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What Readers Are Saying about Karen Kingsbury's Books 


“These books will touch your heart and stir your soul. They have helped me to realize that God is always in control!”


—Angela


“Life-changing books! I haven’t been much of a reader until now! I have fallen in love with all of the Baxters. Thank you for letting me grieve my mother’s death in a whole new light. . . . I have recommended the series to everyone I come across.” 


—Peggy 


“Karen Kingsbury’s writing moves me to tears and laughter. She really tackles hard situations with Christ’s love. Her inspirational words are such an encouragement to me.”


—Ellen


“I just completed the first two books in the Redemption series with Gary Smalley. Awesome, just awesome. Again, you’ve touched my heart. I laughed and cried. I felt their pains and their joys. . . . Thank you for daring to write about the tough issues that even believers face.”


—S.A.


“I have read every book Karen Kingsbury has written. Each one has brought me to a place of repentance in my life and the ability to forgive myself for things I’ve confessed to no one but God. Her books have given me hope and the assurance of forgiveness and the strength to look forward to what the Lord would have me do.”


—Karen


“If you had an official fan club I’d love to be the president! . . . I am so hooked on your books. My goal is to collect them all and share them with my friends, family, neighbors, and coworkers!”


—Peggy


“I can’t find the words to describe the emotions I went through reading the entire Redemption series. God bless you, Karen, for letting Him use your pen and hand and of course your heart to put words of such magnitude on paper to bless us all so much!”


—Darlene


“I loved the Redemption series and have shared it with various women in my church. Everyone has the same answer: ‘I loved it!’ We ALL laughed and cried. Your writing is an inspiration to all.”


—Rachel


“Karen Kingsbury’s books have made me see things in ways that I had never thought about before. I have to force myself to put them down and come up for air!”


—Tabitha


“Thank you for your beautifully written books. They make me laugh, they make me cry, and they fill my heart with a love that can only be God once again touching my heart and soul.”


—Natalie


“The words God gives you in your stories have such power to reach my emotions. No other author has been able to do that!”


—Diane


“God has truly given you a gift to write and not just write, but minister as well. I can feel His Holy Spirit moving in your books. . . . Thank you and please stay open to His leading and continue writing stories that not only touch the heart but help bring healing as well.”


—N.L.






Visit Tyndale’s exciting Web site at www.tyndale.com


Visit Karen Kingsbury’s Web site and learn more about her Life-Changing Fiction at 


www.KarenKingsbury.com
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To our families, who—


together with us and all who believe—


will one day be part of the greatest reunion ever.


And to God Almighty,


who has, for now,


blessed us with these.
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Chapter One


Elizabeth Baxter found the lump on March 7.


She was in the shower, and at first she brushed past it, figured it to be nothing more than a bit of fatty tissue or a knotted muscle or maybe even a figment of her imagination. But then she went over it with her fingertips again and again. And once more, until she knew.


No question—it was a lump.


And a lump of any kind meant getting an immediate check. This was a road she’d traveled before. If a breast-cancer survivor knew one thing it was the importance of self-checks. She stopped the water, dried off, and called her doctor while still wrapped in a towel. 


The mammogram came three days later, and a biopsy was performed the day after that. Now, on a brilliantly sunny morning in mid-March, in the private office of Dr. Marc Steinman, Elizabeth sat stiff and straight next to John as they waited for the doctor to bring the results.


“It’s bad; I know it is.” Elizabeth leaned a few inches to the side and whispered, “He wouldn’t have called us in if it wasn’t bad.”


John did a soft sigh and met her eyes. “You don’t know that. It’s probably nothing.” But his tone lacked the usual confidence, and something wild and fearful flashed in his eyes. He tightened his grip on her hand. “It’s nothing.”


Elizabeth stared straight ahead. The wall held an oversized, framed and matted print of a pair of mallard ducks cutting a path across a glassy lake. No, God, please . . . not more cancer. Please. She closed her eyes and the ducks disappeared. 


A parade of recent memories marched across her heart. Ashley and Luke sitting side by side at Luke and Reagan’s wedding reception, reconnected after so many years apart; Kari and Ryan exchanging vows at a wedding in the Baxter backyard; little Jessie taking her first steps; Maddie and Hayley holding hands for the first time after Hayley’s drowning accident.


They need me, God . . . they still need me. I still need them. Please, God . . . no more cancer.


Footsteps sounded in the hall outside, and Elizabeth’s eyes flew open. “Help me, John.” Her voice was pinched, panicked.


“It’s okay.” John leaned closer, letting her rest on him. “It’ll be okay.” 


The doctor entered the room, a file clutched beneath his arm. He stopped, nodded, and sat at the desk opposite them. “Thanks for coming.” He opened the folder and pulled out the top sheet of paper. His eyes met first John’s, then Elizabeth’s. “I have the results of your biopsy.” 


A pause followed, and John cleared his throat. “She’s fine, right?” John’s tone sounded forced, unnatural.


The doctor opened his mouth, but Elizabeth already knew. She knew the news would be bad, and in that instant she couldn’t think about surgery or radiation or how sick she was bound to get. Neither could she think the unthinkable—about regrets or do-overs or things she wished she hadn’t done. Instead only one question consumed her soul.


How in the world would her family live without her?


* * *


The idea of meeting with the birth mother gave Erin Hogan a bad feeling from the beginning.


Their adoption attorney had warned them against it, but with four weeks until their baby daughter’s birth, Erin couldn’t tell the woman no. Sam agreed. Whatever the outcome, they would meet the birth mother, hear what she had to say, and pray that nothing—absolutely nothing—would damage the dream of bringing home their daughter.


The meeting was set to take place in thirty minutes at a small park not far from Erin and Sam’s Austin home, where they would spend an hour with the birth mother, Candy Santana, and her two children.


On the way out the door that day Erin’s stomach hurt. “Sam?” She paused near the nursery door and gazed in. 


“I know.” He stopped at her side and ran his fingers over her arms. “You’re worried.”


“Yes.” The nursery was entirely pink and white: pink walls and a white crib with pink bedding, and dresser topped with pink teddy bears. It smelled faintly of fresh paint and baby powder. Erin folded her arms and pressed her fist into her middle. “Everything’s been going so well.” Her eyes found Sam’s. “Why now?”


“I don’t know.” He kissed the top of her head and studied the nursery. “Maybe she wants to see how excited we are.”


The possibility seemed like a stretch. Despite the warm March Texas morning, Erin shivered and turned toward the front door. “Let’s get it over with.”


The short ride to the park was silent, mostly because Erin was afraid to talk, afraid to speculate about what might happen or why in the world the birth mother would want to meet them now. Without the social worker or attorney or anyone official. They parked the car and headed toward a picnic table.


Ten minutes later a young woman and two small girls headed  toward them. Next to her was a thin man with long hair and mean, dark eyes.


“Who’s he?” Erin whispered. They were sitting on top of the table, their feet on the bench as they waited.


Sam frowned. “Trouble.”


The approaching couple held hands. As they drew closer Erin felt the knot in her stomach grow. Candy was very pregnant, dressed in worn-out, dirty clothes and broken flip-flops. The man’s arms were splattered with tattoos. On one was a rooster with a full plume of feathers and the word cock in cursive beneath it. The other arm had the full naked figure of a woman framed on top by the name Bonnie.


Erin swallowed to keep from shuddering. She lowered her gaze to the girls, who were running a few feet in front of the adults. Candy’s youngest daughter was maybe two years old and wore only a droopy diaper. The other girl, not much older, had a runny nose. Both children had blonde matted hair, lifeless eyes, and vacant expressions. The look of neglect and emotional disconnect. 


The same way Candy’s unborn child would look one day if something happened to the adoption process, or if Candy changed her—


No, God . . . don’t let me think like that. The couple was a few feet away now, and Erin could feel the color draining from her face. Please . . . get us through this meeting.


“Hi.” Candy gave them a look that fell short of a smile. The right side of her upper lip twitched, and she rubbed her thumb against it. “This is Dave. The baby’s dad.”


The baby’s dad? A thin wire of terror wrapped itself around Erin’s neck. “Uh . . .” She forced herself to smile. “Hello. I’m Erin.”


Next to her, Sam held out his hand to the tattooed man. “Hi.”


Dave shook Sam’s hand, but refused to look either Sam or Erin in the eyes. Instead he shifted his gaze from Candy to the girls, to the ground, and back to Candy again. He grunted something that might’ve been a greeting. Erin wasn’t sure.


For a moment no one said anything. Then Candy cleared her throat and glanced at her daughters. The youngest had picked a dandelion and was chewing on the stem. “Hey!” Candy pointed at the girl and let loose a string of expletives. “I told you a hundred times don’t be stupid, Clarisse, and I mean it. You ain’t a goat; take the flower outta your mouth.”


The girl lifted her eyes in Candy’s direction. “No!” She put the flower stem between her lips.


Candy mumbled something as she stomped over to the child and grabbed her arm. “Let it go!”


Fear filled the girl’s eyes. She dropped the flower and tried to back away from Candy. The woman released Clarisse’s arm and snarled at her. As she returned to the table she seemed to realize what she’d done, the way she’d behaved toward her daughter. A nervous look flashed in her eyes, and the lip twitched again. Candy managed a frustrated smile. “Crazy kids.”


Erin didn’t know what to say. She looked at her hands, at her wedding ring. God . . . what’s this about? She lifted her eyes and looked from Candy to Dave. 


The tattooed man cleared his throat and gave Candy a pointed look.


Candy nodded and turned to Erin. “We, uh . . . we have something to talk to ya about.”


The knot in Erin’s stomach doubled. She felt Sam take her hand and give it a firm squeeze. “Okay.” Erin massaged her throat for a few seconds. “We’re . . . we’re very excited about the adoption. Nothing’s changed.”


“Has something changed for you, Candy?” Sam’s voice was even, but his words made Erin’s heart miss a beat. 


Candy and Dave exchanged a look, and the twitching in Candy’s lip grew worse. “No, it’s just . . .” She looked at the ground for a moment. “We kinda ran into some money troubles, you know? Tough to get a job when you’re, you know, pregnant and everything.”


The instant Erin heard the word money, she relaxed. Was that all this was about? Candy was short on rent and needed a few hundred dollars? Their attorney had warned them against giving Candy additional money. Her financial needs during the pregnancy had already been taken care of, and Candy had signed a paper agreeing not to ask for anything extra.


But if she needed more money, then so be it. A few hundred dollars and they could all move on like before. Erin’s heart rate slowed some. Her baby’s face came to mind, the smooth skin and fine features, the way she’d always pictured her. Amy Elizabeth, their first child. Everything would be okay after all. Everything.


Sam was nodding, looking at Candy. “That happens.” A fine line of moisture gathered along his upper lip. “Money gets tight for everyone.”


Dave shifted his weight to the opposite foot. He gripped the tattoo on his left arm. “What she’s saying—” he cocked his head—“is we need more money.”


There it was. Erin swallowed. In case they’d had any doubts, now the request—a request all of them knew was against the rules—was out in the open. She caught Sam’s look and gave him a silent go-ahead.


He stared at Candy. “Have you talked to the lawyer? I believe we agreed on what you needed.”


“It wasn’t enough.” Candy glared at Sam. “You try raising kids and being pregnant on that kind of money.”


Raising kids? Erin gritted her teeth. Candy wasn’t raising the girls; their pastor had confirmed that on several occasions. Candy’s mother was taking care of them. The fact that they were here now was purely show. 


“Here’s the deal.” Dave pressed the toe of his worn boot into the ground and dug his hands in his pockets. He grinned, and Erin could see a gold stud in the center of his tongue. “We need more.”


For a while no one said anything. The girls were quiet, still playing a distance away. Finally Erin found her voice and directed her attention to Candy. “How much?”


Above them, a warm wind played in the trees that lined the park. Candy pursed her lips. “Five thousand.”


Erin had to grip Sam’s arm to keep from falling off the bench. Five thousand? The adoption had already cost them their entire savings; they could never come up with that much money before the baby was born. 


Candy was saying something, trying to explain, but Erin couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t hear anything but the number.


Five thousand dollars?


The figure tore at the picture of the unborn baby, the picture Erin had created in her mind of a little girl cradled in her arms. She gasped for breath and turned toward her husband. “Sam . . .”


He covered her hand with his, his teeth clenched. The figure was still finding its way to the recesses of Erin’s mind when Dave delivered the final blow.


“Five thousand in twenty-four hours.” He flashed a smile that fell far short of his eyes. “Or the deal’s off.”


* * *


The blood test had been the doctor’s idea. 


Not because he doubted whether she was HIV-positive. In fact, since he’d taken over Ashley’s case, the doctor had called the original lab and discovered that they had done two tests with the original blood sample. Both were positive. Rather, he wanted a complete panel on her, a breakdown of her enzymes and mineral levels and every other test that might determine how healthy she was, how compromised her immune system. And most of all, what method of treatment to take.


Ashley expected the results to come by phone, the way they had the last time, but this warm Friday morning stuck in the middle of a stack of mail was a thick envelope from the lab. Ashley studied it as she made her way back into the house. 


Cole was inside, writing his alphabet on a piece of paper. He grinned at her from the dining-room table as she walked in. “Hi, Mom.” His feet didn’t quite reach the floor, and he swung them under his seat. “I’m on T already.”


“Really?” Ashley’s eyes were back on the envelope. “That’s great, buddy. Tell me when you’re done so I can check it.”


She went into the kitchen and set the rest of the mail on a desk by the telephone. She stared at the thick envelope, slipped her thumb beneath the flap, and pulled out the stapled document. 


Next to her name, the top sheet read “Lab Results.”


Ashley had no reason to feel nervous or strange about the results. She already knew she was HIV-positive; it was only a matter of how her blood was holding up under the compromise of HIV, and whether any sort of progression toward full-blown AIDS could be seen. 


Her eyes darted over the page, anxious for the summary lines, the places where any untrained person could make sense of the numbers and calculations. Then, at the bottom of the first sheet she saw it. A simple few lines with only a few words that made Ashley’s heart skitter into a strange and unrecognizable beat.


She sucked in a quick breath and blinked hard.


It was impossible; she couldn’t believe it, wouldn’t believe it. Someone had to have made a mistake.


Her head began to spin, and she gripped the counter to keep from falling to the floor. She had to find Landon, had to tell him. 


“Mommy . . . I’m all done!” Cole’s singsong voice called out to her from the adjacent room. “Come check.”


“Okay.” Ashley’s face was hot and tingling, the way she felt when she got too close to a campfire. “Just a minute.” She pressed her hands against her cheeks and jerked back. Her fingers were freezing. She found the results line again. They couldn’t be right, could they?


A chill made its way from the back of her head, down her spine, and into her feet. God, is it true? Is it really true? Then one last time she studied the lab results and began to imagine that maybe—just maybe—they were right. It wasn’t possible, but still  . . . what if? What if she’d come this far, given up so much, only to find out this? She wasn’t sure whether to scream or shout or break down on the floor and cry. 


But she was sure of one thing.


If the results were accurate, from this moment on, her life would never be the same again.






Chapter Two


Dr. Steinman was still talking, still explaining her results, but Elizabeth hadn’t heard a single word. She could only think of what this meeting would mean to her family. 


The doctor stopped talking and looked at her, waiting. “Do you understand what I’m telling you, Elizabeth?”


She glanced at John, still sitting beside her. He had a tight grip on her hand, but his face was cast down, his eyes closed. She wanted to shake him, make him look up and smile and tell her everything was going to be okay. The way he’d been telling her that before the doctor told them the results. 


But the doctor was waiting. She turned to him and gave a slight shake of her head. “I . . . I guess I don’t understand.”


A tired breath came from Dr. Steinman. He was a friend of John’s. This couldn’t be easy for him, either. “What I’m saying is yes, Elizabeth, the cancer is back. The mammogram showed a shadow on your other breast, and the biopsy tells me that whatever we’re dealing with, it’s stronger, more aggressive than before.” The doctor bit his lower lip and looked from Elizabeth to John. “I’m sorry; there’s no other way to say it. I’m recommending a double mastectomy. I’d like to do it Monday.”


This time every word hit its mark. Elizabeth couldn’t remember how to exhale, couldn’t react or speak or do anything but sit there, frozen. Double mastectomy? Monday? It was impossible, utterly ridiculous. She’d been cancer-free for more than ten years, well past the five-year mark that deemed a person winner of the battle. 


The doctor was waiting for her response, but she couldn’t talk, couldn’t move or even blink her eyes. If she said anything at all, then the doctor’s diagnosis would be real. She would be sitting across from him in his office, John at her side, receiving the worst news of her life. And so she said nothing, only leaned hard into John’s arm.


That’s when she saw his eyes. For the first time in those awful minutes, Elizabeth caught a look at her husband’s face and saw how grim the situation truly was. John’s eyes were filled with fear. On occasion, she had seen John cry, seen him weep when Luke returned to the family or tear up when he walked Kari down the aisle. But this was the first time she’d ever seen raw, terrifying fear in her husband’s eyes.


Dr. Steinman put Elizabeth’s file back together and looked at both of them. “If Monday won’t work for you, I’d like to do the surgery as soon as possible.” He stood up, hesitated, and moved toward the door. “I’ll leave you alone so you can talk about it.” Another awkward pause. “I’m sorry, Elizabeth, John . . . I’m sorry.”


When he was gone, John stood and helped Elizabeth to her feet. She gathered her purse and like wound-up robots, they left the office hand in hand, silent. John drove and all the way home they said nothing, the shock of the news still detonating in Elizabeth’s heart and soul and mind, the way she was sure it was detonating in John’s.


It was a school day, and Cole—in his last year before kindergarten—was at home with Ashley because of her appointment. Just a checkup, they’d told the kids when she went in for her mammogram. They didn’t say a word about the biopsy or the reason for today’s appointment. The last thing Elizabeth wanted was a rash of phone calls the moment they heard the news.


Better to let them believe—for a little while longer—that their worlds were finally running smoothly, that the woman they loved and counted on wasn’t about to undergo the battle of her life. She opened the car door, got out, and began to walk. Only when she heard John’s voice did she turn around.


“Elizabeth . . . wait.” He climbed out and leaned against the car. “We need to talk.”


“Fine.” She closed her eyes and breathed in, long and slow. The air smelled sweet, of early spring and damp earth giving way to life. Her knees trembled, and the ground beneath her felt suddenly liquid. The façade could only hold up for so long. She blinked her eyes open.


“Where are you going?”


Only one place would do for this conversation. “Follow me.” Each word was an effort, an exercise in control. “Please, John.”


She waited until he was at her side, until his hand was in hers. As they set out, he had a sense of purpose, a way of taking the lead, and something about that touched Elizabeth’s heart. Because he knew where she wanted to go. He was reading her mind, even now. Especially now. When she was reeling from the worst news of her life.


They walked across the gentle slope of their backyard to the footbridge that crossed the stream behind the house. There, not far from the bridge and framed by a hedge of brush and budding trees, was a bench still covered in leaves from the previous fall.


“Here?” He looked at her, his expression blank, frozen.


Words wouldn’t come so she simply nodded.


Years had passed since they’d come here. Long ago—when the kids were still in school—the bench was their private place, the spot where they talked about Kari’s schoolgirl crush on Ryan Taylor, where they prayed that Brooke would develop social skills to go with her bright mind and determination. It was the spot where they shared talks about Ashley and her teenage rebellion, where they came when Elizabeth wondered if Erin’s meal skipping indicated the early stages of an eating disorder. Finally, it was the place where they prayed for Luke, that he’d find the compassion he sometimes seemed to lack.


The bench had heard it all.


Elizabeth and John would slip out for an evening walk, taking in the boundaries of their property, talking about their day, and always they would wind up at the old bench. From the bench Elizabeth could see the back of the house, and her children busy inside it. The bench was quiet, removed from the chaos and constant disarray that their house had been back then. Their conversations could take place uninterrupted, graced only by the background music of flowing creek waters, rustling leaves, and the cry of an occasional lone hawk. 


Several years back—when the kids moved away and privacy was no longer an issue—their evening talks moved to their bedroom and the overstuffed chairs in front of their small fireplace. But that place would never do now. Not when her entire house would be screaming with memories, each room and corner shouting about all she had to lose.


No, the bench was as close as she wanted to be.


John turned to her and said nothing, just studied her, his face masked in shock. Then, without another word, he drew her close. “Elizabeth . . .”


She slipped her arms around his waist and they came together, their bodies finding that familiar fit Elizabeth loved. The fit that would change when the surgeon was finished with her. A million thoughts welled up, demanding expression. But when she opened her mouth, the sound that came out was a gut-wrenching, broken cry, desperate and mournful and so powerful it made her weak at the knees.


“John . . .” His name was more wail than word. She held her breath, grasping for even a modicum of strength. “Why?”


He held her up, the way he had always held her up whenever life was hard. They stayed that way a long time, Elizabeth allowing just the surface of her sorrow to spill onto John’s shoulder. As she wept she could feel him shaking, feel his shoulders trembling against hers, because this—this was bigger than anything they’d faced yet.


But even now it wasn’t bigger than the God they’d spent a lifetime serving.


She steadied her knees and placed her hands on his chest. Prayer. They needed to pray before she could even begin to consider the future. She searched his tearstained eyes. The sun beat down on them, but it did nothing to ward off the chill in her bones. “Pray, John . . .” She sniffed twice and stared at the brilliant blue sky overhead. When her eyes found his again, she looked to the depths of his soul. “Pray before we lose another minute. Please.”


He hesitated, but only for a heartbeat. “God . . .” He closed his eyes and his voice broke. He worked his hands around her waist, chin trembling. “God, you know why we’re here.”


Elizabeth kept her eyes open, watching him, hating how their lives had been turned upside down by a single diagnosis. They weren’t really doing this, were they? How could the cancer be back?


John stood straighter, clinging to his composure. “You are not limited by medical reports or statistics or cancer. We trust you, God. Please—” a shaky breath slipped through his lips—“please give Elizabeth a miracle.” His voice was strained as he finished. “In Jesus’ name . . . we beg you, God.”


They stayed that way until both their tears were dry, holding on to each other so neither of them would fall. Then John brushed the bench clean, and they sat down. 


Elizabeth had never felt this way in all her life. A strange mix of adrenaline and sorrow and anger and panic welled within her and coursed through her veins, so that part of her wanted to weep, and another part of her wanted to run for her life.


John wove his fingers between hers. “Will you do it?” He turned to her. “The surgery?”


Her throat grew thick as she watched him, the only man she’d ever loved. She kept her eyes locked on his. “Of course I’ll do it. I’ll do it Monday, like he asked. I’d let them cut my arms off if it meant more time with you and the kids.”


“How—” he sighed in a way that made him sound far older than his nearly sixty years—“how do you feel?”


“About the surgery?” Her body was still cold, still shivering. She snuggled closer to John. “Or the cancer?”


“All of it.”


“Scared.” Elizabeth leaned her head on his shoulder. “Mad. Desperate. Determined.” A sad sound came from her throat. “It changes every few seconds.”


“The surgery is better than it used to be, more accurate.” John turned toward her. “But still . . .”


“Still I lose my breasts.”


“Yes.” Defeat and frustration and helplessness jumbled his expression. 


“I guess I’m not thinking about that yet.” Elizabeth lifted her head and studied the old house a hundred yards away. “I’m thinking what if it doesn’t work?” She looked at him. “What if it’s already spread?”


“It hasn’t.” John gritted his teeth and she watched the muscles in his jaw flex twice. “You can’t think that way.”


“It’s possible, John. You know it.” She looked at the house again. “I was thinking on the way home, you know how we talk at church about heaven and being ready to die? about how heaven will be better, and eternity is where life really begins?” She sat up straighter. “I can’t remember how many times I’ve told myself I wasn’t afraid to die.” Her shoulders lifted in two small shrugs. “I know all the right verses. ‘What is our life but a mist that appears for a little while then disappears’. . . or ‘To live is Christ; to die is gain.’ I’ve spoken them dozens of times and always felt at peace with the idea of death.”


A breeze sifted through the trees above them. John ran his thumb over the top of her hand. “And now?”


“Now—” her eyes narrowed, seeing into the distant future—“now I only want to live long enough to see Ashley and Landon set a date for their wedding, to see Cole finally have a father, to know that Hayley’s going to be okay, and to meet Erin and Sam’s new little daughter. To be there for Kari when she and Ryan have their first baby and to help Ashley when she . . . if she comes down with AIDS.”


Tears filled her eyes again, and once more she turned to John. “I don’t want to be a mist that appears for a little while, John. I don’t want to go to heaven, not yet. I want to see my kids and my grandkids grow up. Not being there scares me to death.”


John squeezed her hand. “So fight it.” His voice held determination for the first time since they’d gotten the news. He framed her face with his free hand. “Fight it with everything you have. And when you don’t feel like fighting, lean on me and I’ll fight for you.”


“I will.” She sniffed. “I’ll fight it with every breath.” She searched his face, his eyes. The love coming from him was so strong it felt as if that alone might heal her. “Know what I want?”


“What?” He lowered his hand to her knee.


“I want a reunion with all the kids.” She looked up again, seeing beyond the blue sky. “We could go somewhere warm with a beach—Sanibel Island, Florida, maybe. We could go in July or August, when everyone could get away.”


“Hmmm.” John cocked his head. “Our thirty-fifth anniversary is August twenty-second. Maybe that week.”


“Yes!” It was the first time she’d felt even a little excited all day. “If we tell them now, everyone would have time to make it work.”


“Elizabeth . . .” John’s tone changed. “This reunion . . . is it because you’re sick? Because you can’t be thinking like that, like you need a last time together. Not now.”


Fear took another stab at her. “I’ve been thinking about this long before my tests. I want this, John. No matter what happens.”


“Okay.” His eyebrows relaxed some. “It has been a while since we’ve all been together.”


Something happened in her soul at the sound of his words. All together. It had been a while since she’d thought of him, but now her heart demanded she take stock of her life. Even the parts she’d spent a lifetime trying to forget. “Of course—” she searched his eyes—“we’ll never really be all together. Not all of us.”


John’s face went blank. He opened his mouth as if he might argue with her, because they’d all been together hundreds of times over the years. But then he stopped. Ever so slowly the real meaning of her statement struck him. A gradual dawning, an understanding, and then the pain hit. Hard and relentless, she watched it take its toll on his expression. He released her hand, stood slowly, and took a few steps toward the house.


Instantly Elizabeth regretted saying anything. They’d promised, after all, agreed all those years ago that they could never look back. But if time was running out, Elizabeth had to at least think about it. She couldn’t change the past, but she could acknowledge it.


Minutes passed before he spoke. When he did, his shoulders were broad and stiff, his voice laced with a new kind of pain. “I knew it.”


She stood and went to him, looping her arm around his neck and leaning against him once more. “Knew what?”


He looked at her. “You couldn’t forget.”


“This isn’t the first time.”


“I know, but we always promise.” Control eased into his features and he pursed his lips.


“Sometimes we last a year or two years. It’s been more than three this time.” Elizabeth held on to him, her knees weak again. “But it never quite goes away.”


“Well, now it has to.” John’s voice was firm, but kind. “We have enough to think about.” He took in a sharp breath through his nose and shook his head. “That door’s been closed for thirty-five years.”


“I know.” Elizabeth kissed him on the cheek. “I’m sorry. I guess . . .” She looked at the creek, the way the waters never stopped running no matter the season. “I guess the diagnosis makes me want to take stock.”


A long breath left him. “I understand.” He brushed his lips against her forehead. “Let’s focus on what’s in front of us, okay? That’s all we can do.”


Elizabeth changed the subject, and they talked about the next few days. They’d have the kids over for dinner Sunday night and tell them the truth—that their mother’s cancer was back and she would most likely have surgery that Monday. 


“Brooke isn’t going to take it well.” Elizabeth felt the thickness in her throat again. “Not after what happened with Hayley.”


“I think you’ll be surprised.” John took her hand again and led her toward the footbridge. “Brooke’s stronger than before. She might handle it better than the others.”


“Maybe.” Elizabeth followed him over the bridge and across their backyard. “Let’s not tell them about the reunion just yet.”


Once they were inside, John led her into their bedroom, closed the door, and took her in his arms. “There’s something I didn’t say out there.”


“What?” The way he held her made her breathless, the embrace of a man who still wanted her despite time and all it had stolen from them.


“The way I see you—” he looked beyond her heart to the center of her soul—“the way I desire you, Elizabeth, will not change, not ever. You will still be the only woman who has ever turned my head, the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”


Of all the things he might’ve said to her right then, nothing could’ve touched her spirit the way those words did. “John . . .” She placed her hands along the sides of his face. “I love you.”


Desire shone in his eyes. Not the passionate sparks of youth, but a longing born of years of intimacy. He kissed her, and a slow tender urgency began to fill the moment. “I’ve loved you all my life, Elizabeth. Always.”


Their kisses continued and his hands moved along her sides, touching her in a way he wouldn’t be able to in only a few short days. Then, for the next hour—ignoring work or time or her cancer diagnosis—John showed her the kind of love she’d spent a lifetime knowing, a love that wouldn’t change ever.


Not even when her body did.


* * *


John waited until Elizabeth was asleep before making his way downstairs to his chair, the one where he did most of his late-night thinking and praying.


That he’d gotten through the day was a miracle, a testimony to God’s strength at the center of his life. Because he understood his wife’s test results better than he’d let on, better than she understood them.


Dr. Steinman had no choice but to schedule the surgery. Elizabeth’s biopsy showed her cancer at a stage that went beyond mere mastectomy. It was very advanced. Almost every time, women with a biopsy like Elizabeth’s would have surgery only to find the cancer had spread to their lymph nodes.


So Elizabeth was right to be thinking about dying. 


Not that he would ever tell her that. They could do the surgery and find more cancer and even give her a death sentence and never—not once—would he stop believing that God could turn the whole thing around. Not after Hayley’s miracle.


He eased himself into the old chair and stared at the five framed photographs lining the fireplace mantel. The senior portraits for each of the kids.


His eyes closed and he thought about the battle ahead. God . . . give us a miracle. I can’t make it without her.


A stirring brushed across his soul, and he remembered something Pastor Mark Atteberry had said the previous Sunday. He’d been doing a sermon series on Easter, and all it meant. There in the garden the night before he was crucified, Jesus wanted to pass on what lay ahead of him. But he prayed a simple prayer, one that echoed across John’s heart now.


“Not my will, but yours be done.”


John let the words play in his mind a few more times. They seemed right for Jesus, but for him? John Baxter? He was merely a man, and since this morning, not a very strong man, at that. He couldn’t possibly pray the way Jesus had in the garden.


God, I’d be lying if I prayed for your will now. Instead I’m begging you, God, make her well. Take me if you want, but make her well. She . . . she means so much to all of us, God.


He opened his eyes and saw the pictures again, their five children. Why had Elizabeth brought it up today, after three years of forgetting? They hadn’t ever really been all together? Was that how she saw it? She found the strangest times to remember, and whenever she did, it sent him reeling for the better part of a week.


What had they told each other back then? That they’d do what they had to do and never look back, right? Wasn’t that it? Today was a time to talk about Elizabeth and the kids and whatever time they still had left together. A time to pray that cancer would be defeated in this battle, the way it had the first go-around. This wasn’t any time to remember the hardest part of their lives, a part they were supposed to have buried long ago.


If only every few years she wouldn’t bring it up.


John blinked and stared at the faces of his kids once more. Maybe he was being too hard on his wife. He was no better than she, really. How many times had he sat in this chair and stared at that mantel, at the spot to the left of Brooke’s picture, and wondered what the boy would’ve looked like at seventeen? What he looked like now? How often in the moments before falling asleep had he let himself go back to everything he and Elizabeth had been through.


He liked to think he never looked back, that he could live with their decision to keep the past hidden. Hidden from their children and from each other, and most of the time even hidden from themselves.


They’d done what they had to do. Period.


No options, no second thoughts, no regrets.


But in reality, he was no better at forgetting the past than Elizabeth was. 


In fact, he’d be lying if he didn’t admit to thinking about it at least every now and then. Maybe more often than that. 


Not because he’d known what she was talking about almost as soon as she’d mentioned the fact that they’d never really all been together. But because he’d known instantly how long it had been since that awful time in their lives.


He looked at the calendar on his wristwatch. Thirty-five years, seven months, two days.


Exactly.






Chapter Three


By Friday night, Erin had figured out a way to get the money, and an hour later Sam was convinced, too.


They’d sell his little Ford Contour, and until they could afford a second car again, Sam would drop Erin off at school each morning on the way to his computer job. He’d skip lunch so he could leave an hour early and swing by to pick up Erin sometime around five o’clock. 


By the time they had the For Sale signs made, Erin had talked herself into believing the arrangement was actually a good thing. They’d save on insurance and gas, and she’d have a reason to stay and correct papers until Sam picked her up each day. 


“You really think this’ll work?” Sam raised an eyebrow. “We oughta call the attorney and tell him what Candy and Dave are up to. They’d never get away with it.”


“And we’d never get the baby.” Erin took hold of Sam’s arm, her tone full of quiet desperation. “Please, Sam. Just pray someone buys the car.”


He looked at the sign. “Five thousand dollars for a car that’s not even two years old?” A sad chuckle slipped from his mouth. “It’s worth more than twice that. Someone better buy it.”


The next morning Erin followed Sam to the busiest supermarket in Austin, especially on a Saturday. He parked the car at the front of the lot—in an area set apart by the market for individual car sellers. Erin noticed her hands were shaking as she stepped out of the van and headed toward Sam’s car. 


God . . . let this work, please. That baby is ours, not hers.


My grace is sufficient for you, daughter.


The response came so quick, so certain that Erin froze in place, right in the middle of the supermarket parking lot.


“Erin, look out!” Sam shouted at her from where he’d parked the Contour.


She jumped and ran lightly to Sam, her head spinning. “I . . . I’m sorry. I couldn’t think for a minute.”


“Okay.” Sam put his hand on her shoulder and stared at her. “Listen.” His expression told her he was more scared than angry, but his tone was sharp. “Don’t panic on me, Erin. God’s in control, remember? Wasn’t that what you kept telling me when we started this idea?”


Erin’s heart was racing, her forehead damp with sweat. What had happened back there? The words had come to her as certainly as if someone had shouted them at her from across the parking lot. But they didn’t come at her through her ears, the way it usually worked. Rather they came straight into her heart, through her heart, maybe.


What was it she’d heard?


My grace is sufficient for you. Wasn’t that it?


She clenched her fists and dug her fingernails into the palms of her hands. Breathe out, she told herself. Breathe out and say something. She looked at Sam and forced a weak smile. “You’re right. I—” she shook her head—“I’m sorry. I guess I’m worried it won’t sell.”


“It’ll sell.”


“But what if it doesn’t sell this weekend?” They had convinced the baby’s birth parents to give them two days—the entire weekend—to come up with the money. But the tattooed man had been adamant about having the money by Sunday night. “You heard what he said.”


“It’ll sell, Erin.”


“But if it doesn’t, how can—”


Sam put his finger to her lips. His expression softened and he pulled her into his arms. They stayed that way while passersby and car shoppers milled around them, as other prospective car sellers moved their vehicles into the parking area and left. 


Finally, Sam spoke. “It’s hard on me, too.” He pressed his cheek against her hair. “I keep asking God what’s going on, what he’s doing, letting that woman work us over like this. Why does having a baby have to be so hard?”


Erin’s anxiety faded and she drew back, studying the man she loved. This was new for Sam, this allowing her to see a glimpse of his true feelings. No matter what he said or how stoic his composure, he was every bit as scared as she. He was looking at her, and she searched his eyes until she could feel a connection deeper than ever before. “Thank you.”


“Thank you?”


“Yes.” She motioned to their little car. “Thank you for coming here, for loving me enough to sell the car and tell me the truth about how you feel. It means a lot.”


“Well . . .” His chin quivered but he coughed twice and shook his head, the way Erin had seen him steady himself a few other times in their marriage. “I want that little girl, Erin. I want her as badly as you do.” He sucked in a hard breath and dug his hands into his pockets. “Let’s pray God feels the same way.”


They left the car and drove home together in her van. Two hours later they were having lunch when the phone rang. Sam took it and moved into the next room. After only a few minutes he hung up and found her again.


“So?” Erin tried to read his face, but she couldn’t.


“It sold.” His smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. “The man has cash; he’ll meet us at the car in an hour.”


Erin raised her fists in the air, stared at the ceiling, and shouted out loud. “Yes!” She looked at Sam again. “Everything’s going to be okay—I can feel it.”


He nodded, but what remained of his smile faded.


“Sam?” Her excitement dissolved like sand in an ocean wave. “What’s wrong?”


Air filled his cheeks and he pursed his lips, releasing his breath slowly the way he did when he was frustrated. “I’m not sure this is the right thing.”


Her world tilted and she stared at him. “Which part? Selling the car?”


With slow steps he crossed the kitchen and sat down at the table. “All of it.” He reached across and took her hands. His were ice-cold. “We just lost our car, Erin. So we give Candy and Dave the money and then what? The next day they ask for another five thousand and where does that leave us?” He lowered his brow. “Haven’t you thought of that?”


Fear danced in circles around her, laughing, mocking her.


Of course she’d thought of it, but only for the briefest partial seconds. This was the possibility she hadn’t allowed herself to consider: that somehow the scary-looking man Candy claimed was the baby’s father might be playing games, taking them for a ride without ever intending to give the baby up. 


She bit her lower lip. Her voice was pinched, racked with an unimaginable fear. “What choice do we have?”


“That’s just it.” He paused. “There is no choice.”


His answer told her that regardless of where the journey took them, he was as committed as she to the outcome.


An hour later they sold the car, collected the money, and left the parking lot with a sense of doom. Erin used Sam’s cell phone to call Candy. “We have the money.”


The woman’s voice was instantly cheerful. “Really? Five thousand dollars?”


“Yes. Like you asked.”


“Okay—” Candy hesitated—“meet at the park again.”


Erin’s body ached. The conversation was making her feel tired. “When?”


“In an hour.”


Erin and Sam parked their van not far from the grassy border of the park and waited. Even with the engine off, Sam held tight to the steering wheel and stared straight out the windshield. Beside him on the console was a manila envelope with five thousand dollars cash inside.


He tapped his fingers on his knee and looked at Erin. “Why doesn’t this feel right?”


A sigh slipped from Erin’s lips, and she folded her hands on her lap. “I know.” She looked out the window and shook her head. “Sitting here like criminals waiting to make some under-the-table deal.”


“I keep asking myself why I feel guilty, like maybe we’re supposed to call the social worker or the attorney.”


A beat-up car pulled into the parking lot, different from what Candy had driven the last time. As it came closer, Erin squinted. Candy was in the backseat. Dave—the man who claimed to be the baby’s father—was in the passenger seat, and behind the wheel was an older, bearded man with dark drifter eyes.


Erin leaned toward Sam. “Great.”


“Right.” Sam rolled down the van window, his eyes on the people in the car, his voice barely a whisper. “Now I feel much better.”


Dave climbed out, gave a shady glance over one shoulder then the other, and looped around the front of the car to Sam’s window. “Candy says you got the cash.”


“I have it.” Contempt filled his voice. Sam’s expression was frozen, his lips a thin angry line. 


Erin watched her husband take the envelope, hesitate a second or two, and then hand it to Dave through the window. Sam was an even-tempered man, but one time when Erin had seen him really angry, he’d put his fist through a wall. Now he looked about ready to do the same thing to Dave’s mouth. She held her breath. God . . . help Sam. Don’t let him say anything that’ll make this worse.


At first Dave looked like he might turn around and leave as soon as the envelope was in his hands. Instead he opened it, pulled out the bundle of hundred-dollar bills, tucked the envelope under his arm, and began counting. The man was shaking so badly, the envelope made a loud rustling sound.


Drugs, Erin thought. He’ll use every dime for drugs. She looked past Dave at the car and saw the driver pass what looked like a marijuana joint back to Candy. The two laughed about something and Candy passed it back to the driver.


An aching started in Erin’s stomach. Everything felt crazy and out of control. Adoption wasn’t supposed to be like this, was it? Hadn’t they only been following their pastor’s advice, adopting a child who wasn’t wanted? So how had everything become sordid? This is so dirty, God, so wrong. What’re we supposed to do? Please . . . please show us.


Dave must’ve been satisfied with his count because he stuffed the cash back into the envelope and said something that drove a knife through what was left of Erin’s sanity.


“You still want the baby, right?”


“Listen.” Sam clenched his teeth and made a sharp inhale through his nose. “Don’t mess with us.”


“Ooooh.” Dave chuckled and looked over his shoulder at his friends, as if they might understand something funny had just happened. With his mouth open it was easier to see just how many teeth he was missing. He looked back at Sam, held out his hand, palm down, and gave it a series of dramatic shakes. “You scare me, man.” 


“I’m serious.” Sam sat a little straighter. “We did what you asked. Now get Candy home and take care of her.” He started the engine. “We’ll see you at the hospital.”


Dave cocked his head, the smile suddenly gone. “I asked you a question, man. You still want the baby or not?”


Erin couldn’t make out her husband’s expression, but she could see by the tension in his posture how close he was to losing control. Please, God . . .


Sam turned slightly so he was facing the man. “If we didn’t want the baby, we wouldn’t be here.”


“Okay.” Dave’s expression eased and he chuckled again. “Stay by the phone.” He winked as he took a few steps backward. “I’ll be calling.”


And in that instant, Erin felt her hopes crash against the rocks of reality and splinter into a million pieces. The bribes were not over, and they were quite simply out of money. 


When Dave was gone, Sam turned to her. The knowing in his face told her that he, too, was aware of the situation they were in. If Dave asked for more money, they would have just one choice.


Call the attorney and tell him the truth, even if they lost the baby daughter in the process.


* * *


Most of the time, Candy could care less what people thought of her. 


She had a roof over her head and a loaf of bread in the refrigerator. Couldn’t ask for more than that. The kids stayed with her mother most of the time, and when it was her turn, so what if they didn’t eat much? Big deal. A lot of kids had it worse.


Besides, she was never cut out to be a mother.


She was a druggie, a floozy, the sort of trash that never lived in one place more than a few months. But at least she wasn’t uppity like the couple in the van. At least she knew her place in life, and this late in the game she wasn’t looking to change, didn’t waste time on what-ifs and might-haves or a batch of regrets the way some of her friends did. If people didn’t like her then bully for them.


But as the car she was riding in sped out of the parking lot, she felt a nudge of remorse. Second thoughts, maybe, or a gasp of air from a conscience long dead. The plan was pretty nasty, could probably land them in jail if they weren’t careful.


Actually it wasn’t her plan; it was Dave’s. And it was a good one. Kids were nothing but brats and hard work. She’d learned that after she popped the first one out. The plan didn’t come about until she told Dave how much loot she’d raked in from the rich couple. All for having a kid and giving it away.


Dave’s eyes had grown narrow, and a thin smile had worked its way into his cheeks. “I think we just hit the jackpot, Candy.”


“The jackpot?” Candy wasn’t doing hard drugs, not since she found out about the kid. Just some bourbon and weed here and there. She took a drag from a joint and frowned at him. “What jackpot?”


“They want the kid, right?” He’d sat forward, his face registering the kind of excited look he usually got when they scored a dime bag.


“’Course they want the kid.” She’d exhaled a blue ribbon of smoke that curled toward the ceiling of their studio apartment. “They paid for it, didn’t they?”


“Not yet, they didn’t.” He’d chuckled and folded his hands on the table. Then he told her about the plan. Candy would meet with the couple, tell them she was a little low on cash. “Hint around, you know. Like if you don’t get the money you can’t think about giving up the kid.”


“Okay.” Candy rubbed her arms and gave a few slow nods of her head. “I think I’m seeing it.”


“Yeah, and then . . .” Dave had taken a drag from her joint and held the smoke several beats. He raised one eyebrow, slow and sarcastic-like. “If they cough up a few thousand, we wait a few days and tell ’em we need more.”


Candy had worried about that. Not because of her conscience but because it sounded almost illegal. “You don’t think the cops could get involved, do ya?”


“Nah, the cops got better things to do. Welfare’s just glad we’re getting rid of a kid this time.”


Candy had liked the way he said we, because as far as she knew Dave was the baby’s father. But she couldn’t be sure. Lots of crazy nights back before she got pregnant. But this ownership thing was new to Candy. A man happy to lay claim to one of her kids. Unless . . .


She twisted her expression. “You ain’t thinkin’ of keeping half the money, are you?”


Dave had cast her a look that defined disgust. “Of course!” He rattled off a few choice words. “I’m working for it, right?” He waved his hands at himself. “This is me sitting here, right?”


Candy had thought about that and figured it was okay. The idea was his, after all, and if he helped collect the money the least she could do was split it with him. “Okay.” She’d slapped her hand on the table. “I’m in.”


The memory died there as Candy stared out the windshield from the backseat of the speeding car. “Hey, Scary, slow down, will ya? I’m knocked up, remember?”


“Ah, shut up.” Scary was Larry Brown—Dave’s buddy from the penitentiary. He turned to Dave and laughed out loud. Funny stuff, telling a woman to shut up.


“Listen, Scary, I’m havin’ second thoughts.”


Dave glared at her over his shoulder. “Second thoughts? Look, Candy, we’re in this thing. You and me and Scary. No turning back now.”


When the money moved from a few thousand to maybe ten thousand or more, they’d brought Scary Larry in. Scary was a forger from the old days—documents, birth certificates, driver’s licenses. You name it; he could forge it. Scary had a plan that took the baby’s price tag to a place Candy hadn’t dreamed.


Get the couple to pay everything they could pay. Then turn at the last minute and sell the baby to someone else. Forge a paper that made it look like the couple had changed their minds about the baby. Move a few towns down the road, hook up with another lawyer, another rich couple, and make a flat-out killing when it was all said and done.


Twenty, maybe twenty-five thousand dollars total. Twice the money for a few easy meetings in the gravel lot of the local park. Scary only wanted five for his part, so that still left maybe ten thousand each for her and Dave.


Still . . .


Dave turned back toward the front and huffed. “Second thoughts! You’re crazy, woman, you know that? This is the best thing we’ve come across in a long time.”


Candy stared at her big belly and she could hear the lady. What was her name? Erin something? The lady had tears in her eyes when she talked about having a little girl, like having babies was some hard thing for her. That’s what the social worker had said, that being rich didn’t mean you could automatically have babies.


The lady in the van still deserved the kid, even if they could make a killing switching couples. 


They were almost back to the apartment. Scary had the papers in the back of his car, the ones he’d forge so they could move to another town and find another couple. Dave and Scary acted like it was their baby, but it was hers. She could give it to whoever she wanted. The plan had sounded good at first, but now, well, what was the rush? She could always do the whole thing again. Have another baby, sell it, make five or ten thousand extra before the delivery.


By the time they got inside and sat down at the card table in the kitchen, Candy had her mind made up. As soon as the guys were sitting down she crossed her arms and gave a few shakes of her head. “I’m not doing it.”


Dave and Scary were talking, but when they heard what she said, they stopped at the same time and stared at her. Candy wasn’t afraid of Dave, even though he did have a temper. She’d been at the receiving end of it a time or two, but she always bounced back. Dave was just a little high-strung.


He shoved his chair back, jumped up, and came so close the toes of his shoes were touching hers. “What’re you mumbling over here?”


“I said . . .” She lifted her chin, looking him straight in the eyes. Dave hated when she did that; he liked it better when she showed a little “proper fear,” as he called it. Candy didn’t care. This was her baby. “I said, I’m not doing it.”


“Not doing what?” Dave straightened himself up and puffed out his chest. His tone told her he was serious.


“Get as much money as you can from that couple in the van—that’s fine.” She glanced at Scary. His eyes were as cold as a kitchen knife. “But that couple gets the kid. I told ’em they could have her, and I wanna keep my wo—”


His hand hit her before she could finish.


The blow knocked her to the floor, dizzy and angry and more sure of herself than ever. He’d done this before, but never so hard. This time, the windup had come from nowhere. 


“That’s what you get for changing your mind.” He snarled at her and gave her shin a quick kick for good measure.


“Oh, yeah . . .” If he wanted to be a jerk she could play, too. She struggled to her feet and steadied herself. Her face stung, and a dull headache worked its way up from the back of her neck. She heaved herself at him, shoving her hands into his shoulders.


The jolt moved him back a step or two, but he was at her again as soon as he had his balance. This time he cocked back, and before she had a chance to turn around, he hit her square in the face, just above her left eye. The blow knocked the wind from her and left her sprawled across the floor, furious.


“Dave, what’re you doing?” 


Candy heard Scary’s voice, felt the floor move as Scary took heavy steps toward them, but she couldn’t see anything. Her hands were over her eye, and the area above her eyebrow was warm and wet.


“It isn’t up to her!” Dave yelled the words.


Candy shuddered. He was breathless, still raging from the fight inside him, no doubt. Suddenly a new thought occurred to her. If Scary wasn’t here, how far would Dave go? Would he hit her again, even lying there on the ground? And something else . . .


What about the baby?


She pulled herself to the corner of the room and caught a glimpse of her white sweatshirt. It was covered with blood. From the corner of her good eye she saw Dave and Scary fighting, wrestling to the floor. They were shouting at each other, throwing punches, but the room was swaying. Worse than when she smoked dope all afternoon.


“Help me . . .” Her voice didn’t sound very loud, so she tried again. “Help!”


A sick feeling came over her. She grabbed at a breath, but it wouldn’t come. Not all the way, and she suddenly remembered what to do. Press on the cut; that would stop the bleeding. She’d done that one other time when Dave got in a fight at the bar and some guy lay gushing blood all over the floor. Someone shouted something about pressure on the cut, and Candy had gotten on all fours to help the guy.


She shoved her fist against her eye, but the pain made the sick feeling worse. “I said . . .” Her head hung down until her chin touched her chest. “Help . . .”


Someone started moving toward her, and she lifted her face just enough to see it was Dave. His expression was frightening, madder than ever before. He was coming closer . . . closer . . . closer. . . . 


And then there was nothing but darkness.


* * *


There was only one place Erin wanted to be.


The moment they got home, she set her purse down in the kitchen and turned to Sam. “I think I’ll go rest for a while.” She angled her head and said nothing about the nursery. But she didn’t need to. His eyes told her he knew exactly where she was going, and something else, too.


He was okay with it.


“Whatever happens, Erin, I love you.” He crossed the kitchen, kissed her lightly on the lips, and picked up a stack of papers. “I’ll be in the office.”


The nursery was the first bedroom on the left. Erin slipped inside and shut the door. She scanned the room, the pink-and-white wallpaper, the crib overflowing with pink bedding and quilted pillows, the delicate lamp and pretty furniture. Her favorite was the oak rocker—a piece her mother had given her before they moved.


“I figured you’d give it to Kari or Brooke.” Erin had been surprised, almost overwhelmed, at the idea that the family rocker might be hers.


Her mother had run her fingers lightly over the top edge of the chair. “I rocked every one of you kids in this chair.” She lifted her eyes to Erin. “Kari and Brooke have recliners, and Ashley doesn’t have room. Besides, I want you to have it, Erin. You’ll need it one day; I believe that with all my heart.”


The memory faded. They’d tried so long to have a baby. There were times she wondered whether her mother was right, whether she’d ever use the rocking chair for her own baby. But since learning about Candy, since making the decision to adopt and finding out that the baby was a girl, Erin had been sure that everything was going to work out. She’d have a baby after all, and the chair where each of the Baxter kids had been rocked would now be used to rock her own precious little one.


She crossed the room and eased herself into the old chair.


Always the nursery could bring Erin comfort. When she worried about the adoption process or whether Candy was taking care of herself, she had only to step into the nursery to feel God’s peace and serenity surround her. Everything would be all right. The baby would be fine and Candy wouldn’t change her mind.


In the nursery she was sure about it all.


But now the setting sun cast strange shadows across the carpet, and anxiety wouldn’t leave the room. How could it, when the facts stood like a block wall between her and the baby she so desperately wanted? She blinked and tried to convince herself it was all a nightmare, that they hadn’t really just sold their new car for half of what it was worth and handed every dime over to a man who clearly had a drug problem.


How did they know he was really the birth father, anyway? And what about his flip comment, something about contacting them next week? 


Erin closed her eyes and set the rocker in motion. Her arms came together around her middle, and for the first time in a long time she actually felt it. An aching in her arms, an emptiness that only a baby could fill.


God . . . I’ve already connected with that child. She’s mine even though I’ve never held her, never loved her. Tears stung her eyes and she sniffed. She wouldn’t cry now, wouldn’t believe it was all really falling apart. But still . . .


Another ache came over Erin. She closed her eyes and rocked a little more, back and forth, back and forth. And she realized what it was. She missed her mom. Every time they’d talked recently Erin hadn’t been honest, hadn’t told her exactly how strange things had gotten.


If only her mom were here, she’d say something positive, help find a light in what was becoming a dark, dismal tunnel. At the very least her mom would hold her. Erin sniffed again. That way she could break down the way she wanted to. Her mom understood how important this baby was, how special all babies were, however they came into the world. 


Funny, too. Early in the process Erin had wondered whether she and her mother would connect over the adoption experience. Her social worker had suggested a mentor, a woman who had adopted children before, someone she could bond with through the process. 


But no mentor had materialized.


Her mother knew nothing about giving up a child, nothing about what Candy was going through, or the frightening thoughts Erin battled when she worried Candy might change her mind.


But her mother understood love.


And a child was about love, whether she grew beneath a mother’s heart or in it. Over the months Erin and her mom had shared dozens of conversations about the baby Candy was carrying, and always Erin was grateful for her mother, wishing their houses were blocks apart the way they’d been back in Bloomington. 


Erin opened her eyes and stared at the empty crib.


She and her mother had sometimes dreamed for hours on the phone about names and ballet lessons and the joy of raising a little girl. Other times Elizabeth had convinced Erin not to fear the future—even if Candy seemed unstable. Over the months, her mom had become a best friend, the ultimate sounding board and encourager. Because she was the perfect mentor.


Even if she knew nothing about adoption at all.






End of sample
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