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Be not forgetful


To entertain strangers


For thereby some have entertained


angels unawares.


HEBREWS 13:2
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Chapter 1




A lot of people want to serve God, but only in an advisory capacity.

Mrs. Miracle
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I told you not to swear, you little shit. Seth Webster grabbed his sons by the scruffs of their necks in order to keep his squirming twins apart. It demanded all his strength to keep the two, fists flying, from attacking each other.


Mr. Webster! Mrs. Hampston, his housekeeper, the third in as many months, stood with her hands braced against her hips, her mouth thinned with disapproval. Thats hardly the example to be giving your children.


Truth be known, Seth couldnt have agreed with her more, but there was a limit to just how much one man could take. The minute hed walked into the house, hed discovered his six-year-old twins rolling around the bedroom floor, intent on murdering one another. The woman was no help. Shed stood with her back braced against the wall and barked orders, sounding incredibly like a Yorkshire terrier. Before he could fully judge the wisdom of his actions, Seth had entered the fray. Within seconds his patience was shot.


Judd swore. Seth swore. Mrs. Hampston gasped, shocked to the very tips of her toes. Jason stuck his tongue out at his brother and looked well pleased with himself.


Judd retaliated, his tongue resembling that of a Gila monster.


Judd. Jason. Stop that this instant.


Both children squirmed. The fight went out of Judd first, and his shoulders slumped forward. Im sorry, Daddy. His son scuffed the toe of his Nike against the bedroom carpet, his gaze lowered to the floor.


The love Seth felt for his children tightened a band around his heart.


I was wrong, too, he admitted, affectionately mussing the boys brownish red hair. The last few months had been a trial for all three of them. His in-laws had raised the twins for the past four years following Pamelas death. Judd and Jason had been toddlers at the time of the traffic accident, needy and demanding. Seth couldnt care for them properly and maintain his engineering position with Boeing. Having the two move in with Sharon and Jerry had seemed the perfect solution. His own parents traveled extensively and were unable to help. With time and effort the twins had adjusted to life without their mothersomething Seth had yet to manage.


I need to talk to you privately following dinner, Mrs. Hampston announced stiffly as she walked past him on her way back into the kitchen.


Shes gonna quit, Jason announced as soon as the housekeeper was out of sight.


The same way Mrs. Cooper quit, Judd added.


And Mrs. Larson.


And everyone else, Seth added silently. He felt as if the entire world had quit on him. Itd all started when Sharon had phoned last July and abruptly announced it was time the twins moved back with him. It was long past time, Seth suspected, but hed grown comfortable leaving the responsibility for the care of his children with his in-laws, comfortable in his role of weekend Disney dad. With Judd and Jason due to start first grade in the fall, the time for transition was now. In the months since, Seth wondered if he was ever meant to be a father.


He appreciated his in-laws help. Theyd done more for him and the twins than hed ever be able to repay. But Jerry had recently retired, and the two had already sacrificed four years of their lives. Their help had gotten Seth through the worst of the child-rearing years, or so he believed. Hed taken a crash course in this parenting business and discovered it wasnt nearly as easy as it sounded.


It shocked Seth how short his patience could be. Within five minutes of promising himself to set a good example, hed referred to his own son as a little shit. Unfortunately the term fit Judd to a tee. The lad was full of piss and vinegar, into everything. Nothing was sacred. Jason was the follower. On his own he was quiet and shy, but with his brother forging ahead, he was quick to follow.


It had been much easier to consider himself a decent father when he was separated by a thousand miles. He called often, mailed the kids letters, and spent as much time with them as his schedule would allow. The lessons had come swiftly and sharply that summer when Judd and Jason had moved back in with him. The quick succession of live-in housekeepers was testimony to exactly how much of a failure hed been.


Are you gonna wash my mouth out with soap? Judd asked, making a face as though he could already taste the unpleasantness.


Seth sat down on the edge of the bottom bunk bed and weighed the decision.


He cant, Jason assured his twin, flopping down on the mattress beside him. Dad said the S word.


Is the F word worse than the S word? Jason looked to Seth for the answer.



The hell if I know.


Judds eyes widened with warning and he whispered, Watch it, Dad, Mrs. Hampston doesnt approve of the H word, either.


It dont matter cause shes gonna quit anyway. This bit of wisdom came from Jason. The kid was probably right, too.


Sitting back against the wall, Seth draped an arm around each of his childrens shoulders and released a jagged sigh.


What are we going to do now? Judd asked.


We need a housekeeper, Jason added.


His son turned dark, round eyes to Seth, looking for him to supply the answers.


Hey, she hasnt quit yet. Seth tried to sound optimistic but doubted that he convinced anyone. Theyd seen it all too often before not to recognize the symptoms. The housekeeper wanted out.


We tried to be good.


I know. Seth was sympathetic. Hed done his best too and had repeatedly fallen short.


Earlier that week, Seth had stopped off at the grade school for a parent-teacher conference and learned that his childrens behavior wasnt that much different in school from what it was at home. The term their teacher had used to describe Judd was high-spirited, which was later translated as disorderly, disruptive, ill-behaved, and stubborn. His brother was a willing accomplice.


The woman assured him there was nothing malicious about their behavior, but the twins tended to beaffectionate troublemakers. It wasnt as if Seth hadnt noticed.


On a conscious level he realized the kids behavior had a great deal to do with the recent upheaval in their young lives. Theyd been indulged by Sharon and Jerry and had been thrust back into life with a father whod buried his grief in his job. Following Pamelas accident, Seth had steadily climbed the ladder of success within the Boeing Airplane Company. He was the youngest senior engineer in the companys history. To further complicate matters, hed recently been assigned to the Firecracker Project. It wasnt uncommon for him to put in fifty to sixty hours a week on the top-secret project Boeing was developing for the Department of Defense. With the arrival of the twins, Seth felt fortunate to get in a regular eight-hour day. His work had suffered, along with his health, his disposition, and just about everything else.


I better go see if I can smooth the waters with Mrs. Hampston, he said, inhaling deeply. This wouldnt be fun. The middle-aged woman possessed all the tact of a Sherman tank. She lived and breathed discipline. Not that Seth was opposed to a little order. Anyone who could bring harmony to the chaos that had taken control of his life was welcome indeed. Mrs. Hampston, however, was better suited to whipping raw recruits into shape than dealing with two six-year-olds and one insecure dad.


Hed say one thing for the woman, shed lasted twice as long as any of the previous housekeepers. One woman had left after only two nights. Another, an older, more mature grandmotherly type, had stayed as long as two weeks. In Mrs. Hampstons case it had been an entire six weeks. Hed never been fond of the crotchety old biddy, but then Seth suspected Mrs. Hampston knew that. The fact was, shed probably gain a good deal of satisfaction in leaving him in the lurch.


Crow had never been one of his favorite dishes, and knowing Mrs. Hampston, shed enjoy serving it to him on a dome-covered silver platter. Taking a few moments to compose his thoughts, Seth stepped into his study and slumped onto the leather wing-backed chair next to the fireplace.


It wasnt supposed to happen like this. What the kids really needed was someone who would enjoy their boisterous nature. A woman who would appreciate their creativity and spontaneity. Someone who would laugh with them instead of trying to stuff them into a mold.


A mother.


His head fell forward at the weight of his burden. Seth remembered the day he and Pamela had gone into the doctor for the ultrasound that had revealed two tiny but distinct babies. Seths first reaction had been sheer wonder and an incredible, breathtaking sense of excitement and joy. Twins. They were having twins. Only later had the weight of the responsibility overtaken him. Hed been able to hide his fears from Pamela. Hed even managed to sweep them aside himselfuntil after Judd and Jasons birth. It helped that Pamela was a natural mother. Loving and patient. Perfect.


Then without warning Seths flawless world had shattered on a rain-slick street when his wifes car had slid out of control and shed slammed into a telephone pole. Her death, Seth had been told, had been instantaneous. The children, tucked securely in their car seats, didnt receive so much as a scratch. But in those tragic seconds, his wife was gone. His wife and his very heart. His life was as ruined as the twisted metal that had once been her vehicle.


In retrospect it might have been easier to deal with Pamelas death had there been someone to blame. A drunk driver. A speeder. Anyone to focus his anger and frustration upon. But there had been no one. In the beginning, hed sought to blame God. Hed longed to shake his fist at the sky and damn Him for stealing away his very heart.


For a time anger had consumed Seths soul. Shortly after her funeral, he had sold the piano. Now, four years later, it seemed a bit dramatic to have given up his music, but hed simply lost the desire for it. Music was something hed shared with Pamela. His world had felt devoid of all that had once brought joy, and in his pain hed destroyed everything that had connected him with his dead wife. It was his way of telling God to take that.


Seths gaze fell across the room to a row of bookcases. The hardbound version of C. S. Lewiss The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe captured his attention. The well-read, much-loved book had been Pamelas favorite, one shed treasured since childhood. From the moment theyd learned she was pregnant, shed talked of one day sitting with her children at her side and reading them the story she loved so much.


Seth ran a hand down his face and closed his eyes as he dealt with a fresh wave of pain. Not for the first time he wondered if itd ever get better. If hed always feel this raw-edged anguish when he remembered Pamela. The years hadnt eased it. Having the children with him hadnt lessened his sense of loss. If anything, their arrival increased his awareness of what he would never have. He carried his grief with him the way some men toted around a briefcase. How different his life would be if Pamela had lived. In many ways it would have been kinder if theyd buried him along with his wife.


He walked over to the oak bookcase and slowly removed the book by C. S. Lewis. The edge of the spine was tattered by love and time. Carefully he laid open the novel in his palm. Inside, a six-year-old Pamela had carefully printed her name in large square letters. The twins were six.


The sharp pain clenched Seths heart. Hed done such an effective job of burying his grief that when it bubbled to the surface it almost always caught him unaware.


Instead of replacing the book back inside the oak bookcase, Seth carried it to the desk and set it carefully in a bottom drawer. He couldnt explain why. He didnt want to be sucker-punched a second time by glancing across the room and finding Pamelas favorite childhood book in his face. He had enough to deal with.


Unsure how to handle the situation with Mrs. Hampston, Seth walked into the kitchen. You wanted to talk to me. He struck a casual pose and leaned against the counter.


Mrs. Hampston didnt possess an ounce of fat. Everything about her was severe, right down to the polish on her black, spit-shined shoes. Disapproval radiated from her the way fire warmed a room.


As you might have guessed, she announced primly, I find my services to be neither appreciated nor


That isnt so. The kids and I think youre wonderful, Seth countered quickly, hoping God would forgive him the lie. I couldnt be more grateful for your help, and


I beg to differ, Mr. Webster.


No amount of coaxing had persuaded her to call Seth by his first name. But then, hed never been able to think of her as Bertha, either.


It seems apparent to me, if to no one else, she continued stiffly, that I can no longer stay.


But youre wrong, wed


Please, dont attempt to sway me. My mind is made up.


Id be willing to offer you a substantial raise, Seth said, attempting to sound contrite and appreciative and failing, he feared, on both counts.


Mrs. Hampston hesitated, then cocked her chin and gave him a look of mild disgust, as if shed been deeply insulted by the mere suggestion that she could be seduced with money.


Id appreciate it if youd stay until after the holidays, he added, growing more desperate.


Mr. Webster, apparently you didnt understand me. When I said Id reached this decision, I wasnt looking for you to change my mind. I refuse to be bribed.


Bribed. Seth did his best to sound confused.


Exactly.


If her nose got any closer to the ceiling, shed be in serious danger of have a bird roost on it.


I cant tell you how sorry I am. Seth sincerely hoped he sounded regretful, but he doubted hed be any more successful in pulling the wool over this womans eyes than he was with his own children.


Im afraid I dont share your regrets. Of all the positions Ive held in my fifteen-year history of domestic service, I can never remember having to deal with a worse pair of undisciplined children. I understood when I accepted the position that the twins were considered a handful, but this is ridiculous.


Theyre only six.


Exactly. Six going on thirteen. I dont have a moments peace from dawn to dusk. Those two are constantly underfoot. Theyre savages, I tell you. Savages.


Ive already explained to the kids that goldfish cant live in Jell-O, Seth said. I realize it was a shock to open the refrigerator and find the goldfish bowl filled with lemon Jell-O and three small fish.


The problem with the goldfish was the tip of the iceberg, she responded, and grimaced.


Okay, okay, so maybe those water bazookas werent such a good idea. I didnt think theyd turn them on you. By sheer willpower, Seth managed to squelch a smile. One gloriously sunny autumn afternoon, he had been washing the car while the twins raced across kingdom come, soaking each other with their fancy water guns. When Mrs. Hampston stepped onto the porch Judd and Jason had guilelessly turned their weapons on her. To put it mildly, the housekeeper had not been amused. To Seths way of thinking, a little water never hurt anyone.


It isnt the Jell-O incident or the water bazookas. It isnt even having to routinely dig little green army men out of the bathtub drain. Its you.


Me? Seth demanded defensively. Hed bent over backward to keep the peace with Mrs. Hampston, and now she was accusing him!


You know absolutely nothing about being a father.


Seths mouth snapped shut. Like all good military strategists, she attacked his weakest point. He had no argument.


The twins are your children, Mr. Webster, not your friends, and not cute pets. They need a firm, guiding hand. As far as I can see, youre no example for them. None whatsoever. Swearing is one thing, but to put it bluntly, youre a slob.


Seth knew she was right. He was an absentminded professor, his head filled with work, the kids, and everything else. He didnt mean to be untidy, it just happened that way. He constantly lost and found himself. Mundane things like remembering to fill up the car with gas escaped him. The other morning, to her disgust, Mrs. Hampston had found his shoes in the refrigerator. Seth vaguely recalled putting them there.


If youd be willing to give me another chance


Ive already assured you I wont.


Yes, but finding another housekeeper might prove difficult just now.


Im sure it will be, but that isnt my problem.


Seth leaned against the door, wondering where to turn to next. Mrs. Hampston had been his last hope. The agency didnt have anyone else to send. He didnt know what he would do, where he would turn.


Frankly, Mr. Webster, the woman stated smugly, it isnt a housekeeper you need, its a miracle.












Chapter 2



The best way to get even is to forget.


Mrs. Miracle
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Reba, theres a call for you on line one.


Reba Maxwells gaze remained fixed on the parking lot outside the strip mall where her travel agency was located. She saw him again, the mystery man whod dominated her thoughts for weeks. The one who made her smile. Half the time she wondered if he knew where he was. Hed climb out of the car and then stare at the storefront as though attempting to remember what he was supposed to buy.


She knew nothing about him. Not his name. Or if he was married. Where he worked or lived. Nothing. He stopped off two or three times a week at the supermarket next door to her agency. He had to be married because a single man couldnt possibly require that many groceries.


He was a stranger, yet for reasons Reba couldnt understand or explain, she felt physically and emotionally drawn to him. He wasnt all that attractive. Still, she was fascinated by the strength of character that seemed to radiate from him. Even from a distance she noted that his jaw was strong, his cheekbones high and pronounced, and his lips full. He wasnt especially tall, and he didnt possess any of the other attributes that generally interested a woman. Nevertheless she waited day after day, hoping to catch a glimpse of him.


He wasnt even her type, she reasoned, impatient with herself. Shed learned her lesson long ago and avoided those high-powered executives. Always so crisp and formal. Always in control.


Reba, line one, Jayne Preston reminded her.


She pulled her attention away from the window and reached for the phone. This is Reba, she answered in a businesslike tone.


Hello, dahlin.


Her mother. Hello, Mom, she answered, keeping her voice even and unemotional. She knew what was coming, had been expecting it, and dreaded the confrontation and all that was sure to follow.


How are you feeling?


Her mother sounded as if Reba had recently recovered from a life-threatening illness, as if she suffered with impossibly fragile healthif not physically, then emotionally, which was a greater insult. She gritted her teeth and prayed for patience before she answered.


Im fine. I suppose you want to talk about Christmas. No need delaying the inevitable. She preferred to deal with the unpleasantness now and be done with it.


Well, yes Joan Maxwell said, and hesitated, her frustration grating through the telephone lines. I would really like it if we could have a family Christmas this year. With your aunt Gerty and uncle Bill coming, itd be so awkward with you and your sister


Rebas jaw tensed. We can have a real Christmas.


Oh, Reba, does that mean youre willing to put aside your differences with Vicki and


We can have a family Christmas, she repeated without emotion. Well do exactly as we have for the last four years. Vicki and her husband can choose to spend either Christmas Eve or Christmas Day with you, Aunt Gerty, and Uncle Bill. Then Ill be free to join you and everyone else when they arent there.


Her mothers disappointment was palpable. I see.


I dont have to come home for Christmas, Mother, Reba returned, unwilling to be manipulated by her parent or anyone else. Really it was ridiculous, seeing that she lived in the same south-end community of Seattle. Reba visited her parents on a routine basis. It wasnt as if shed saved the holidays for her annual pilgrimage home. Despite the differences with her older sister, Reba made an effort to stop by her parents at least every other month. With one condition: Shed go as long as Vicki wasnt there.


Not come home for Christmas? her mother echoed. Your father and I would be so disappointed. Its just that, well, your dad hasntbeen feeling well lately, and it would do us both a world of good if you and your sister would


Mom, stop. This wasnt a topic Reba wished to discuss, not when shed already been through it a million times. We both know what Vicki did, and


You dont know everything.


Listen, Reba returned, irritated that her mother insisted on pursuing the issue, insisted on taking her sisters side. Ive told you this before and I meant it. If youre going to phone me to talk about Vicki, then Ill hang up. Ive got a business to run.


But its been four years.


Four and a half, Reba amended. It wouldnt take much effort for her to calculate it right down to the minute. A lifetime would pass away and shed never forget what her sister, her own flesh and blood, had done to her. She wasnt going to forget, not ever. God help them both, but she wasnt willing to forgive her sister, either. To her credit, Vicki had attempted to repair the damage, but it was too little, too late. Three times her sister had come to her seeking forgiveness. Three times Reba had rejected her apology. What Vicki had done was unforgivable. It had been so hurtful and cruel that whatever closeness theyd once shared had forever been destroyed.


Even as youngsters the two sisters had been competitive. Because she was almost two years older, Vicki had the advantage when it came to sports. But that didnt keep Reba from trying. She made the varsity basketball team, was a high school cheerleader and track star the same as Vicki, but shed worked hard for those accomplishments. Unlike Vicki, who was naturally athletic.


Over the course of her high school and college career, Reba had nearly killed herself in an effort to keep pace with her sisters accomplishments. Both girls were evenly paired in the academic realm. Each had been offered full scholarships to the University of Washington.


Their rivalry, although often keen, had always been friendly. Reba liked to think that they brought out the best in one another. Each challenged the other to give one hundred percent to their individual endeavors.


Until Reba started dating John Goddard.


Even saying his name mentally produced a hard lump in her throat. Briefly Reba closed her eyes until the pain and bitterness passed.



In retrospect she was willing to admit, albeit grudgingly, that part of Johns attraction had been that Vicki had been attracted to him, too. Her sister had joked that shed been the one to see John first. Her teasing had taken on a decidedly sharp tone as Reba and Johns relationship turned more serious.


Later, when Reba was head over heels in love with John, she suspected Vickis feelings for the architect went beyond sisterly love. She didnt realize how accurate that impression was until


I do so wish you girls would settle your differences.


Its settled, Mother, Reba said starkly, emphatically. As settled as its going to get.


But Vickis your sister.


Not anymore.


Reba, sweetheart, why do you continue to carry this grudge when John is out of your life? Out of Vickis. Hes married to someone else now. Neither one of you has talked to the man in years, and yet you continue to wage war with your sister.


Reba closed her eyes, hating it when her mother insisted on dredging up the past. For her part, she was perfectly content to leave matters as they were.


You cant go on like this. It was the same argument, second verse. Her mother played the familiar warped record each Christmas. Frankly, Reba didnt want to hear it. Nothing her mother said or did would ever cancel the heartache and pain her own sister had brought into her life.


What she said was true. John was out of the picture, but the blame for what had happened fell squarely, solidly, on Vickis shoulders.


Reba had wiped both Vicki and John from her life. The two deserved each other. Shed fully expected Vicki to take advantage of the situation and marry John herself when she stepped aside. It had come as something of a surprise when her sister had married Doug Minder a year later. But then, it really wasnt much of a puzzle. Vicki hadnt truly been interested in John. She just hadnt wanted Reba to have him. Her sister had achieved what shed set out to do, and that was to ruin any chance Reba had of finding happiness.


I do wish youd reconsider, her mother said, breaking into her thoughts once more. If you wont do it for your father or me, then do it for your aunt and uncle. They think the world of you and Vicki.


I cant, she said, and because she knew her response was an invitation to argue, she added, I wont. She did feel a certain amount of regret, but she refused to turn back time. Nothing her sister said or did now would make up for the bitterness of her betrayal. They might have been competitive, but they were still sisters. Flesh and blood didnt do what Vicki had done to her.


The silence stretched until it felt as if the tension would snap.



Itd mean so much to your father and me.


Reba closed her eyes. Mom, please stop.


Dont you realize how difficult this is on us? her mother whispered. We love you both.


I know, Mom, and Im sorry, I really am, but I cant share the holidays with you if Vickis there, too. Not the season of love, peace, and goodwill. My presence would be a lie. Im sure Vicki and her family would be more comfortable without me.


Again Reba felt her mothers disappointment, but she saw no reason to give her parents hope. As far as she was concerned, she had no sister.


He was back.


Rebas gaze followed the man shed seen a moment earlier. Hed gone into the grocery store and now walked out carrying a single bag. He paused, scratched the side of his head, and continued toward the parking lot. If she didnt know better, shed think hed forgotten where hed parked his car. He was just what she needed, Reba mused. Comic relief.


But, Reba


Her mother was unwilling to drop the subject of Christmas. This was bound to be the first of many such conversations.


Mom, dont. This is hard enough. Let me know if Vicki wants to come Christmas Eve or Christmas Day and Ill be there when she wont. If that isnt agreeable, Ill simply skip Christmas this year. The holidays werent that important to her. Not any longer.



You cant do that.


Just let me know when Vicki plans on being at the house, all right?


Her mothers sigh was deep and heartfelt, heavy with defeat and sadness. Tell me, what would it take to heal this rift between you and your sister?


Reba didnt hesitate. Not for a moment. The answers simple. It would take a miracle.
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