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Karen Woods woke with a scream. Bolting upright in bed, she pressed her hand over her chest as she breathed deep and hard. Her pajamas were drenched with sweat, and her heart was pounding so fast that it felt as if it were about to race straight through her.

Karen, Karen, what is it? Grandma Shields flipped on the light and hurried into the guest bedroom.

The twelve year old sobbed once and held out her arms, needing comfort.

It was a dream shed had before. Lots of times.

Her grandmother sat on the edge of the mattress, gathered Karen in her arms, and held her close. Karen knew she was too old to be cuddled this way, but just then she needed someones arms around her.

What is it, child? Beverly Shields asked her softly, smoothing the damp hair away from Karens brow. Youre trembling something terrible.


I had a bad dream, Karen managed to say.

The same bad dream you had the last time you stayed overnight?

Karen nodded.

Do you want to tell your grandma about this dream that frightens you so much?

Karen shook her head. The nightmare was bad enough without having to tell anyone else about it. Some parts of it she didnt even remember, and one main part she did and wished she didnt. Every time she thought about the dream, she wanted to crawl under the blankets and not come out for a long time.

Dreams can be real scary sometimes, her grandmother said gently, continuing to stroke Karens brow.

Dont leave, okay? Karen asked. She felt like a wimp, needing her grandmother in bed with her, but she didnt care. She didnt want to be alone. In a few minutes shed be okay, but not just yet.

Since her mom and dads divorce, Karen had spent a lot of time by herself. She didnt mind that as much as she had when her parents used to fight. Before her father moved out of the house theyd done that almost all the time.

Do you miss your mother? Beverly asked. Is that the trouble?

Karen shrugged. Her mothers job as an auditor for one of the big Los Angeles banks often took her out of town. Karen didnt mind staying with her grandparents on the nights her mother was away. It was kinda fun.

When I was a girl I sometimes had nightmares, Beverly told her.

Karen twisted around so she could see her grandmothers kind face. Even when she was only a little kid, she had liked her grandma Shields better than anyone.

I dreamed a man with an ax was running after me, and no matter how fast I ran, he ran faster, Beverly Shields said, and when he finally caught up with me, the ax would be rubber, and the murderer was my older brother. Then hed laugh and laugh and laugh because it had been so easy to frighten me. Thats when Id wake up, shaking and afraid, and really mad.

Diddid you go back to sleep?

Sometimes. I learned that if I closed my eyes and talked to God, I felt a whole lot better. I found talking to God works in a lot of situations.

Do you do it often? Karen asked.

Oh, sure, all the time. Any time of the day or night I feel like it.

Karen studied her mothers mother once more. No one suggested you see a counselor or anything like that?

Her grandmother laughed outright. Why would they suggest that?

Grandma, think about it. People dont exactly go around conversing with God, you know.

Sure they do, but generally its called prayer.

Oh. Karen had pictured her grandmother carrying on a one-sided conversation with people listening in and thinking weird things about her. It was bad enough that Beverly put that fake hairpiece in her hair sometimes and stuck it there with bobby pins.

I was thinking we might say a prayer together now, just the two of us, Beverly said softly.

Mom and me used to go to church, Karen said, her voice dropping a bit, but that was before the divorce and for a little while afterward. Then one Sunday Mom said she didnt want to go anymore.

Yes, I know, but dont fret about thatyou dont need to be a regular church attendee to pray.

Karen felt a little better knowing that. Will you say the words, Grandma?

Some of them, Beverly Shields agreed. But then you should say some of your own, too.

Do we have to speak them out loud?

No, you can whisper them in your heart, too.

Karen closed her eyes and bowed her head. Then, remembering the pictures shed seen in religious books, she gravely folded her hands. She wasnt entirely sure why people laced their fingers together when they prayed, probably so they wouldnt get distracted and wind their hair around their fingers or that kind of thing.

Her grandmother whispered a prayer, but Karen couldnt understand all the words. She did hear the part about asking God to comfort Karen and calm Karens fears. Grandma Shields went on for what seemed like a long time. After a while, Karen opened one eye and peeked and noticed her grandmothers lips were still moving.

Karen closed her eye again and waited. When the time seemed right she decided to pray, but she didnt trust God to hear her if she said the words inside her heart.

Dear God, she prayed, whispering like her grandma had done, only louder. Its me, Karen Woods. How are you? Im fine. Well, sort of. I have bad dreams. Actually I dont mind the dreams so much, cause if youre listening, Id rather ask for my mom. You see, she and my dad got a divorce. It was a messy one. But that was over two years ago, and my mother still hates my dad. And now my dad hates my mom. Shes mad because, well, because my dad left us. Could you help Mom not hate my dad so much? And God, she said, speaking faster now, thinking shed better cram in everything she could while she had his attention, Id really, really, really love it if you could see fit to give me a horse.

A horse? her grandmother echoed, sounding surprised.

Karen opened her eyes and nodded enthusiastically.

What in the name of heaven would you do with a horse?

I want to learn to ride, Karen supplied eagerly. The answer should have been obvious, one would think. Horses are the most beautiful creatures on earth. More than anything in this world, I want to ride like the wind.

Does your mother know about this?

Karen lifted one shoulder. I talk about horses, but all she says is that we live in the city and theres no possible way for us to own so large an animal.

Thats true enough.

But Moms told me a thousand times that where theres a will theres a way.

Thats true, too, Beverly Shields agreed.

Mom thinks if she gets me a cat, Ill forget about wanting to learn to ride, but shes wrong. I dont even like cats all that much. Karen yawned when shed finished. Well, I do, but I like horses a whole lot better.

Youll sleep now? Grandma shields asked.

Karen thought she would. She scooted down into the thick blankets, and her grandmother covered her shoulders. After a moment, Karen closed her eyes. She did feel better. Maybe she ought to talk to God more often.



Karens prayer intertwined with that of her grandmother and drifted effortlessly heavenward, steered by love, directed by divinity, toward the splendor of paradise, ushered into the very throne room of God. It arrived fresh with the sincerity of a childs heart, weighted with unspoken pain, and bright with honesty.

Karen Woods, the Archangel Gabriel murmured, writing the twelve-year-olds name in the cumbersome Book of Prayer. He ran his finger down the brittle antique white pages until he found Beverly Shieldss name, sighed heavily, and leaned back on the high-backed chair.

Beverly had prayed often for her daughter, Maureen Woods. The thirty-three-year-old woman had been trapped in a bog of bitterness since her divorce. Beverlys prayers had been stymied by Maureens stubbornness and pride. The womans resentment of her ex-husband had festered into a wound that had infected her entire life.

Gabriel was concerned about Karen and the girls repeated nightmares. Setting aside the large quill pen, he closed his eyes in an effort to think of the best way to help Maureen Woods.

I dont think we should disturb him. The soft, lilting voice belonged to Shirley, a prayer ambassador and former guardian angel.

Dont be ridiculous. Hes probably just resting, waiting for us.


Gabriel kept his eyes closed. This was Goodness. A delightful emissary and known troublemaker.

I do hope hes considering sending us on another mission. Its been almost a year since our last one.

Mercy.

December was the busiest month of year. Gabriel should have anticipated meeting up with these three. If anything, he should have been surprised it took them this long to make their appearance.

You did mention that we were most interested in working in Los Angeles this year, didnt you?

Ah, not exactly.

There was no help for it. Gabriel opened his eyes and looked up to find the trio standing on the opposite side of the table, their wings folded back neatly, looking as perfect as a Christmas card.

Were back, Mercy said excitedly, flinging her arms enthusiastically into the air.

So I see. Gabriel wasnt one to reveal much emotion. For one thing, he couldnt offer them prayer assignments. The truth was, he didnt trust the trio to stay out of trouble. What had happened the previous year was a prime example of the kind of mischief they got themselves into. Goodness didnt think Gabriel knew of her little shenanigans, but he did. The prayer ambassador had given in to her penchant for technical things. More than once.

He cringed every time he thought about Goodness giving advice to a human through the screen of a television set. That wasnt the worst of it, either.

Gabriel had heard plenty about Mercy on the escalators in Nordstroms department store. And Shirley, the one he considered the most responsible, why, even the former guardian angel had become involved in a few escapades of her own.

We understand youre shorthanded again this year. This was Goodness, excited as a child about the possibility of returning to earth.

Things arent as hectic as last year, Gabriel informed the trio, not allowing any emotion to steal into his voice. Despite all the hassles theyd given him, the archangel had a soft spot when it came to these three.

Thats not what we heard, Shirley said. Rumor has it youre as overworked as ever and in need of a little help from your friends.

Weve come to volunteer our services. Mercy stepped forward eagerly, nearly colliding with the table.

But wed like to work in Los Angeles this time, Goodness informed him. Im right fond of California, and it seems to me the City of Angels could do with our help.

But we must insist upon working together. Mercy crossed her arms as if to say she was making her stand. Remember what a great job we did last year? You cant let a golden opportunity like this slip through your fingers.

Yes, I can. Gabriel didnt feel he could mince words. Weeks after their last venture to earth, he had been left to answer for their tomfoolery.

Goodness and Mercy bounced a shocked look off each other, then glared at him. You can?

Karen Woods? The softly spoken question came from Shirley, who was leaning over the Book of Prayer, her finger poised at Gabriels most recent entry.

Shes a troubled young girl, Gabriel supplied, his heart heavy over the twelve-year-olds situation. It would take a prayer ambassador with far more experience than Shirley to work on this request.

Her parents are divorced, right?

Gabriel nodded.

Karen loves them both very much, Shirley said under her breath. Sometimes the girl feels like shes caught in a vicious tug-of-war between the two. From what I understand, she hasnt seen her father in over a year.

Thats true. Gabriel was beginning to understand. Shirley intuitively knew this information because an Authority much higher than his own had deemed it so. It seemed he was being overruled.

Her father feels its easier on everyone if he doesnt see Karen as often. He loves her, too, but he hates his ex-wife, and every time he picks up his daughter she finds an excuse to fight with him. Or a reason to report him to her attorney. Maureen Woods has worked overtime to make his life hell.

Yes.

I want to help, Shirley insisted. Please let me.

This isnt an easy request, Gabriel felt obliged to remind the prayer ambassador.

Im aware of that.

Well all help, Goodness and Mercy chimed in.

Gabriel was worried about the three of them doing exactly that and feared it wasnt help theyd be lending. No, you wont, he said more heatedly than he intended.

The two leaped back a step at his sharp tone.

Gabriel could feel himself weakening. He was well aware that the oldest of the three angles was by far the most emotionally mature. Yet she had the least experience. But Goodness and Mercy? Again?


I do wish youd reconsider, Shirley pleaded softly.

Oh, please do. Two pairs of blue eyes fluttered beguilingly at him. Goodness and Mercy folded their hands with a look as unsullied as grace itself.

Gabriel didnt know what it was about this trio that they wove such tight tentacles around his heart. He was an archangel and generally not given to flagrant displays of favoritism.

Before either of us makes a decision, why dont we meet Karens mother?

Excellent idea, Goodness said, hurrying to his side.

I should have thought of that myself. Faster than a heartbeat, Mercy was there as well.

I was referring to Shirley and me. Gabriel stared at the two, although in reality their enthusiasm amused him greatly.

Of course we meant to include Shirley, Goodness said with a weak laugh.

That was understood, Mercy added.

Gabriel freed himself of the two. Shirley and me alone, he clarified, coughing in an effort to disguise a smile.

Oh. Goodnesss shoulders sagged with disappointment.

Oh. Mercy slowly lowered herself onto a vacant chair.

Go on without us, Goodness said as though Shirley were about to step into the last available place in a lifeboat leaving a sinking ship. Well wait here.

Stay out of trouble, Gabriel advised.

What could we possibly do to cause trouble? Mercy questioned.

Gabriel didnt want to know the answer to that.




Maureen Woods lugged the heavy suitcase from the trunk of her car to the sidewalk. She stopped on her way into the small rental house to pick up the mail. After tucking a few bills and fliers under her arm, she pulled the newspaper free from its box and made her way to the front steps.

The door opened before she could fit the key into the lock, and Maureen brightened when she saw her daughter. Hi, pumpkin face.

Hi. How was the trip? Karen held open the screen door for her mother.

All right. Maureen stepped inside. She slipped out of her business suit jacket and laid it over the back of the couch before removing her shoes. It felt heavenly to be out of her pumps, which were still new enough to pinch her toes.

Ill get your suitcase for you, Karen said eagerly.

Maureen appreciated the thought but knew it was too much for her daughter. Thanks, honey, but its too heavy.

No, it isnt, Karen insisted. See? With both hands and all her might, the twelve-year-old managed to lift it a scant inch off the worn carpet.

Karen, put it down, or youll hurt yourself, Maureen insisted as she absently sorted through the mail. She paused when she saw the bill for her attorney, cringed, then tossed the mail on the counter without opening any of it. How was your night with Grandma and Grandpa?

Fine.

What did you have for dinner?


Karen brightened a bit. Swedish meatballs. My favorite.

Grandmas going to spoil you, Maureen warned, grateful to her parents for keeping Karen for her when she traveled.

Karen laughed. With apple strudel for dessert, and I ate three whole pieces.

Maureen gasped. Youll get fat.

I wont because I ran it off on Grandpas treadmill. I can go faster than he can.

Yes, but then you havent had two open-heart surgeries, either.

If youre worried about me not getting enough exercise, I have a solution.

Maureen knew from the sound of her daughters voice that she wasnt going to like this. Oh, whats that?

I could always take up horseback riding.

Karen, Maureen groaned. It seemed her daughter brought the subject into every conversation. Weve been through this a hundred times. We cant afford a horse.

Thats where youre wrong. It was as though Karen had been waiting impatiently for this very argument. She disappeared into her bedroom and returned breathless a moment later. This is the address I got from the library. Did you know you can get a horse free from the United States government?

Karen

Mom, its true. All you need to do is read this brochure. I wrote away to Utah for all the information. It should come any day now, but I had the lady at the library make me a copy of this pamphlet so youd see I wasnt making this all up.


Honey, think this through. Where would we possibly put a horse?

In a stable, Karen answered as if that much were obvious, or should have been.

Where in the name of heaven would we find a stable?

Karen elevated her hands until they were level with her shoulders. Dont sweat the small stuff, Mom.

The small stuff? I can barely feed the two of us on what I make. In addition to everything else, I cant afford to feed a horse.

But Id find a job, Mom. Id do anything I could to earn money. I bet even Dad would be willing to help pay for my horse.

Maureens face hardened at the mention of Brain. No, she said sternly. I wont allow you to bring your father into this. As for getting extra money from him, sweetheart, youre a dreamer. Ive had to fight for every penny hes ever given us. He forgot about you the minute he walked out that door.

Thats not true.

I dont want to argue with you about your father, Karen. If anyone should know how worthless that man is, its me. Now enough about this stupid horse. Im tired, and I dont want to argue.

Karen looked at her mother as if shed been struck. Will you read the pamphlet? she asked in a tiny, hurt voice. Please?

All right, Maureen agreed, already regretting her outburst. Im sorry, sweetheart. I didnt mean to blow up like that. Its just not a good idea to hit me with a bunch of stuff when I first get home.

Im sorry.


Maureen felt worse than ever. It was my fault, she said, and hugged Karen. Then, deciding not to leave it sitting in the middle of the living room, she carried her suitcase into her bedroom. One of these days, when the lawyer was paid off, she was going to get herself a fancy suitcase with wheels so she could roll it from room to room.

Brian used to carry it for her. It had been about the only thing her son-of-a-bitch ex-husband had been good for.



Do you see what I mean? Gabriel asked, standing next to Shirley.

Oh, poor Karen, the smaller angel said, and sighed deeply. She loves both her parents. Its hurting her terribly to have her mother feel this way about her father.

This is a complicated situation, involving many lives. Bitterness has eaten away at Maureens heart until her life has become clouded with it.

Its as if she were buried to her waist in sand and trying to walk, Shirley suggested.

Exactly, Gabriel said, surprised by the prayer ambassadors insight. She cant move forward in her life, weighted down as she is with hate.

Emotionally, Maureen Woods is crippled.

It doesnt help matters any that her ex-husband has remarried and seems happy.

Is he? Happy, I mean?

He appears to be to Maureen, and its like rubbing salt in her wounds. Karens mother finds it grossly unfair that Brain should be living a new life with a wife and second family.


But why?

Brian hurt her deeply. He mangled her self-esteem with his affairs. Maureen has a strong sense of justice, and it doesnt feel right to her that the man who broke his wedding vows should go merrily about his life, while shes left to raise their daughter alone.

Does Maureen date?

Gabriel gave a short, sharp laugh. Hardly. A couple of men from the office asked her out, and she all but bit their heads off. She isnt interested in a new relationship. I believe I heard her tell a friend recently that all men are scum.

Shirleys eyebrows shot toward her hairline. I see.

According to Maureen, men are never to be trusted.

Shirley folded her wings and started to pace, apparently deep in thought. Pausing once, she turned to Gabriel and was about to ask something, then seemed to change her mind. Shortly afterward she resumed pacing.

Can I help Karen? she asked abruptly.

Thats not for me to know, Gabriel answered.

The key is her mother.

Yes, Gabriel agreed.

The prayer ambassador grinned then. You know, I cant help thinking theres horse in this somewhere.

A horse, Gabriel repeated, thinking hed rather not know how she intended to manage that.
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His names Paul Morris, Goodness said to Mercy, leaning over the Book of Prayer and studying the lengthy list of entries. Reverend Paul Morris. She ran her finger down the narrow column. According to what it says here, his wife died two years ago.

How sad.

His names popped up at least six times in the last two pages.

He must be deeply loved for that many people to be praying for him.

Goodness agreed. What do you think could be wrong?

Mercy raised her hands in a defeated gesture. Your guess is as good as mine.

He lives in Los Angeles, too.

Howd you find his name?

Goodness twisted around to look at her friend. It just seemed to leap off the page at me.


Goodness.

It was the Archangel Gabriel, just when Goodness least expected his return. She straightened quickly and noted that their cohort, Shirley, was no longer with him.

Hi, she said, tense at being caught reading out of the Book of Prayer. She raised her right hand as if preparing to make a solemn vow.

You were asking about Reverend Paul Morris? Gabriel inquired.

Yes, she said eagerly. His names listed several times in your book, andwell, its just a matter of curiosity, you understand.

Perhaps youd care to drop in and visit him yourself?

Goodness was convinced her ears had deceived her. She opened her mouth and flattened her palm over her breast. Me? Really? she managed in a squeaky, high-pitched voice. I thought you saidI mean, I was under the impression She snapped her mouth closed before she talked herself out of meeting Paul Morris.

It doesnt do any harm to look, now, does it? Gabriel asked.

Goodness was almost giddy with delight.

Go on ahead without me, Mercy said with a defeated sigh and with the dramatic flair of a stage actress. I dont mind waiting here all by myself.

Im sure you wont, Gabriel said gruffly.

To be fair, Goodness did feel mildly guilty to be leaving her best friend behind. Shed gotten adept with guilt of late. Shed acquired the skill by hanging around with Catholics, who were proven experts.

Lets take a look at Paul, Gabriel suggested, and raised his massive wings. With a wave of his huge arms, the clouds parted, and the scene that had once been inaccessible and unclear unfolded in vivid colors. The setting, appropriately so, was the church building itself.

Goodness scanned the polished wooden pews and saw no one. The area around the altar was empty as well.

Thats Paul at the organ, Gabriel explained.

Goodness found him in the choir loft. He must have sat down only recently because no music swelled through the church. No song of joy or triumph. Goodness heard only an empty silence.

His wife played the organ for the church, Gabriel explained.

Ah. Goodness wasnt sure she understood, but if Paul Morris found some whit of comfort sitting on a bench with his hands poised over the old ivory keys, she could find no harm in it.

What youre hearing is a symphony of emotions, Gabriel explained. A ballad of loneliness.

Goodness strained her ears and still heard nothing. She inserted her index finger into her ear and jerked it back and forth several times.

Gabriels hand on her shoulder stopped her. I didnt mean for you to take that literally. The music is coming from his grief. From the deepest, darkest corner of his heart.

Oh. Goodness felt foolish now.

Wait and watch, Gabriel instructed her. Ill be back soon.

Goodness had a long list of questions, but apparently none of them were important because Gabriel was gone in the blink of an eye. The prayer ambassador was left alone, watching the lonely, hurting human below. Sadly, she was powerless to do anything more than observe.



Paul Morris slipped from the organ bench and headed for the church office. A glance at his watch told him he was already ten minutes late for his meeting with the worship committee. He hadnt meant for the time to slip away like that and, with renewed purpose, increased his pace.

Leta Johnson, his secretary, leaped from her chair the instant he walked into the office. Youre late, she announced, following him across the room.

I know. I apologize.

The committees in the conference room, she said, and handed him a sheaf of papers. I believe theyve started without you.

In times past, Paul might have been offended that the committee would see fit to begin without him. But, frankly, he was relieved and hoped that theyd completed the business at hand. It would save him the burden of having to sit through yet another endless, boring meeting.

Unfortunately it didnt happen that way. An hour later the meeting adjourned and the two elders and three worship leaders were on their way out of the conference room. Paul stayed behind, gathering up the last of the paperwork. He looked up to find Steve Tenny watching him.

Paul offered the elder a warm smile. The two men had been good friends for a number of years. Hows it going, Steve? he asked conversationally.

Great. Is Joe coming home for Christmas?


The ache in Pauls heart lightened at the mention of his son. Hell be here next week sometime.

Itll be good to see him.

Paul was counting the days. Joes arrival from college and the three weeks he was scheduled to spend at home was the one bright spot in Pauls Christmas season.

I imagine youll be getting together with Bethany.

Shes sure to have us over two or three times, Paul agreed. His daughter was the apple of his eye. Now that she was married and living in Riverside, he didnt see her as often as he would have liked. Both Bethany and Eric worked, so they led busy lives and he didnt want to be a burden to them.

I dont suppose I could talk you into taking a few days off and going hiking with me.

The thought tempted Paul, but with so many Christmas responsibilities, he hadnt the time. Sorry, I cant now.

Steve mulled over his answer. Youre going to be fine, he stated matter-of-factly.

Sure I am, Paul agreed automatically.

Its been difficult the last couple of years without Barbara, but youve risen above all that now. Youre doing great.

Paul wondered. Yeah, he said, forcing a smile. Im doing great.

The two men walked out of the meeting room together. Steve patted Paul across the back before he headed out to the parking lot.

Paul watched the elder leave and wondered how it was that a man hed counted his best friend for fifteen or more years didnt know him at all. Steve hadnt a clue to what Paul was feeling, didnt understand Pauls deep sense of loss.


His wife of twenty-four years had died, and it felt as if someone had chopped off his right arm. They had been partners not only in life, but in the ministry. Together they had slaved to build this church from the foundation to the very top of the steeple. Together they had held every position in the church. Over the years Barbara had been the Sunday school director, the nursery coordinator, in charge of missions, the choir director, and just about everything else, including janitor.

With a heavy heart weighing down his steps, Paul reluctantly returned to his office. Leta handed him a pink message slip when he walked in the door. Its Madge Bartelli again, she said. Bernard phoned and said shes in terrible pain.

Madge, Paul repeated slowly. The parishioner was suffering from the same rare form of cancer that had claimed Barbara.

Why God would allow him to watch yet another woman suffer this way was beyond his comprehension. For the second time God had asked him to stand by helplessly, able to offer nothing more than a few trite words of comfort.

Im afraid Madges taken a turn for the worse, Leta said sadly.

Paul nodded and entered his office, closing the door.

You are going to phone her, arent you? Leta asked from the other side.

Yes, of course, Paul assured her, and sat down at his desk.

Bernard could use a few words of encouragement as well.

And just where was he supposed to find that? Paul asked himself. Encouragement? He felt devoid of the ability to help his friends. His deep well of hope and assurance had dried up when hed lost Barbara. He had nothing to offer and damn little of himself left to give.

It seemed his secretary stood just outside his door until she heard him reach for the telephone. Paul flipped through his Rolodex until he found the Bartellis listing and punched out the numbers.

Bernard answered on the second ring. Pastor Paul, how good of you to phone.

Hows Madge?

Not good. Not good at all. She cant sleep. Even the pain medication the doctor prescribed doesnt help. I dont know what to do for her anymore.

Have you tried reading to her?

Oh, yes. She tries to hide how bad it is, but I can see the pain in her eyes.

Barbara had tried to disguise her agony from Paul as well. He didnt think he would ever know the full range of suffering his saintly wife had endured. Bernard probably would never know, either.

I realize its a lot to ask of you, Bernard said, lowering his voice as if he wanted to be sure Madge couldnt hear him. But if you could stop off at the house sometime later today and pray with Madge, I know it would help.

Paul closed his eyes. Of course, he agreed. But he doubted that his prayers would matter.

Hed poured his heart out on Barbaras behalf. Hed laid himself down before God and pleaded with everything in him that his wife be healed. Paul had trusted and believed from the time he was a child. In all the years in the ministry, not once had he questioned God. Not even when he and Barbara had lost their unborn child. Not when his own parents had died within six months of each other.

Paul wasnt a man with a small faith. The Bible talked about mustard seed faith. His was larger than that. He recalled the day theyd first learned of Barbaras cancer. His faith hadnt been small then. Hed looked on this as a test, a challenge. Hed been so confident that God would miraculously heal his beloved wife.

Paul had given up looking for miracles. These days own would need a microscope to find his faith. It had been laid to rest in six feet of cold, wet clay along with his wifes casket.

God bless you, Reverend, Bernard said softly, the once strong voice shaking with emotion, reminding Paul that cancer rarely claimed one victim.

Ill be by later this afternoon, Paul promised.

He replaced the telephone receiver and buried his face in his hands. He was tired. The last time hed taken time away had beenHe paused, needing to think about it. Longer than it should have been, he decided. Steve had a good idea. Getting away for a couple of days held a lot of appeal.

Maybe when Joe arrived the two of them could take some time and go hiking. It would do Paul a world of good to escape the pressures of the church. That was all he really needed. Time away. Away from the stress and strain of the church. Away from the demands of the many who looked to him for answers when he had none to give.

Not anymore.




Pauls special man, Gabriel said, joining Goodness.

Hes warm and generous and loving, Goodness agreed.

But

But hes under a lot of pressure at the moment, the prayer ambassador surmised. It seems to me his secretary is a bit more bossy than she needs to be.

Perhaps, Gabriel agreed. His hands were linked behind his back, and he paced in front of Goodness like a drill sergeant with a raw recruit.

She had the feeling these questions were a test of some kind. Whether she received this assignment to earth or not depended on her answers.

His friend doesnt seem to be much of a friend, either.

Gabriels gaze narrowed on her. How do you mean?

Well, it seems to me that a real friend would be willing to listen to Paul instead of making sweeping assumptions about his well-being.

Gabriel nodded several times. Someone must realize all isnt right, otherwise there wouldnt be so many people praying for Paul Morris.

Well. Goodness rubbed her palms back and forth several times. Her career as a prayer ambassador might rest on her response. The trouble with Reverend Morris is much worse than most anyone suspects.

Is that right?

Goodness nodded, her movements emphatic. People think he misses his wife.

And he doesnt? Gabriels bushy eyebrows reached all the way to his hairline.

Of course he does, but his troubles are much more complex than that. Im afraid Reverend Paul Morris is one of the most desperate cases Ive seen.


Desperate? Gabriel repeated.

Yes. Goodness was less confident than earlier.

What ails this man isnt going to be fixed by a voice through a television screen.

Goodness felt her pale cheeks fill with color. Yet she knew what the archangel said was true. Why, that would be utterly

Ridiculous, Gabriel supplied.

It could work, but then Id never attempt anything like that again, she said just to be on the safe side.

What exactly is the problem with Reverend Morris? Gabriel asked her outright.

Goodness blinked, surprised by his abruptness. I thought you knew.

You tell me.

Paul Morris is infected with the most demanding of human maladies, Goodness murmured, saddened to speak the words aloud. The dear mans deeply discouraged. He doesnt believe God heard his prayers, and now he wonders if He ever did.

Gabriel patted her shoulder gently. Youve judged his condition accurately.

Goodness brightened. Does this mean I can work on this prayer request?

Gabriel hesitated. You said yourself that this was the most demanding of human troubles.

Yes, but

Unfortunately you lack the experience.

But I can help him, I know I can, Goodness insisted.

How do you propose to do that?

I havent figured that out yet, but Ill think of something. I always do.

Gabriel frowned.


Without tricks, she promised, folding her hands as if she were praying. She looked up at him with large, pleading blue eyes.

Ive heard that line before.

This time I mean it.

What about all those other times? Gabriel pressed.

Goodness always meant to keep her promises. This is different, she vowed.

Answer me this, Gabriel said, ushering them both back to where Mercy sat waiting. When they appeared, Mercy, the third prayer ambassador, leaped to her feet as if shed been sitting on a mattress spring.

Yes? Goodness said, following on Gabriels heels.

How did you know about Paul Morris?

Ah Goodness and Mercy exchanged knowing looks.

She said his name jumped right off the page, Mercy supplied when Goodnesss answer wasnt immediately forthcoming.

Gabriel ceased pacing. Overruled again, he mumbled under his breath.

What did he say? Mercy whispered out of the side of her mouth.

Something about being overdone.

Overruled, Gabriel barked. His hands were clasped behind his back once more, and he didnt seem any too pleased.

Is something wrong? Again it was Mercy, curious to learn what she could.

No, Gabriel snapped.

I think there must be, Goodness whispered.

Wheres Shirley?

Earth, I think, Goodness suggested. Gabriel ignored them as best he could. He still hadnt stopped frowning.

Los Angeles?

Goodness nodded, and the two gleefully shot their arms into the air and gave each other a high five. The sound echoed like a Chinese gong in the stillness.

Gabriel whirled around to confront the two. Where did you two learn about high fives?

The archangel had a stare a rattlesnake would envy.

Ah

You see, Mercys a Lakers fan.

You are, too.

I prefer the Seattle SuperSonics, Goodness insisted, but will cheer for the Lakers in a pinch.

Just exactly who are the Lakers? Gabriel demanded.

The Lakers, Goodness explained, shocked at the archangels ignorance. The Los Angeles professional basketball team. Does the name Magic mean anything to you, Gabe?

Gabriel closed his eyes, and Goodness had the feeling he wasnt exactly praying.

Youve got assignments for us, dont you? she asked triumphantly. She could think of no other reason for the archangels look of complete frustration.

It seems youll to be working with Paul Morris after all, Gabriel informed Goodness, looking downright unhappy with the situation.

Goodness doubled up her fist and shot it into the air, leaping several inches from the floor. Yes!

What about me? Mercy wanted to know, trailing after Gabriel, who continued his marine drill-sergeant pace.


In a minute. He turned and faced Goodness once more. Ill tolerate none of the craziness you pulled last Christmas, understand?

Perfectly. Goodness snapped to attention.

Can you tell me about my prayer assignment now? Mercy pressed. I dont mean to be a problem, but I do think Ive been waiting long enough.

Furthermore Gabriel paused when he felt Mercy tugging at his sleeve. You wanted something? he asked with a decided lack of patience.

We need to talk.

Talk?

Mercy nodded. I really do hate to be a nuisance, especially when youre in this frame of mind, but really, Gabriel, if youre going to send Shirley and Goodness to Los Angeles, it only seems fair

Youll be assigned there as well.

Goodness was relieved. As far as she was concerned, there wasnt anything the three of them couldnt do once they put their minds to it. The three of them together. God willing, of course.

Do you know who Catherine Goodwin is? Gabriel asked Mercy.

The other angel blinked, then shook her head. No, should I know her?

For the first time in what seemed like a good long while, Gabriel smiled. Come and meet a wonderful woman. Youre going to like her very much.









End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/page-template.xpgt
 

    
       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
             
             
             
             
             
             
         
      
   

    
       
   





OPS/MSRThumb.jpg
TijibleWith
Angels





OPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OPS/9780061754791.png





