getting a bachelor’s degree in Criminal Justice from Walden University, landing a prestigious job with the Federal Bureau of Investigations, then putting up with all the male bullshit— for what? To be handed all the schlock cases?


  She glared at the phone as it shrilled on her desk then picked up the receiver. “FBI, Agent Manzetti. How may I help you?”


  “Agent Manzetti, this is Captain Eric Bridger of the San José PD, 21st Precinct.” He hesitated for minute. Then, “We’ve been given what appears to be a solid lead in the Amanda Forrester kidnapping.”


  Frannie felt a rush of adrenaline. The man assigned to the case, Tom MacAllister, was a putz who still thought armpit noises were funny. Wrapped up in a nice red ribbon, Bridger was handing her what might be the oomph her career needed.


  Frannie got more excited as she scribbled down all the information. Not only did she get the exact location where the kid was being held, but also the names and addresses of the informants. Here was a kidnapping case handed to her on a silver platter, along with a crystal-ball gazer and a cleric!


  She hung up and grinned. She was not going to turn this over to MacAllister. And she was not going to tell Craig Osterman, her chauvinistic boss, until she had corroborated all the information and choreographed the rescue. Osterman might reprimand her for stealing the case from MacAllister, but if it went well, all he was really interested in was if it made him look good. Of course, if she screwed up, he’d let her swing by her neck all alone. She was confident, however, that she would not only nail the abductor, but maybe even expose the informants as frauds or disillusioned accomplices. Frannie didn’t buy that crap about a religious experience and getting into Amanda’s head—that manure was for the movies. Happy days, she was on her way up!


  Frannie called the Bureau in Reno, Nevada, the city where Bridger’s people had found Mr. Italy’s Pizza Palace near the airport. Within minutes, the seedy hotel across the street from the restaurant was surrounded. Tiptoeing up the stairs to the second floor with guns drawn, the Reno agents crept down the hallway to the last room whose windows faced thestreet. It was registered to a Billy Kramer and daughter, former residents of California. The half-wit answered the knock at the door, was thrown to the floor and handcuffed without any shots fired.


  Amanda was more frightened than hurt. Whisked away to the Reno Airport and strapped into a seat on a jet, she was brought triumphantly back home, her parents being notified en route. It was a great photo opportunity, the federal agent transferring the child to her father’s arms, everyone smiling and sniveling.


  Step One, thought Frannie, an exultant grin spreading across her face when she was notified that everything had gone as slick as a waxed surfboard. Now I go after the witch and her familiar.
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  Michael led Mariah to a tiny room off his office, which had nothing in it but a cot, its sole purpose to allow him a quick nap when necessary. Asking for the window to be opened, Mariah collapsed onto the cot and kicked off her shoes. By the time he pulled the quilt over her, she was asleep.


  He assumed she was going to sleep for quite awhile, so he finished a few chores and left the church at eight, leaving her a note with his home phone number and instructions on how to get out of the locked building without setting off the alarm. He spent the remainder of the evening with his wife discussing what had happened.


  Abigail was not only his wife but his best friend and closest confidant. They had known each other since the sixth grade when her family had moved into his neighborhood. An immediate friendship began, even though his friends had tormented him about having a girlfriend.


  She was sharp and insightful and as devout as he. Michael was grateful that she not only accepted his many late nights at the church, but also provided moral support and assistance to the parishioners.


  She now listened, spellbound. Abigail remembered meeting Mariah at a monthly dinner held to welcome new members into the church. A fervent believer in miracles, she accepted God’s will without question.


  It was difficult for Michael to describe the initial sensation of his spirit flowing into Mariah, followed by the trance in which he experienced unprecedented peace, and then the wondrous Joining of their souls. If Abigail felt a twinge of jealousy at this unimaginable closeness she would never share with her husband, she kept it to herself. Not for the first time since it happened, Michael bowed his head, his humble words of thanks inadequate, yet all he had.
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  He was not surprised when he arrived at his office the next morning and found Mariah still asleep. The quilt he had drawn over her last night was tucked under her chin, but now her feet were bare. She must have gotten up during the night (probably to use the restroom) and removed her socks before laying back down on the cot.


  He stared at her for several minutes, the first time he recalled seeing her face in repose. He remembered thinking when they first met that she looked younger than thirty years old. Now in sleep, she looked no more than in her early twenties. Dark auburn hair framed her oval-shaped face, and long black eyelashes rested fan-like on her cheeks. Her lips were parted as she softly snored.


  Michael eased the door shut. He smiled when he realized Mariah Carpenter reminded him of his long-dead sisterDorrie: her spirit, her quick smile, her shyness in the face of others she felt more accomplished than she. Dorrie had died of leukemia when he was twelve.


  He shook himself out of his reverie and found an address book in Mariah’s purse. Calling her manager’s office, he assured the gentleman that Mariah wasn’t ill; she had just been through an ordeal the previous evening. Michael promised she would call when she awoke.


  He sat in his worn leather chair, his fingers steepled, elbows on the armrests, eyes gazing out the window at the blue sky that heralded another lovely day in San José. Even though he had been physically and emotionally depleted the previous evening, he felt invigorated.


  More than that. The bursitis in his left shoulder was gone.


  The pain had been a constant reminder of a bad hit taken during a varsity soccer game between Queen Mary College and their traditional rival, King’s College. Years later, the bursa became inflamed, plaguing him, especially first thing in the morning. This morning, however, as he began his socket-limbering exercises, the normal sharp twinges were gone.


  Michael knew he was going to have one hellacious time keeping his mind on his daily activities. His thoughts strayed to the extraordinary healing of his shoulder and to the Hebrew words she had spoken. He was sure she was the reason behind this extraordinary healing.


  When he heard the door from the hideout open around nine o’clock, he looked up to see Mariah emerge, yawning. He straightened, having been hunched over his desk in a vain attempt to rewrite his Sunday sermon. She approached; grinning, she said, “So what’s on the agenda for today?”


  He began to chuckle and the two of them laughed hysterically. The comment hadn’t been that funny; however, itwas more a release of tension that made them howl until tears streamed down their faces and their sides hurt.


  Michael caught his breath in a hiccup and said, “Amanda’s been found, my dear. The FBI called me at home, plus it was in the newspaper headlines this morning. Just where you said she’d be. No one was hurt during the rescue, and she was brought back to California last night.


  “Oh, by the way, I called your manager and told him you were rather tired after a trying ordeal last night, and you’d call him when you woke.”
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  Trying ordeal. She smiled at the understatement, delighted at the safe return of Amanda Forrester. She called her boss to assure him she was fine but still pretty tired, so she would stay home for the rest of the day.


  Instead of leaving, she sat down in the guest chair next to Michael’s desk and, for several minutes, stared at the wall. Then she yawned and said, “I’ve got to go home, shower, get out of these sweaty clothes and get something to eat—I’m starving. I feel lots better than I have in days, but I need more sleep.”


  Yet she made no move to leave, her upper lip caught by the lower one. She was desperate to believe his explanation: that the Visitation was a miracle from God. “I spent years denying the Lord’s existence, believing religion was an escape for weak-minded people who couldn’t face reality without a crutch. My disbelief was aided by the exposure of religious charlatans. But finding Amanda Forrester ... have all my values, based on logic and common sense, been shattered?” Her expression changed from bewilderment to anger. “Was everything I accepted as the truth now a lie?”
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