
  
    
  

  [image: image]


  [image: image]


  The Still of Night


  Copyright 2003


  Kristen Heitzmann


  Cover design by Dan Pitts


  Scripture quotations identified NIV are from the HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan Publishing House. All rights reserved. www.zondervan.com


  Ebook edition created 2010


  Ebook update 9.6.2011


  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any meanselectronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwisewithout the prior written permission of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.


  Published by Bethany House Publishers


  11400 Hampshire Avenue South


  Bloomington, Minnesota 55438

  www.bethanyhouse.com


  Bethany House Publishers is a division of

  Baker Publishing Group, Grand Rapids, Michigan.

  www.bakerpublishinggroup.com


  ISBN 978-1-58558-806-0


  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is on file at the Library of Congress, Washington, DC.


  Contents


  Prologue


  CHAPTER 1


  CHAPTER 2


  CHAPTER 3


  CHAPTER 4


  CHAPTER 5


  CHAPTER 6


  CHAPTER 7


  CHAPTER 8


  CHAPTER 9


  CHAPTER 10


  CHAPTER 11


  CHAPTER 12


  CHAPTER 13


  CHAPTER 14


  CHAPTER 15


  CHAPTER 16


  CHAPTER 17


  CHAPTER 18


  CHAPTER 19


  CHAPTER 20


  CHAPTER 21


  CHAPTER 22


  CHAPTER 23


  CHAPTER 24


  CHAPTER 25


  CHAPTER 26


  CHAPTER 27


  CHAPTER 28


  CHAPTER 29


  CHAPTER 30


  CHAPTER 31


  CHAPTER 32


  CHAPTER 33


  CHAPTER 34


  CHAPTER 35


  CHAPTER 36


  CHAPTER 37


  Epilogue


  To Jim, for believing enough to become one


  To Cathy, for the seeds


  To Karen, for holding up my arms


  To Kelly, for unflagging diligence and insight


  Rather, living the truth in love, we should grow in every

  way into him who is the head, Christ, from whom the

  whole body, joined and held together by every supporting

  ligament, with the proper functioning of each part, brings

  about the body’s growth and builds itself up in love.


  Ephesians 4:15, 16 NAB


  DIAMOND OF THE ROCKIES


  [image: image]


  The Rose Legacy

  Sweet Boundless

  The Tender Vine


  [image: image]


  Twilight

  A Rush of Wings

  The Still of Night

  Halos

  Freefall

  The Edge of Recall


  [image: image]


  Secrets

  Unforgotten

  Echoes


  www.kristenheitzmann.com


  KRISTEN HEITZMANN is the bestselling author of nineteen

  novels, including Freefall and the Christy Award winner Secrets.

  Kristen lives in Colorado, with her husband, Jim, and their family.


  Prologue


  Her legs still shook under the sheet, the smooth skin mottled and stained. The vise had released her, the arcing pain and frantic breaths. All that was past. But her arms would never forget this moment, wrapped around the warmed bundle, its weight transferred from within to her hesitant arms. So fragile, so tiny, yet … tenacious. And soon no longer hers. She allowed no internal argument; the ache was punishment enough.


  The face beside her now spoke. “It’s harder the longer you wait.


  They need these moments.”


  She needed these moments. They would have a lifetime.


  “You don’t want to bond.”


  She knew it, yet it was beyond her to extend her arms and relin-quish…


  “Let me.” Helping hands.


  “No.” She clutched one last moment before raising the bundle her-self. Given, not confiscated … or destroyed. She would have that much.


  CHAPTER


  1


  Inside the cushion-walled cubicle bathed in morning light, Jill watched Sammi’s euphoria dissolve into tantrum tears for the fourth time in less than an hour. The child’s medication was obviously out of whack, expressed by excessive displays of inappropriate behavior. They’d be lucky to keep her together until the final bell rang; never mind sending her out to regular classes, where she would overload and self-destruct.


  Swiftly Jill snatched Sammi off the floor in a modified takedown motion before the kicking feet made contact with the other students in the special ed reading lab. As Sammi thrashed in her arms, Jill’s silent prayers started. Lord, give Sammi peace. Wrap her in your loving arms. Let her know you’re here in her struggle.


  Classified SIEDsevere intellectual emotional disabilitySammi, like most of the kids in Jill’s caseload, had the ability to learn and achieve, but her emotional upheaval sabotaged her efforts. How did one focus such a mind on phonics and structure when all her synapses were haywire? Might as well expect symphonic music from a nuclear reactor. Jill tried not to question why God made Sammi bipolar or why Joey sat in a world of his own until something irritated him out of it.


  “Too loud!” Joey pressed his hands to his ears, ready to erupt.


  Jill could hear his teeth grinding in conjunction with Sammi’s wails. She pressed Sammi’s face to her breast and confined her arm. Sometimes it seemed the tighter she held her, the more quickly she calmed. She would use a full takedown if it came to it, though she hated to, especially when it would go into the child’s report. Had her father forgotten today’s medication altogether? The call she had made to him was still unansweredas usual. Please, Lord, comfort her. If Joey lost it, as well, she’d have to call for help. She could not contain them both at once.


  She glanced at Pam, who looked over from her group under the window, ready if needed. Quickly assessing the situation as defusing, Jill nodded her assurance to Pam, who returned her focus to her own group. It was a judgment call, but she gave Sammi the benefit of the doubt.


  Frequently they flew blind, taking each day, each child in stride short staffed, underfunded, yet still required to provide free appropriate public education in the least restrictive environment for kids whose functionality would never allow the success Jill wanted so much for them. But she ran the program the best she could.


  “Jesus loves you,” she murmured too softly for Sammi to hear. Yet it seemed to help. The wails became sobs, which didn’t violate Joey’s receptors as deeply. He rocked himself, refusing eye contact, and pulled the skin between his thumb and forefinger. It would be raw again before he stopped unless Jill could distract him.


  But Sammi first. If she could only control everything that might set them off. In a perfect environment she could even teach them to read. As it was, she’d feel grateful to accomplish Sammi’s goal of initiating and maintaining one healthy social contact, and to overcome Joey’s lack of receptive language.


  Lord, you balance the whole universe. Help me to balance these needs. As Sammi calmed, Jill watched the erupting forces in Joey subside, as well. She glanced at the other two students. Angelica was labeled SLIC: significant limited intellectual capacity. She had brain function that simply couldn’t match her desire to learn. Her type A personality would not let her give up, and Jill longed for her success, especially when getting the brighter, more capable kids to even try was a challenge. Some days Angelica was truly her saving grace. She was well named.


  And there was Chris. Jill suspected his condition was more likely sleep deprivation than low functionality. The domestic strife in his home was heard all down the block at all hours, and his blank, semicomatose refusal to perform could be partly attributed to that. Even in the midst of Sammi’s tantrum, he looked glazed.


  “All right, pay attention. I want to read you a story.”


  Angelica’s round brown eyes found her immediately. She loved stories and curled her legs up under the pink skirt that matched the many pink barrettes clipped onto tiny coarse black braids. Sammi’s sobs became gulping breaths.


  Jill used a firm, soothing tone. “Do you want to hear the story, Joey?”


  He kept rocking but stilled slightly when she said, “It’s about a rocket. And a monkey.”


  Sensing peace, Jill risked loosening her hold on Sammi. The girl was big for eight, a possible growth disorder in addition to her chemical imbalances. Sammi glared at Chris, who had expended the energy to set her off in the first place by making fun of her reading. Climbing down, Sammi deliberately kicked his knee.


  “Ow!”


  Chris kicked back, and Sammi charged him. As Jill moved to intervene, he pulled a fishing knife from his pocket. Jill lunged for the knife, gripped Chris’s arm, and took him down. Chris, who hardly had energy to write his name, fought until she trapped and subdued the scrappy nine-year-old. Jill’s heart pounded. This was not some innercity school where kids knifed each other; this was small-town, middle America farm countryprobably why it was a fishing knife and not a switchblade.


  Within moments, Pam had hold of Sammi, and they pulled the children apart, still kicking and hollering.


  “Too loud!” Joey pressed his hands to his ears.


  Jill couldn’t worry about that now. She jerked the knife from Chris’s hand. “Where did you get this?”


  “It’s mine.”


  “Not anymore.” With the knife in one hand and the child in the other, Jill marched for the office. Presenting herself in this sort of situation to Principal Fogarty would not be pretty, but she had no choice. Her kids were rarely armed but invariably volatile. It came with the territory, but somehow Ed Fogarty always saw it as her fault. Still, she had no choice. School policy left no ambiguity in this situation.


  As the stress drained, she realized Chris had grown soft in her grip. Why did he carry a knife? Protection? She frowned down at him. “Don’t you know better than to bring a knife to school, Chris?”


  He had retreated into his stare.


  He would be automatically suspended. She could possibly advocate against expulsion, due to his independent educational program. Even so, she would probably not see him until next school year. Disappointment and failure threatened her resolve. But there was no way around things now. She just hoped Pam had kept Joey from harming himself. Pam was a good teacher, but the kids didn’t always respond as well to her somewhat abrasive style.


  As they approached the office, Chris held back. Jill stopped and turned. “I’m sorry, Chris. You made a really bad choice. Not only did you bring something dangerous to school, you used it as a weapon.”


  “He’ll kick me out.”


  Jill nodded. “Yes, for a while. You should have known that would happen.”


  His eyelids drooped. “I’ll have to stay home.”


  Jill heard the anxiety behind his dull words. “Yes, you will. Unless your parents make other arrangements.”


  He didn’t answer, but his eyelids flickered.


  “Is there a problem with staying home, Chris? Something I need to know?” She’d checked all year for signs of abuse, given him chances to talk, but he never did. Now he just stood there without so much as a headshake.


  She took his shoulder gently. “We have to go in.” She opened the door and propelled him into the office. Mr. Fogarty responded to her with all the grace she expectedthat of a bull on a tightrope. At least he blew it out with her, and by the time Chris’s mother arrived from her job, he was diplomatic and presented a gracious front. The woman looked as dull as Chris, took Fogarty’s explanation with hardly a word, then jerked Chris out by the arm. Jill sighed. The best she had managed was to keep things open for Chris next year.


  By the day’s end she had earned a caramel Frappuccino. It wouldn’t spoil her appetite for the evening, just replenish her drained energy. She normally eschewed caffeine, but Dan would come for her in a little more than an hour, with some special plans he’d alluded to. Suggesting she dress up had been especially significant, since they spent more time together in sweats and running shoes. Tonight, she didn’t want to look like something dragged through the drain.


  She was just to the makeup stage when the phone rang. “Hello?”


  “It’s Dan, Jill. Do you mind meeting me at Marchelli’s?”


  Marchelli’s? She smiled to herself. And it wasn’t even a meaningful occasion. “Running late?” She rubbed a smear of moisturizer into her neck.


  “We’re on a call. I’m not sure how long it’ll take. Could be serious.”


  She heard radio noise over his phone. “Go ahead, Dan. I’ll hold down the table till you get there.” She could hardly get upset over his doing his job, keeping Beauview safe and honest.


  After an hour and a half of raspberry Italian sodas, the first thing she said to Dan when he arrived was, “I need the ladies’ room.”


  “I’m sorry, Jill.” He’d obviously changed in a hurry. His tie was askew and one side of his collar bent up.


  “It’s all right.” But she had spent the hour and a half worrying about Chris. Maybe his inattentiveness was a defensive posture. Maybe … She shook her head. It was time to let it go and enjoy the evening with Dan. They’d only dined at Marchelli’s once before, on her birthday.


  When she came back to the table, Dan had straightened his tie. His bulky neck wanted out of the collar. Not all men looked better in a suit. But she appreciated the significance.


  She sat down. “Okay, here’s my day in a nutshell. Chris was suspended for possessing and wielding a weapon in the classroom. Sammi’s meds were wacko, and Joey had a serious regression in the use of bathroom facilities, probably due to the antagonism between the aforementioned pair. Mr. Fogarty indicated that I do not have control of my caseload and informed me that, contrary to policy, I must reapply for my position as coordinator next year, and I will be considered along with all other contenders, including a new hire I have yet to meet.”


  Dan frowned appropriately at that. She’d made it all sound comical, but it was starting to eat her up. She gave the best she had to her kids, fought for them, hurt for them. And days like today left her searching for the reason. She closed her eyes and sighed. “I just thought I’d get that out of the way.”


  Dan laughed softly. “Makes my foot chase of a teenage burglar sound tame.”


  “Was that the call?”


  He nodded. “He was quick, too. Or I wouldn’t have been so late.”


  “Did you work up an appetite?”


  Dan raised his brows. “Hungry?”


  She pushed aside the menu she had read word for word, including the gratuity policy on parties over eight and the accepted credit cards. “I was too worried about Chris to eat lunch. I haven’t had anything but Frappuccino and Italian sodas since dawn.”


  “I thought I detected caffeine. You either need to become a regular user or avoid it altogether.”


  “It’s more effective on a haphazard basis. Keeps the shock effect at full voltage.”


  The waiter approached with an air of stiff annoyance at having had his table held up with nothing yet to show for it. “Are you ready to order?”


  “Desperate to.” She chose manicotti with half clam alfredo and half sun-dried-tomato marinara. Dan ordered the peppered steak marsala. He detailed the chase for her as they nibbled breadsticks and thick, spicy minestrone. It had been one of the more serious calls he’d handled lately. The young man had broken into a home in one of the nice neighborhoods, loaded his car with electronics, and started on the gun collection by the time the private security system brought Brett and Dan to the scene. Brett covered the car to make sure the suspect couldn’t double back and escape while Dan chased him down on foot. Dan could run forever, but his speed was not that great. Still, he cornered the kid and took him down, not unlike what Jill had been forced to do with Sammi.


  She shook her head. “Do you think it was something in the air?”


  Their entrees arrived, and the heavy starch neutralized the caffeine before she was halfway through. She settled down to enjoy the second half. “You haven’t told me what we’re celebrating.”


  For answer, Dan pushed aside his plate and looked at her for a long moment, then reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a photograph. He slid it face up with one finger to the middle of the table between them. Jill looked at the modest house in the photo: some character, but not overly picturesque. She looked back at Dan.


  “It’s for sale. I was thinking … maybe we could do a joint mortgage, fix it up nice, and if things were working out well …”


  “Things?” Was he actually saying what she thought?


  He pulled a slow half smile. “We’ve had ten great months and …”


  “And what, Dan?”


  “I’m ready for the next step.” He pulled his tie loose and opened the top button of his shirt, then gave her his direct cop gaze. “Jill, I know you have reservations. So do I. That’s why this is a good”


  “What exactly are you proposing, Dan?” He winced. “I’m a little leery of that word. I think if we worked into it, made sure we were”


  “Intimately compatible?”


  “Exactly.”


  She stared into his blunt face and wondered if he had any idea that he had just capped her day.


  Jill left the restaurant, thankful she had driven herself. She needed some miles behind the wheel. As she drove, she studied the opaque sun, caught like a melon-colored Frisbee in the net of trees along the horizon. Who had tossed it there, and would they come thundering across the sky to snatch it up and send it reeling once again? What careless feet would trip through the branches green with leaf and quickened sap? What eager hand would reach for it?


  The Midwestern humidity dimmed it to a lunar impotence, so much tamer than the Phoenix sun. That fiery orb ruled the desert sky like a god, dominating the scaly plants and beasts, breaking their wills, grinding them down to the base elements of survival … or so Dan had said when he returned from his sister’s wedding this past weekend.


  Phoenix had been too hot, even for a man who liked to get out and sweat. He wanted his own exertion to cause it, not the blazing sun. That was Dan, one hundred and ten percent, whether he was running down a punk peddling drugs or pumping iron or racing his bike. The one area he didn’t excel in was listening.


  How else to explain his proposal? The man she respected, enjoyed, maybe even loved, had completely ignored everything she’d told him since their relationship had become serious. What exactly are you proposing, Dan? He’d made it sound so homey, so convenient. So non-committal. Attending a wedding had no doubt sparked his consideration of the next step. But not influenced it deeply enough.


  She switched hands on the steering wheel of her almost new Civic. Almost, meaning less than two years old, but purchased used from her friend Shelly, who wonactually wona Miata in a raffle. She could still feel the grip of Shelly’s hands on her upper arms as they had jumped up and down, laughing in disbelief.


  Jill reached over and turned down the air-conditioning that was raising the hairs on her arms. Her plan was to leave Beauview behind and put miles of cornfields and highway between her and home. Dan had probably gone straight home and hit his weight bench. He would work it out through his pores; she’d rather run away.


  But not entirely. She had school tomorrow; students depending on her, kids whose lives would be traumatized if she left them to a substitute, even another team member. Consistency was crucial. And in this last week of the school year their stress levels rose, as evidenced by today’s stellar performances. Summer vacation was no celebration for many of them. It meant change, and they had spent nine months grasping one set of expectations only to now face a new set.


  Some of them she would tutor twice a week through the summer so they wouldn’t lose all they’d accomplished during the school year. Three months was interminable for their retention. Without tutoring, she’d be starting from scratch when she rolled up to the next grade level with them.


  Even though the highway stretched out before her, she recognized the end of her tether. So at the next exit, she left the highway and started back. Hands had snatched the sun and taken it home. The sky dissolved into dusky hues of peach and lavender, and the farms on either side of the road had that complacent, settled look. Instead of reentering the highway, she followed the country road that would wind back to rejoin it eventually. It would be dark when she got home. No one would notice she went in alone, nor what condition her mascara was in, though tears had yet to come.


  With a sniff, Jill fanned her fingers through her hair from the forehead to the crown, then examined the ends hanging midway down her chest, fine and straight and blond. Ash, actually, though she’d never liked that description. It had been silvery blond when she was small; fairy hair, her mother said. It was still thick and soft but lacked the luster it once had. Maybe she should highlight it, frost it, streak itsomething with an attitude. But she had no one to impress now, and she was clean out of attitude.


  A Mendelssohn concerto, soothing and vibrant, filled the car from her stereo as she merged back onto the highway, but gathering brake lights ahead caught her attention. The lanes were moving, but at a crawl. And the cars veered and wound erratically. What on earth?


  Something on the road. No, lots of things. Moving … slowly. Turtles! Eightinch turtles, marching onto the highway from the cornfields, and many not fortunate enough to have made it across. She looked away from the carnage of one she viewed in greater detail than she would have cared to.


  Poor creatures. Did they realize they were plodding to their deaths?


  Could they see beyond the few feet before them, conceive of something large and fast enough to crush them in less time than it took to take their next step? Their instinct told them to plod forward, relentlessly pursuing whatever. Then splat. Nothing. The great abyss.


  At least people were trying to avoid them. She swung her own wheel to the left as one turtle headed for her tires. What was this? Some great turtle exodus? A migration of reptilian pioneers. Whenever a car whizzed past, the turtles would stop, draw in their heads and legs as though the shell could save them from a couple tons of steel. She swerved to the right but heard the crunch anyway. Oh …


  A white Fiat pulled over and two men climbed out, running back along the shoulder waving their arms. Jill watched in her rearview mirror as they worked their way onto the road still waving wildly. Stopping traffic for the turtles? She had to cheer their sentiment. They were young and gangly and idealistic. While one darted out waving people to a stop, the other scooped up a turtle and rushed it to the side.


  She smiled. Good for them. The men ignored the honking cars and scooped up one after another. She hoped they got every one of the creatures across to safety. But she was through it now. The cars ahead picked up speed, and she followed suit. How absurd. Who ever heard of a turtle crossing? She pictured the appropriate black-on-yellow highway sign and almost managed a laugh. Why not? They now had crossing guards.


  At least she would have a story to tell her kids tomorrow. She wouldn’t mention the crushed shells and certainly not the crunch of her own tire. That was too emotional, too risky for her kids. But the paradethat they’d enjoy, and the man scooping them up and carrying them across, protection they couldn’t conceive. Even Joey would appreciate this tale.


  She only hoped today had not set him back too badly. He’d had more than one regression in the course of the year, and they weren’t pretty. That was why Pam and their paraprofessional, Jack, left Joey to her, and in fact she did have better success with him than anyone else had to date. She didn’t tell anyone it was prayer that calmed him. That wouldn’t go over well in a public school, not with her team. But it was true. Prayer helped. Prayer worked. And she couldn’t do what she did without it. These kids, whom everyone would rather forget, push aside, marginalize … they broke her heart and gave her purpose. She felt a stab and tried to ignore it, then rose up in defense. Why shouldn’t her purpose be other people’s kids? Who said happiness could only be found in having her own family?


  She parked in the single garage of her townhouse, then went to retrieve the mail from her compartment in the communal box. She had just grasped the envelopes in the box when Mr. Deerborne sidled up.


  “Your trash blew over.”


  Jill glanced to where the rubber can now stood empty beside her garage door, though the gusting wind had stopped by noon.


  “Spilled cat litter all over the sidewalk. Safety hazard, that. Someone might have slipped and taken a fall.” He waved his cane in the large knuckled hand. “I swept it up for you.”


  She turned to her neighbor. “Thank you. That was very considerate.”


  “Saving you a lawsuit is all.”


  She smiled, though the only one likely to sue her would be Mr. Deerborne himself. “Thanks so much.”


  When he stalked back across the lot between their buildings, she went inside, dropped the mail on the counter, and looked around. “Kitty, kitty …”


  The long-haired gray half-Persian-half-who-knew-what jumped onto the counter. Jill scratched his head while he purred his welcome, one of those ratchety purrs that ebbed and flowed. “Hello, Rascal.”


  He licked her chin, and she tore open a pouch of food to fill his bowl. The phone rang. Shelly. She must have surveillance equipment inside the townhouse. Or maybe Brett had it bugged. More likely she’d seen the light. “Hello?” She slid the mail from under the cat’s paws.


  “Well?” Shelly’s voice always sounded huskier over the phone.


  “Well, hi.” Jill scooted past the sofa, dropped the stack of envelopes to the ornate corner table she’d purchased at an estate sale, then dropped to the chair upholstered with beige, brown, and black giraffes. An eclectic combination, she admitted.


  “Don’t keep me in suspense. Was it wonderful? Did he ask you?”


  She must also have inside knowledge. “Ask me what, Shelly?”


  “Jill Runyan, I’m going to have a coronary, and it’ll be your fault.” Shelly added a deep exaggerated breath. “I know Dan had something planned, so out with it.”


  Jill said, “He proposed something, but it wasn’t marriage.”


  “Okay … so we’re working into it.”


  Jill pulled a loose thread from the seam of her chair and rolled it between her fingers. “He wants to live together and see if we’re compatible.”


  “Understandable. His breakup really hurt, you know. His ex was brutal.”


  All of which Jill had heard before. “Well, I hope I wasn’t brutal.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Jill forked her fingers into the hair at the nape of her neck. She hated when Shelly’s interrogation happened before she had time to plan her explanation. She was nothing if not methodical.


  “Jill, don’t tell me you broke up with him.”


  If only she had a wise or even witty comeback. In truth, Dan was genuinely nice, handsome, responsible …


  “You are certifiably insane.”


  Jill sank into the chair’s thickness. “You’ll never guess what I saw on the highway.”


  “Don’t change the subject, Jill. How could you dump him?”


  “Turtles.”


  “What?”


  “A turtle migration or something. There they were crossing the highway, stopping traffic both ways. Ever tried to outmaneuver a turtle with a purpose?”


  “Are you falling apart?”


  “Of course not.” At the moment she hadn’t the energy. “And these two guys stopped traffic and started carrying them across, one by one.”


  “I’m coming over.”


  “No, Shelly, I’m fine.” Jill toed the heel of her left shoe loose and slipped her foot out. “I’m getting into the bath.” She took off her other shoe and set them side by side against the chair.


  Shelly moaned. “How did he take it?”


  “No yelling, no tears, and no personal commitment.” Unless one considered a joint mortgage personal.


  “It hasn’t even been a year. Cops are slow in the personal commitment department. It’s a job hazard.”


  “Your cop isn’t.”


  “Well …”


  “Shelly.” Jill rubbed her eyes. “It doesn’t matter. We’re coming from two different worlds. What’s important to me is … incomprehensible to him.”


  “You mean God?”


  “My faith matters to me, Shelly. It’s who I am.” Not that Dan or Shelly had a clue what she meant by that.


  “You can work out that religious stuff together.”


  Jill bent a crick from her neck. “We agreed that he had his beliefs, or lack thereof, I had mine, and never the twain shall meet.”


  “If you’re talking poetry, I’m calling the police.”


  Jill smiled grimly. “Try Dan. He’d love a sympathetic ear.”


  “Can’t you just compromise?”


  Compromise. “I don’t see how.”


  “You can’t act like the ice queen and expect him to marry you.”


  Ice queen. Shelly had never been long on tact, but ice queen? Did refusing to sleep with Dan mean she was made of ice? She tried to reconcile that image with the hugs and kisses she poured out on the children, at personal risk. She wanted to love them, to teach and encourage them, to help them succeed. Ice queen. Is that how she seemed to Dan? To Shelly?


  “Jill, this is breaking my heart.”


  “I’m sorry. Just now mine’s a little shaky, too. Talk to you tomorrow.” Jill hung up the phone. It didn’t help that her best friend was married to Dan’s partner on the force. Get-togethers were bound to be jolly. At least for a while.


  She fought the sudden tears. Why should she cry? So Dan had been personable and caring … toa point. The point that ended where her limits began. Ice queen. Quite a long way from prom queen, Lord. Oh, how the mighty have fallen.


  Jill tipped her head back against the top of the chair and resisted the tears. Falling apart did no good. She should not have dated him in the first place, should have stayed friends and avoided this … heartache. But it was hard to withstand Shelly and Brett and Dan’s persuasion. Not to mention the loneliness that seeped in sometimes, causing brain lapse in areas where she knew better.


  It was nothing against Dan. He just wanted all the elements of a relationship without the legal and moral fetters of a covenant. Or the risk. She knew about risk.


  She sniffed and glanced down at the mail. Listlessly she lifted the top card, a reminder of the fifteen-year fund-raiser class reunion. If the girls could see me now …. She shook her head. How had things changed so much? She’d been on top of the world then, at the top of her class. Until Morgan …


  Jill dropped her face to her hands. Why did her thoughts go that direction every time she was vulnerable? It was fifteen years ago. For all she knew, Morgan Spencer was married with six kids. And he was hardly to blame for her problems.


  But she rolled to her side and curled her knees to her chest in the chair’s embrace as tears began to flow. No, no, no. Don’t think about it. Don’t add misery to misery. But the thoughts came anyway. What was she like? Was her hair blond, or dark like Morgan’s? It had been dark, but that was newborn hair. Were her eyes still blue, the deep Spencer blue, or gray like her own?


  Jill buried her face in the back of the chair and sobbed. She had to get control of this. It had been one awful mistake, and she’d done the best she could with it. She had made the right choice against all the opposition, all the pressure, all the pain. Her daughter was in the best place she could be, with parents who loved her. What more could she do? And Morgan …


  Jill drew a deep, racking breath. It had been right. It was the best I could do. She repeated the mantra until she could stop the tears; then she sat up and took the mail in her lap, forcing her mind elsewhere. She flipped through the envelopes. Junk, junk, utilities, junk. She dropped the stack without finishing and headed for the bathroom.


  Some of her best time was spent there, soaking in the oversized Jacuzzi tub, one amenity that had sold her on the townhouse. She started the water. Okay, so things weren’t always as she wanted them. That was her own fault. God had planned things better, but she had blown His plan. She couldn’t change that.


  She hung her sage green blouse and skirt on the hanger at the back of the door and climbed into the tub. Some things she could soak off. Others clung forever. She would spend the night trying to sleep, then go to work in the morning. At least her kids gave her purpose. And the challenges they faced beat anything she could complain about on a bad day.


  For a moment her thoughts went to Dan. What was he doing? Probably thinking of all the reasons he was glad to be rid of her. The ice queen.


  CHAPTER


  2


  Morgan maneuvered the white retro Thunderbird up the pass with enough torque and panache to satisfy his mood. The lofty sides of the mountain canyon supported a clear sapphire sky as he scaled the road between them, heading toward the ranch nestled brazenly at the base of one stony crag. Rick’s ranch. Rick and Noelle’s.


  It had been his swift kick that had reunited his brother with the one woman who might have made things different in his own life. Noelle St. Claire … no, Spencer. Rick’s wife. Thanks to him. Well, partly.


  He expelled a sharp breath. He was happy for them. He could say that with honesty, except in those low moments when he’d rather not. Noelle was something special, and he’d imagined … Well, better not go there. He’d thought for a time she might be his salvation. But she had proved too fragile. Her own tragedy had almost destroyed her; what did she want with his?


  He turned up the CD playing the voice of Mephistopheles deceiving Beethoven in the contemporary rock opera by the Trans-Siberian Orchestra. The imaginary story of Beethoven’s last night on earth resonated. The devil coming to claim Beethoven’s soul struck a chord in Morganespecially when Twist and Fate intervened, and Beethoven pleaded his case. Morgan might be damned, but he would have his say and heyhe might even talk his way past old Pete when his time came.


  He increased his speed around the bend. His new Thunderbird handled like a dream. Ah, the good life. And it was getting better. In the meantime, his little hiatus ought to hone him to go back in sharp. Mr. Problem-solver. Even at thirty-three he had a knackMom called it a giftfor seeing problems and finding solutions. On one of his first consultations he’d accepted stock as payment, and when the small floundering company soared to hitech fame and was purchased by IBM, Morgan’s name was made. Not to mention capital gains that nicely multiplied on their own.


  He slowed as he entered Juniper Falls, the sleepy mountain after-thought Rick called home, though the ranch was another two miles up the gravel road to the right. Morgan considered stopping at the Roaring Boar for a beer before heading up, but he shrugged and made his turn with enough scattered gravel to catch the eye of the man on the porch of the general store.


  He gave Rudy a wave, which was returned heartily. One thing about Juniper Falls, the people were friendly … and they knew him. Everyone knew everyone. You couldn’t lose yourself here like you could in the city. That’s why Morgan came. Once in a while, he liked to be real.


  He pulled into the yard before the large golden log house, Rick’s handiwork, along with the barn, stable, and cabins. Like Dad, Rick had horses in his blood. He looked the part, too: long and lanky in jeans and Stetson, standing between the stable and his Dodge Ram truck. At least it wasn’t a Ford. That would have been a little too Texas. This was Colorado Rocky Mountain land.


  Morgan killed the music with the turn of his key and climbed out. The spring mountain air was crisp and clean, untinged with the balmy brine of his own home, the view majestictowering crags over dark, prickly green slopes. It lacked the motion of his ocean view, but its very stasis spoke of perpetuity. It was too much to take in as a whole.


  It lost meaning in the smallness of the human brain. It needed to be broken down into understandable pieces.


  He thought of Noelle’s paintings, the watercolors she’d done of small scenes, a gully veiled in pine roots with columbine and rockroses beneath. A single aspen masquerading as a grove, whose webbed roots gave rise to every trunk and leaf. He remembered when she had arrived two summers ago, draped in mystery and too broken to respond to his attentions.


  “How are you, Morg?” Rick extended his hand.


  They grabbed each other in a brotherly hug. “Never better. Got any beautiful guests we can fight over?”


  “If I had any, they’d be all yours.” Rick grinned.


  “Yeah. Guess you’re out of the market. Not that you were ever in it.” Sober, celibate Rick.


  Rick jutted his chin toward the car. “Traded in your Vette?”


  “It’s at home. I couldn’t pass up this retro dream. Screamin’ V8 on a Lincoln chassis; it’s a cloud rocket.” Morgan looked around the yard and caught sight of a sullen-faced teen on the stoop of the nearest side cabin. “Who’s the kid?”


  “Todd. He’s up with his family.”


  “He looks happy about that.”


  Rick sent him a side glance. “He’s got problems.”


  Morgan nodded, then got to the important question. “Where is she?”


  Rick cocked his head toward the door. “In the house.”


  Morgan followed his nod. “You mind?”


  “Go on in.”


  Morgan’s mouth quirked as he headed up the broad pine log steps. Rick was cocky to send him in on his own. But then, what did he have to worry about? Morgan pushed open the door and scanned the vaulted main room with the curved staircase at the end.


  He’d seen the room remodeled but not redecorated. That must be Noelle’s doingthe colored throws, the woven wall hanging above the plain pine cross over the mantel, watercolor landscapes on the walls and the one she’d done of Rick and the ranch. Morgan remembered that one. She’d painted his portrait, as well, and presented it two years ago at Christmas. He’d never had it framed or hung it, though. He closed the door behind him.


  “Rick?” Her voice came from the kitchen.


  He strolled that way and leaned on the doorjamb. “Nah, he’s in the yard. But I’m here.”


  She spun from the sink with a peeler in one hand and a potato in the other. “Morgan!”


  Her hair was honey-colored silk on her shoulders, her eyes the clear gray-green he remembered too often. Her smile was warm and unaffected, and he trailed his eyes down. His glance flashed back to her face.


  “Well.” He sauntered over and kissed her cheek. “Rick didn’t waste any time.” He breathed her scent. “When’s the little cowboy due?”


  “September fourth.”


  He stepped back half a pace, assessing her. “How are you?”


  “Fine.” She must know he meant that in more ways than one. So the horror of her childhood kidnapping and later battering was behind her, and Rick and she were on their way to happily ever after. Or did that really exist? At any rate, she was coping, and she looked happy. Leave it to Rick.


  “Mind if I stay awhile?”


  “Can you stand the quiet?” She turned, rinsed the potato, and set it aside.


  “For a while. Be good to rev down some.” He leaned on the counter. “Surprised?”


  “Actually, no.”


  “Why not?”


  She waved the peeler toward the side counter by the phone. “Your forwarded mail.”


  He glanced over. “You mean the U. S. Postal Service beat me here?”


  She nodded with a raise of her eyebrows.


  “Okay, so I had a little detour in Vegas.” He didn’t tell her how cheap and meaningless it had seemed, though he’d taken in some great shows and had a successful time at the blackjack table. “You know what I think? I think the three … no, the four of us”he waved his hand toward her belly“should hit the Roaring Boar. Friday night on the town, a little dinner, a little dancing …”


  She laughed. “Same old Morgan.”


  “Think we can shake Rick loose?”


  “Maybe, but I’m not as light on my feet as I used to be.”


  He stepped close and took her hands. “I bet you still dance like a dream.” He heard Rick clear his throat behind him but didn’t let go.


  Rick clamped his shoulder. “How’d I know you’d be making a play for my wife?”


  Morgan let her go. Had he been? Not seriously, but maybe he’d wanted to see if there was a little flicker there. Noelle reached for Rick’s hand and drew him close. “Morgan wants us to go dancing tonight.”


  “Uhhuh.” He bent and kissed her softly.


  That’s right, Rick, rub it in. “What do you say? Do we all go, or shall I just take Noelle?”


  Rick turned. “Morgan, sometimes I wonder about you.”


  Morgan laughed, forked his fingers through his hair, and sighed. “Yeah, me too.” He turned and scooped up his mail. He had left this as his forwarding address, and he had taken his time getting here, though the days in Vegas had been disappointing. He was burned out on beautiful sirens, late nights, and the false frenzy of the fickle fortunate. He didn’t seem to fit anymore. In fact, nothing had been the same since he’d given up Noelle.


  He flipped through the mail, stopped at the postcard, and smirked.Class of ’88 Fund-raiser Reunion. It was a reminder for those who hadn’t jumped at the opportunity on the first notice. He flipped the card over and saw the handwritten marker across the picture of high school memorabilia. Wilson High of ’88’s most likely to succeed: Morgan, be there and bring your wallet. “What people won’t stoop to.” He tossed it onto the table.


  Rick picked up the card and looked it over. “Are you going?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  Morgan shrugged. “Why should I?”


  Rick raised a knowing eye but asked, “It’s a fund-raiser?”


  “School needs updatingcomputers and stuff. I’ll send a check. That’s what they really want.” Morgan flipped through the rest of the mail. “Got a room for me?”


  “Sure.” Rick picked up a couple stray peelings from the floor and tossed them into the sink. “Let’s get your bags.”


  They went down to his car, and Morgan popped the trunk. “Judging by the little guy in the oven, I guess things are working out.”


  Rick nodded. “Noelle’s healing, Morgan. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t complicate things.”


  “That’s never been my style.”


  “Oh, really?” Rick rested his hand on the trunk lid.


  “Really.”


  Rick reached in for a bag. “Are you not going because Jill might be there?”


  Morgan reached for the other bags in the trunk. Jill. “Just not interested.” He hadn’t gone to the tenth reunion, wouldn’t plan on the twentieth, and didn’t care about a mid-decade fleecing.


  He set the bags down and closed the trunk. He didn’t need this much luggage here, but he’d be moving on to the next project directly. And for that he’d have to dress the part. He had brought his two-thousand-dollar power suits and shirts, his Italian leather shoes, and hand-decorated silk ties, the costume of the consummate professional. The thought left him hollow. He must need this break more than he realized.


  Rick paused at the door and turned slightly. “I think you ought to go, Morgan.”


  Morgan climbed the steps behind him. Rick did not push, especially in personal matters. Why was he making so much of a stupid reunion? Morgan could send them a check for every computer they needed and remodel the ancient computer lab and add classroom connections to boot.


  “What’s the big deal, Rick?”


  “Just a feeling.”


  Morgan half smiled. A feeling from God, he meant. Rick the prophet, mouthpiece of the Almighty. Go down, Moses. To a high school reunion where he might see Jill? With Rick blocking the door and expecting an answer, Morgan shrugged. “I’ll think about it.”


  Unfortunately, he would. He had been ever since the first packet arrived.


  After the final three days of school, Jill had agreed to a Friday night movie fest with Shelly, whose intention was to help her over the heartache. Shelly was making more of it than it was. Yes, it hurt to have the void in her life that Dan had filled, and especially to know she’d disappointed him.


  As Shelly’s best friend, dating Shelly’s husband Brett’s partner, and forming a comfortable foursome, had been natural. Add to that their similar interests in fitness and outdoor activities, their service-minded jobshers to the struggling kids, his to the rest of society … on the outside it seemed like a fit. But emotionally, and especially spiritually, they’d missed somehow. Her fault, she knew. Her inability to risk much of herself.


  Truth be told, if Dan had an operational faith, she might still resist a next step. Maybe she was the slow one in the personal commitment department. Maybe that’s what Shelly interpreted as ice queen, the preserving of self that in essence precluded giving and receiving fully. But love wasn’t a game. It wasn’t the warm aching inside that had kept her awake the first night Morgan had kissed her. It wasn’t anything she could get a handle on.


  The pastor at her church talked about love, but it was always in such nebulous terms she wondered if he knew any more than she did. God’s love was above hers, self-love a pitfall, and physical love the trapdoor to hell. Maybe a loveless life was best after all.


  It was late now as she inserted her key into the townhouse door. A light flicked on across the lot as Mr. Deerborne noted her return from his bedroom window and made sure she realized she had disturbed him. She ignored him and walked into her dark townhouse. Rascal wrapped himself around her legs, arching up to rub his mouth behind her calf as he passed sideways, trailing his tail, then circled back.


  Loveless? How could anyone be loveless with a cat? His purr sounded like the Honda’s engine on a cold day. She bent and scratched behind his ears, bringing him to his hind legs, front paws curling around her wrist. He licked her fingers. Now if that wasn’t devotion, what was?


  She dropped the mail on the counter and went to the bedroom to change. Slipping off her sandals, shorts, and sleeveless sweater, she pulled on a nightshirt. She tossed her hair back and caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. She hadn’t changed much in fifteen years. A little thinner in the cheeks, more defined in her features, but not much changed … on the outside.


  She still looked like the head of the cheerleading squad, the front-page photo of her senior yearbook. She shot the mirror her Miss America smile and almost captured the same expression she’d worn for the camera. Good thing the picture was taken early in the school year and not in the spring, when she was losing her breakfast in the girl’s rest room every morning before her first class. She hadn’t missed a single day of classes, but she’d been sick enough to hide the pregnancy until the sixth month. She actually weighed less by then than when she’d conceived.


  Morgan was the first to know. It hurt to remember the urgency in his face as he promised to stick by her, a promise he had no way to keep once her parents learned of their circumstances. She turned away from the mirror. Maybe it was time for a change. She had an appointment at the salon Sunday with Crystal for a trim, but maybe something more daring was in order.


  Jill walked back to the kitchen and flipped through the mail. Nothing important. She remembered the utilities bill from Wednesday’s mail and glanced over to the corner table. The stack was still there. She crossed the room, lifted the half-dozen envelopes and the fund-raiser reunion reminder. Haven’t heard from you. Wilson High needs your help. Come share the alum fun. Good grief.


  She slipped the utilities bill free and dropped the rest back to the table. She opened the bill and read the damage, then carried it to her small oak desk and laid it there to be paid tomorrow when she balanced the checkbook. She yawned, scooped up Rascal, and headed for bed.


  The phone rang, and Jill rolled over to grab it. 6:32 on the clock. Who would call so early on a Saturday? She lifted the receiver and tried to sound as though she hadn’t just been jarred from sleep. “Hello?”


  “Can I interest you in breakfast and a bike ride?” Dan’s voice sounded chipper, and for a moment she was confused. Had she not …


  Jill pressed a palm to her forehead. “Dan?”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t think you’d confuse me with someone else already.”


  She cleared her throat. “Hold on just a second.” She covered the receiver and yawned, then shook her head and sat up. “Sorry. Shelly had me out late last night.”


  “I know.”


  She felt a pang. “Dan …”


  “We’ve put almost a year into this, Jill. It’s a shame to let it go over …”


  “Sex?”


  He laughed low. “Yeah.”


  She closed her eyes and rubbed the sleep from them. “I can’t expect you to change what you want just because I won’t cross that line.”


  “Sex is really hard on a bicycle.”


  She laughed, then sobered. “I think the other night showed us both what we needed to know.”


  “Maybe. But Shelly’s concerned that she’ll lose one of her close friends here.”


  Poor Shelly. “I’m not going anywhere.”


  “Why don’t we have a bagel and hash out some sort of friendship agreement?”


  Jill dropped her head back to the headboard and smiled at the ceiling. “You are definitely headed for captain, Dan.”


  He laughed. “I’ll be over in thirty.”


  She hung up the phone. Great. Just what she needed after a late night. Well, Dan had seen her looking worse, and she actually managed to look better than she’d expected in thirty minutes’ time. She had dressed in a periwinkle tank with a gray-blue plaid overshirt, sleeves rolled. Her waist-tie cotton khakis were loose enough to ride in if she and Dan decided to after all.


  Dan rang the bell at seven o’clock sharp. Punctual to a fault. That was Dan. Reliable and disciplined. She pulled the door open and met his bearish smile. He was burly and compact for a cyclist, but that was from the weight training he did, as well.


  “Einstein’s?”


  “Sure.” She locked the door behind her.


  “Let’s walk.” He had locked his bike to her maple tree.


  “Okay.” The morning was warm and a little humid and smelled of dew.


  “So the way I see it, you’re set on a platonic relationship, no matter where it might go.”


  Jill rolled her eyes. “You know, Dan, sometimes prevarication is a good thing.”


  “Pre …what?”


  “Beat around the bush a little, and not with your nightstick.” She nudged him with her elbow.


  “Sorry.”


  “That’s all right.”


  Idle conversation seemed to stump him, and they walked quietly for a while. Then he turned his blunt face to her, and the breeze caught the brown hair, thinning a little at the top. “Is it just a religious thing?”


  She leaned over and sniffed the flowering hydrangea along the sidewalk, calming the tension his insistent questions brought. She could say yes. Her belief system did not condone premarital sex. She’d been raised in a Christian home with committed parents, taught right from wrong. But the truth was, that hadn’t stopped her before. Morgan’s love had overpowered her limp beliefs, and the consequences were a far, far more painful deterrent than all the convictions she held now.


  She looked at Dan’s sincere face. “Mostly.” He was trying to understand, and maybe she owed him some explanation.


  “I know a thing or two about safe sex, Jill. I teach it, remember?”


  Sure he did, a virile, healthy man who believed sex an inevitable part of any serious relationship. He brought the message to the high schools and was wildly applauded. She knew people at her church who felt the same way, in spite of the pastor’s sermons to the contrary. But she also knew from personal experience the devastating consequences of having a sexual relationship without that lifetime commitment. She could not make him understand without telling him more than she intended.


  He stopped on the walk outside Einstein’s Bagels and turned. “How do you know a relationship can work long-term? If you’re not willing to give it a trial period, how can you commit to a lifetime?”


  “Maybe I can’t.”


  “Why?”


  Because I know what it is to lose it. “We’ve been over this already. I thought we were working out terms of friendship.”


  With a sigh, he pushed open the door and held it for her. She ordered a potato bagel with cream cheese and green tea. He ordered the seven-grain and coffee. They took their respective bagels to the table and sat down.


  Dan rested his forearms on the table edge. “Okay. Let’s set the parameters.” He picked up the bagel and took a bite, chewed to one side and went on. “No intercourse, obviously. What about kissing?”


  “No.”


  “That’ll be hard.” He swigged his coffee.


  “We’ll get used to it.”


  He took another hearty bite. “What about doing things together? Like this?”


  Jill felt tears coming. “I don’t know, Dan. Sometimes, maybe.”


  “Do you want me to leave you alone?”


  The tears stung her eyes, but she refused to let them fall.


  He reached out and took her hands. “I wish I could just … well, we’ve already ruled that out.”


  She laughed and reached for her tea, sipping it while he munched his bagel.


  Dan studied her as he ate, then swiped his mouth with the napkin and said, “Really, Jill. Can you handle it if we still do things as a four-some? You and Shelly and Brett and me?”


  “I don’t know. Probably. Can you?”


  “Yeah.” He tucked the last quarter of his bagel into his cheek. “I’d rather do that than nothing.”


  She sniffed. “So, we just, um, go back to … well, not actually back to the beginning because …”


  “I kissed you on our first date. Do you think that’s what jinxed it?”


  Jill covered her face with her hand. “I think I’m just bad luck all around.”


  “Aw, Jill.”


  “Want another bagel?” She pushed her plate his way.


  “I guess. If you’re not hungry.”


  She sipped her tea, and it settled her stomach. “What’s important here is for Shelly to know there are no hard feelings between us. There aren’t, are there?”


  “Well, I wouldn’t say I’m happy about things.” He started on her bagel.


  “But you do understand. You’re not going to start a campaign of parking tickets against me?”


  He cocked his fingers like a gun at her. “That would not be professional, my dear.”


  “I think once we work through the emotions of it …”


  “Yeah.” He chomped down on the bagel and dabbed the cream cheese from the corner of his mouth. The rest of it disappeared in three more bites. He drained his Styrofoam coffee cup and crushed it with his napkin. “So. Buddies?”


  “Ohh …” She grimaced.


  “Come on. We’ll ride it off. Nothing like exhaustion to numb the emotions.” He stood and took her elbow. “Leg it, lady. The day’s a-wasting.”


  CHAPTER


  3


  Morgan sauntered up to the boy sitting on the cabin porch, scratching the post with a nail. The kid didn’t stop scratching or turn, though Morgan guessed he knew he had company. Rick would not be pleased with the word taking shape in the post. Morgan stooped, and at last the boy turned from his graffiti long enough to use the phrase he’d been carving.


  Morgan rested his forearms on his knees. “Why should I?”


  “Cuz I told you to.” The kid fit the word in that sentence, too.


  Morgan shrugged. “It’s a free country.”


  Agitated now, the boy gouged a deep line into the post.


  Morgan could grab the nail, stop its damaging progress, but instead he asked, “You have a name?”


  “Why should you care?” There it was. So far he’d gotten it into every sentence.


  “Ever tried a complete sentence without that word?”


  “Ever tried to go”


  Morgan raised a hand. “I got the gist.”


  The kid gripped the nail and dug an ugly curve into the post, then surprised him with “Todd.”


  “Well, Todd, don’t you have anything better to do than vandalize that post?” Morgan wasn’t too concerned. Rick could sand it off and stain it up good as new.


  “Like ride a horse in a line?” He got it in twice that time. Some kids were afflicted with the word like. Couldn’t stretch three words together without it. Todd’s choice was a little more grating.


  But Morgan listened around it. Rick must be taking the family on a ride. Morgan brushed away a brilliant blue-green fly darting in front of his face. “Your folks went riding?”


  “Yeah. They thought this dude ranch would be like Disneyland.”


  “You’d rather be in Disneyland?”


  “Take a flying” Todd started back on the wood, digging in the nail.


  “And if they weren’t riding in a line?”


  Todd turned. “You mean if I could take a horse by myself?” A complete sentence with no profanity.


  Morgan shrugged. “Not by yourself. But you could lead the way.”


  Todd lowered the nail. “Who are you?”


  “Morgan.”


  “I mean who are you on this ranch?”


  Morgan quirked his mouth sideways. That was a better question than Todd knew. He waved to the holding corral beside the barn. “A couple of horses right there.” It had been years since he’d sat a saddle, but he’d grown up on the same ranch as Rick.


  Todd eyed the animals warily, turned back to him with narrowed eyes. “You don’t look like acowboy.” Not a complete cure then, but the word was coming less frequently.


  “I’m not. Haven’t ridden in years.”


  Todd formed a sly smile. “Is that your convertible?”


  Morgan sent his glance to his Thunderbird parked outside the house. He was lucky Todd hadn’t chosen it for his carving. “Rather ride that?”


  “Rather drive it.”


  Morgan moistened his lips, altitude and climate making him dry. “We can take it for a spin.”


  “I can drive?”


  Morgan didn’t ask how old he was. Even if Todd were small for his age, he was no sixteen. Morgan dug for his keys. “Why don’t you ride.” Todd dropped the nail, and it rolled through the crack in the planks. He stood up. “Let’s do it.”


  They climbed into the car and Morgan started it up. Great engine. He reached his arm between the bucket seats, looked over his shoulder, and backed out in one swift arc. Then he left the ranch, the gravel road trailing behind in a cloud of dust. He spun around at the intersection in Juniper Falls, and they flew back up to the ranch.


  Todd’s eyes were electrified. He used his favorite word with awe.


  “You know, Todd. It wouldn’t hurt to develop your vocabulary.”


  “What should I say? Cool?” But he was grinning.


  “In my circle we’d say excellent.”


  “Excellent. Can I drive it?”


  Morgan shook his head, “No.”


  “Why not?” The smile faded and the scowl returned.


  “You’d need your dad’s permission.” Morgan felt fairly certain the kid’s dad wouldn’t give it. His machine was safe.


  Todd swore. “Like that would ever happen.” He got out and slammed the door, turned, and kicked it.


  Holding his temper, Morgan climbed out and walked around, looked from the shoe smudge to the kid who had stopped in the middle of the apron, breathing hard.


  Todd’s shoulders rose and fell. “You gonna beat me up?”


  Morgan pursed his lips. “Should I?”


  Todd glared. “I messed up your car.”


  Morgan eyed the smudge again. “Nothing a chamois and polish won’t take care of.”


  “Are you rich?” He said it like someone might taunt Are you fat? Are you stupid? Are you ugly?


  Morgan faced him squarely. “Yeah.”


  Todd wasn’t sure how to take that honesty from an adult. His face showed it. “How rich are you?”


  “Nowhere close to Bill Gates.”


  Todd turned away and stared at the meadow that gradually rose to a stony crag.


  Morgan joined him. “Does that bother you?”


  “Why should it?”


  “It shouldn’t.” No reason this adolescent time bomb should care one way or another.


  Todd picked up a rock and threw it at the creek that ran down the meadow and behind the cabins. “My dad’s in jail.”


  “I thought he was here at the ranch.”


  “That’s my foster family.”


  Morgan nodded. “What did he do?”


  “Killed a guy in a bar fight.”


  “Where’s your mom?”


  He shrugged.


  No wonder the kid had anger issues. Morgan drew a slow breath. “Life can be ugly.”


  “What would you know?”


  Morgan eyed him sidelong. Why did every kid think he had a corner on the misery market? He said only, “I’d know.”


  It seemed to sink in. Maybe Todd’s mind was receptive to the melancholy that had seeped out with the words. At any rate, the boy didn’t argue.


  Morgan said, “How old are you?”


  “Thirteen.”


  A shiver went down his back. This kid was almost the same age as … Was that why he’d fixated on him, some latent desire to parent someone in place of the one he couldn’t? He walked back to the car, opened the trunk, and took out two small bottles of Dasani water. He carried one back to Todd, then opened his and chugged half the bottle. “Do you see your dad?”


  Todd drank, too, then shook his head. “Don’t want to.”


  “Because he screwed up?”


  “Cuz he’s ajerk.” Anger definitely triggered the word.


  Morgan nodded. “How ’bout your foster dad?”


  Todd scowled but said nothing.


  “How long have you been with them?”


  “Few months.”


  “Other kids?” Morgan took a long draw that drained his water bottle, then twisted the cap back on.


  “They got three.”


  “Older or younger?”


  Todd drank his water. “Both. One’s off in college, one in high school, one almost my age.”


  “Is that the girl I saw?”


  “She’s stuck up.” Todd crushed the half-full plastic bottle and started to heave it, but Morgan caught his hand and removed the bottle from his grasp.


  “They can be at that age.” At any age, really, though he enjoyed notching down the ones who really needed it. Especially in the professional world. If they deserved their position, great. He’d work with a woman as easily as a man. It was the ones who’d clawed their way into power through sheer vixen nastiness that brought out his dark side.


  “If a stuck-up girl is the worst you have to deal with, you might lighten up a little.”


  He expected Todd’s favorite word, but the kid only glanced up. “If you’re so rich, how come you’re not out on a yacht or something? How come you’re here?”


  “I like it here.”


  Todd kicked the dirt. “That’s stupid. There’s not even a TV anywhere.”


  From the trees at the edge of the meadow came the string of horses with Rick in the lead. Mom, Dad, and their dimpled blond daughter came next. Beside Morgan, Todd tensed, then turned around and slunk back to the porch of their cabin. Morgan tossed the water bottles into the barrel beside the barn.


  At the end of the yard, Rick stopped the horse parade outside the stable and helped the woman and daughter dismount. They seemed a decent enough family for all the stories you heard about foster care. The dad might be a bit of a milquetoast, but he wrapped his daughter’s shoulders with his arm and ambled toward the cabin. Todd was watching through the corner of his eye but averted his face as they approached. The woman spoke to him, but he didn’t answer.


  Morgan joined Rick. “Hey.”


  Rick jerked his chin toward Todd disappearing around the back of their cabin. “What was that all about?”


  He must have seen their interaction, if you could call it that. “Just getting to know him.”


  “Good luck.”


  Morgan grinned. “He is a little prickly. What’s the deal?”


  Rick heaved the saddle off the mare. “Not sure. He’s been in the foster program awhile. Stan’s only had him a couple of months. He’s flunked out or been kicked out of every school he’s attended.”


  “How’d you get hooked up with them?”


  “Stan’s a friend of my neighbor. He’s trying to keep Todd out of trouble. Needed a place of refuge.”


  Morgan nodded. “I’m starting to see a pattern.”


  Rick stripped the blanket and sent the mare up to pasture. “They have the cabin as long as they need it.”


  “The guy’s not working?”


  “He’s a schoolteacher. Off for the summer.” Rick uncinched the last saddle. No doubt he’d given Todd’s family the same sort of deal he’d given Noelle when she appeared at his door, wounded and needy.


  Rick hoisted the saddle off. “Even though Stan has him at the private Christian school, two rival gangs are courting Todd. Stan thought he’d get him out of Denver, try to make some inroads. We’re working out a chore schedule for Todd and his sisterfoster sister, or however that works.”


  Morgan chewed the corner of his lip. “That’ll go over well with Todd.”


  “I hope it’ll do him good.”


  At the sound of the screen door banging, Morgan glanced toward the house. “What about Noelle?”


  Rick stared across the yard at his wife. “She’s really somethin’, Morgan.” He said it as though just the sight drew the words from him.


  “Tell me about it.”


  Rick sobered. “We weren’t going to take guests this summer, but I think it helps to have other people around. She gets pretty focused.”


  “On you?” Rick should complain?


  Rick sent the last horse up to pasture. “It hasn’t been that long. God’s been good, but sometimes she’s shaky.”


  Morgan watched Noelle spread birdseed on the railing. “You sure a troubled kid is what she needs around?”


  “She was glad for the chance. Shifts the spotlight.”


  Morgan shook his head. His first assessment must not have captured all the nuances of his brother’s relationship. Again he had that sense that Noelle had chosen the better man. “Any regrets?”


  Rick squinted. “All the things I didn’t do right.”


  Morgan rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, Clark, Lois doesn’t seem to notice.”


  Noelle headed for them, shaking the seed from her fingers and still looking like a piece of Dresden china. “Where’d you go, Morgan? I heard the car tear out.”


  “Tear out?” He smiled. “Just giving Todd a little ride.”


  Noelle searched his face. “Really?”


  Morgan spread his hands. “What?”


  “I just … that’s nice, Morgan.”


  “And …”


  She slid a strand of hair behind her ear. “I know your sisters adore you, but I didn’t know you were interested in kids in general. I wouldn’t see you spending time with a boy like Todd.”


  “I’m a sucker for hard cases.”


  Her gray-green eyes were luminous in the daylight. “I should know that.”


  His chest tightened. Sure. Recapture the heartache. Smart, Morgan. He looked away. “Guess I’ll see what’s roarin’ at the Boar.” It was early to hit a bar, even for him. But hey, he was on vacation. He started for the car.


  “Morgan.”


  He turned back to Rick. “Yeah?”


  “Did you get a flight to Iowa?”


  Morgan frowned. “It’s lined up if I decide to go.” And he just might want some distance after all.


  Rick nodded. “Good.”


  After biking with Dan out to Finnegan’s Pond, twenty-four miles roundtrip from town and back, Jill had spent a quiet afternoon on the patio with Rascal and two professional journals on developing receptive language in autistic children and the use of broad-spectrum anti-depressants for various emotional disorders.


  Hearing a tap on the glass, Jill pulled open her patio door to admit her friend Shelly, who was waiting with a globe-shaped lollipop. “Tell me what you think of this one.” She slipped off the plastic and held it out.


  Jill took the lollipop. Not too many people got to be the unofficial assistant to the taste tester for Cartier Confections. Choosing the new test-market flavors was only part of Shelly’s job, but she took it seriously and always included Jill for her discerning palate.


  Jill eyed the current prospect. “For starters, you’ve got to blend the colors. This white-and-ecru swirl looks like something someone spit in the parking lot.”


  “Major concern.” Shelly checked it off on her PDA. “No phlegm on a stick.”


  “What’s the flavor?”


  “Taste it.”


  Jill sniffed it. “I’m not much for coconut.”


  “This is a taste test, not a sniff test.”


  Jill licked the lollipop, surprised by the sweet, pleasant flavor. “Tastes more like pie.”


  “Maui coconut cream.”


  Jill slid the pop into her mouth and spun the stick, coating her tongue for a full dose of flavor. It wasn’t bad, less cloyingly sweet than some Shelly had had her try. She’d never make it to the stick, though. In her opinion, they ought to cut the size by half. But they wouldn’t market as well. You need size for an eye-catching display, Shelly had told her. “Good flavor. You ought to do one with kiwi. Kiwi-pineapple. You could suck the coconut left-handed and the kiwi-pineapple right.”


  “Spoken by the girl who has yet to finish one, not two, lollipops at once.”


  Jill shrugged. “After the tenth suck, the sweet taste buds are saturated.”


  “Thankfully the majority of our market does not agree.” Shelly worked her way into the sitting room.


  “So does Maui coconut cream represent a merger, an acquisition, or a new contest winner?”


  “None of the above. We’re just playing with some summertime variety tastes.”


  “Definitely try the kiwi-pineapple. Makes people feel like they’re on vacation with one lick.”


  “Hmm.” Shelly settled into the giraffe chair and picked up the reunion postcard. “What’s this?” She curled up her short freckled legs and switched on the lamp.


  “Class reunion.”


  “Fifteen-year?”


  “It’s a fund-raiser.” Jill set the sucker on the counter and joined Shelly in the front room.


  “Are you going?”


  “I haven’t decided.” She glanced at the packet of forms on her desk, the sheet on which to fill in all her vital statistics, and the one to send in with the exorbitant fee. “The school needs work and a quick infusion of cash, so the alumni thought a mid-decade reunion-slash-fund-raiser would help. Get everyone together and appeal to their nostalgia.”


  Shelly popped her gum. “And are you going?”


  “I’m not nostalgic. I didn’t even go to the tenth.”


  Shelly reached into the bowl of raw cashews on the corner table. “This is a good cause. You should know the schools need help, and reunions are important. They remind you of your roots, show you how far you’ve come. Besides, it would take your mind off things.”


  “Off Dan, you mean.”


  Shelly raised her hands to fend off the argument. “Dan assures me you worked things out. He’s happy; you’re happy; I’m happy.”


  “How’s Brett?”


  Shelly tossed a cashew at her. “Brett’s happy.”


  “Well, good. Then I don’t need the reunion.”


  “Why not go for the fun of it? I went to my tenth and had a blast. You wouldn’t believe the guys who were bald already. And the spreading waistlines …”


  “Well, I don’t care who’s bald, and”


  “Where’s the paper work?” Shelly dropped the cashews back into the bowl and unfolded her legs.


  Jill waved toward her desk, and Shelly sauntered over, then scooped it up along with a pen and returned to her chair. “Let’s see. Name, address. Marital statussingle; childrennone.”


  Jill flinched. One.


  Shelly wrote as she talked. “Okay, here’s the good part. In fifty words or less, describe your life today and how Wilson High impacted you. Share the good times, the memories, the heartbreaks, and the high points that made you who you are today.”


  Jill felt her chest closing in. The heartbreaks and high points that made


  her who she was …


  “I’m waiting.” Shelly held the pen above the paper.


  Jill scooped Rascal into her arms and nestled him under her chin. “I don’t want to do this now, Shelly.” She settled onto the couch.


  “It’s not that difficult, Jill. Favorite teacher?”


  “Mrs. Vandersol. American lit.”


  “Sports?”


  “Cheerleading and track.”


  Shelly shook her head. “That’s why you and Dan are so good. You’re both physical fitness fiends. Best memory?”


  “Homecoming, senior year.” My first dance with Morgan.


  “Elaborate.” Shelly held the pen poised.


  Morgan in his dove gray tux, her white satin gown, the cluster of lavender roses and baby’s breath she’d worn on her wrist, the white rosebud she had pinned on Morgan’s lapel, the rosebud he’d crushed when he kissed her good-night.


  “And …” Shelly looped the pen in her hand.


  “And nothing.”


  “Well, who’d you go with, for heaven’s sakes?”


  Jill’s throat tightened painfully. “Morgan Spencer. We were nominated king and queen, so he asked me to the dance.”


  “First date?”


  “Yes.” Though the iridescent hues of her dreams had included Morgan Spencer long before that first date.


  “This is good stuff, Jill.”


  Jill reached over and snatched the paper. “I don’t want that written.”


  “Why not?”


  “It’s personal.”


  “That’s the idea.” Shelly circled her hand in the air.


  Jill folded the paper in her lap. “I’ll write the rest when I’ve thought about it.”


  “Then you’re going?”


  “Maybe.”


  Shelly arched her eyebrows and curled her fingers into claws. “I vant a promise.”


  Jill laughed. “All right, I’ll go. But I’m not filling up this page with mushy stuff no one cares about. I’ll say how Mrs. Vandersol instilled a love for teaching that I’ve carried with me into my work.”


  “Oh blah-de-blah-de-blah.”


  “Sorry.”


  “You’ll get into the spirit when you get there. Let’s see … it’s next week? You’re way overdue for sending in to the memory book.”


  “Rats.” Jill clicked her fingers.


  “You do not have the right attitude, girl.”


  Jill smiled. “Well, I’m a little short of attitude these days.”


  Shelly stood. “I have to run. Brett does expect to eat, even on the weekends, if you can believe it. Here.” She scooped up the rest of the envelopes. “Read your mail.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Jill walked her out the door, gave her a squeeze. “Thanks for the lollipop.” Though she probably would never finish it. As Shelly said, they must have removed her sweet tooth with her wisdom teeth. She turned back inside, flipping through the envelopes that had accumulated while she battled the past week. Her hand froze on the creamy stationery envelope near the bottom. Her breath came in disjointed jerks as she stared at the name on the return label. Benson. She closed her eyes and forced her diaphragm to form three deep breaths.


  Roger and Cinda Benson. Parents of Kelsey Renée Benson. She had thought it a nice name when they told her. But she had dreamed so many times since that it could have been Kelsey Runyan.


  Jill stared at the envelope, the neat rounded script. Her name and address penned by Kelsey’s … mother. She slit open the flap and took out the letter inside. Her hands shook as she unfolded the single sheet.


  Dear Jill,


  No, she didn’t want to read it. Why would they contact her? Did Kelsey … was she old enough to wonder about her birth mom, to want to know, to meet her? The Bensons had been very clear about that in the somewhat unorthodox adoption her aunt had handled. While they knew each other’s names, there would be no contact until Kelsey was of legal age, and then only if the child initiated it. Jill had been a child herself when she agreed. She dropped to the kitchen chair and pressed the letter flat on her knee.


  Dear Jill,


  I’m sure you realize we would not contact you lightly. Please sit down before you read on.


  Jill’s heart lurched. Something was wrong, so wrong Cinda asked her to sit down, proper procedure when delivering terrible news. She knew that from Dan and Brett. Kelsey. Her child …


  This is not easy to share, but four years ago Kelsey contracted acute lymphocytic leukemia.


  Jill watched the words blur. Leukemia. Four years. Four years ago, and she never knew. She blinked her eyes clear and forced them to focus. Had Kelsey died and they were only now telling her the fact?


  She responded well to treatment and attained remission …


  No, Kelsey was alive.


  … until three months ago when the cancer recurred.


  Cancer recurred. Those words must be Cinda’s worst nightmare. Thinking of the other woman’s pain cleared her own head. After all, it was Cinda who had loved and nurtured Kelsey all these years, Cinda who had lived the last four in fear … and it was her terror now unfolding.


  So why did it hurt so much to read those words? This was the child she’d given away. Jill straightened in the chair. She had given up her right to know her, to be part of her daughter’s life. What then? What did they want?


  Since her relapse, the leukemia is particularly tenacious. The specialist in charge of her case recommends a bone marrow transplant. If Kelsey has siblings, that would be the best possibility for a match.


  Siblings. No, there were no siblings. Kelsey was her only child, her only one.


  If not, we are hoping you …


  Jill felt suddenly weak. Oh my God. They want me. Her heart leaped and plummeted in the same moment. She would see her daughter! But her daughter was dying.


  Everything paled compared to that. No, not everything. She was being given a chance. There was more she could give her child, more than life alone. Actually, it was like giving her life again. If her bone marrow arrested the disease, cured Kelsey …


  Jill breathed quickly, too many emotions warring inside. She pored over the rest of the letter. How long had it sat there on her table? Three, no, four days. Had the Bensons been waiting fearfully that whole time? She walked to the living room and dialed the number at the bottom of the page without another thought. After all, what other choice was there? “Yes, hello. This is Jill Runyan.” Her pulse thumped in her throat.


  “Oh, thank God.” Cinda caught her voice in a quick half sob. “I’m sorry.”


  “No, please. It’s all right.”


  A pause, then, “Thank you for calling. You must have received our letter.”


  “I just read it. I’m sorry I didn’t get it sooner.”


  “Jill … may I call you Jill?”


  “Of course.”


  Cinda drew a thick breath. “I know this is very abrupt and you may not have had time to think through it all, but we’re close to a second remission, and the sooner we go forward, the better the chance for success.”


  “Yes, of course. But I don’t know anything about this. What do I do?”


  “I’ll explain everything involved. If you’d like, we could get together.”


  And Kelsey, too? “That would be fine.”


  “Would you be able to come here? To Des Moines? It’s hard for me to leave right now.”


  “Of course. When?” Jill glanced at her calendar, but in truth, nothing on there mattered at the moment.


  “Tomorrow afternoon?”


  They arranged a time and Jill wrote down directions to the Bensons’ house. By the time she hung up, she was shaking like one of the motorized balls she used to stimulate kinesthetic learning. Fifteen years and she was going to see Kelsey.


  CHAPTER


  4


  Jill sat down in the lavender vinyl chair and lifted her wet hair while Crystal arranged the nylon drape over her. Crystal ran her fingernails over Jill’s scalp and drew the hair out from her head to its full length. “What do you want?”


  “A change.”


  “Radical?”


  “Well, nothing spiked or shaved.”


  Crystal laughed and scratched the ear that held six rings and a clip. Her own hair stood in two-inch spikes at the top and hugged her head like a female crew cut, then reverted to spikes at the back of her neck. “No, I don’t think you’re ready for that yet. But I do think you could consider short.”


  “How short?” Jill was starting to worry.


  “Something playful. Something with attitude.”


  Jill smiled. “I’ve been hearing I need that.”


  “Trust me?”


  The nerves shot up her spine, and she hissed a quick breath between clenched teeth. “Sure.” She held that face as Crystal took up a strand and brought the scissors to within four inches of her head, then caught her breath and closed her eyes with the snip.


  “Now I have to match the rest.”


  Jill nodded mutely. She’d kept her appointment, hoping a new look might bolster her for the real purpose of her day, and to fill the time until she could go to Des Moines.


  “You see the way your bones go here?” Crystal traced her cheekbones with a long-nailed fingertip. “The long, straight hair was ruining that line. And here.” Crystal touched the corner of her jaw. “This angle was lost altogether. But you are going to love what I do to you.” Jill straightened bravely. “Then do away.” She watched the hair fall in long strands. She could sell it like the woman in O. Henry’s “Gift of the Magi.” Then she thought of all the combs and barrettes and scrunchies she wouldn’t need anymore. Oh boy.


  Maybe it wasn’t a good day for change, not when her whole reality had been inverted by a letter. Suddenly Kelsey wasn’t just a memory or a dream. She was real, and she was sick. Jill closed her eyes as Crystal worked. What was she doing worrying about a haircut when Kelsey’s thoughts must encompass life and death? It wasn’t real yet. That was the problem. Talking to Cinda, making their plans … it hadn’t penetrated somehow.


  It would today, though, and maybe intrinsically she needed something as frivolous as a haircut to ground her. Jill opened her eyes and watched. Crystal was wasted on the little corner shop. She was truly gifted and had an eye to match a face with a style that brought out the best in both. Jill stared at her reflection. “I can’t believe it.”


  “Believe it.”


  “I look …”


  “Fabulous. All you needed was a little pizzazz.”


  Jill shook her head. It felt strange, but she loved it. She looked confident and saucy and elegant at the same time. She faced Crystal. “You are a pro.”


  “Thank you.”


  “I mean, really. You have a gift.”


  Crystal laughed and rubbed her fingernails on her cape. “Got the touch, baby.”


  Walking out to her car, Jill was struck by the airy breeze in her hair. It felt light and feathery, the thick, soft strands tossing about …with an attitude. She drew a long breath, ready to face anything. After all, she was the one who could help. Finally.


  Cinda had said they kept Sunday afternoons free. Jill got into the car. She had an hour-and-a-half drive to Des Moines to prepare herself. Emotions surged. She would meet her daughter, though she had sensed Cinda’s discomfort. And she didn’t blame her. The woman had enough to deal with worrying about Kelsey. Of course she must feel protective. She probably wished there was another way without involving Kelsey’s birth mom. Jill’s insides roiled. This was her chance.


  She contained a surge of tension. How would it be to see her now? How would she look? Surely not the way she imagined her, healthy and rosy and happy. What if she looked … Jill shook her head. But it wouldn’t matter how Kelsey looked, she was so starved for one glimpse.Oh, Lord, give me strength. Let me do the right things, say the right things.


  Cinda’s directions were clear and easy to follow. Jill found the house and parked at the curb. Pulling into the driveway would be too much like coming home. This was not her home. This was not her child. She had to be careful, to remember what was real. Cinda and Roger were Kelsey’s parents. But now the girl would know she had another. She walked to the door, bolstered by the thought.


  Cinda pulled it open almost immediately. She was heavier than she’d been the one time they’d met fourteen years and ten months ago, and her brown hair was flecked with silver. Her smile was strained but warm. “Hello, Jill. Thank you for coming.”


  Jill’s throat was too tight for words. This was not going to be easy. She smiled and followed Cinda inside. The small house was a farmhouse style, probably built in the fifties. Wood floors, lots of windows. Cinda pushed open the back screen door and motioned for her to sit on the floral-patterned patio chair. “I thought we’d chat a bit out here, okay?”


  “Okay.” Jill cleared her throat, glancing about the backyard with a swing in the trees, a small garden along the fence, a cornfield beyond.


  Cinda said, “I know this is hard for you. I can only imagine how hard.”


  “It’s hard for both of us. But I’m so thankful you wrote.” And she was, even if that letter had thrown her emotions into a whirlwind.


  “I would have called, but I couldn’t find your number.”


  “It’s unlisted.” But she had already given it to Cinda when she responded to the letter. Now she was only a phone call away from any news.


  Cinda sat on the edge of the chaise. “I would have preferred to give you that kind of information … well, a letter seemed so impersonal. I was afraid you wouldn’t respond.”


  Jill shook her head. “How could I not?”


  Cinda looked weary, drained. “You’ve gone on with your life. I thought maybe you wouldn’tor couldn’t …”


  “Please.” Jill leaned forward and touched her hand. “I’ll do anything I can.”


  Tears sprang to Cinda’s eyes, and she sniffed. “I swore I wouldn’t do this.”


  “I understand.” More than she knew.


  Cinda brushed the tears with the back of her hand. “She’s just so sick.”


  “I’m sorry.” Jill pressed the fingers she held, sensing Cinda’s distress and the small reserves of strength that held it in check. What fear must she wake to every day?


  “They weren’t sure they could achieve a new remission. It’s taken three months to get this close, and they’re not sure how long it will last. A bone marrow transplant is her only chance for survival, ten to thirty percent statistically.”


  Jill couldn’t stop the reaction to that bleak figure.


  “I know,” Cinda said, “but without it, the numbers are zero to five percent. Not that we don’t believe she can beat the odds. She’s a fighter.” Cinda shook her head, then sighed. “It’s just that she’s already been through so much, things a child should never have to face. But the Lord is good, and He knows best.”


  Jill nodded. It took a deep abiding faith to believe that in a time like this. Or did she say the words to convince herself?


  Cinda straightened, drew a long breath, and gained control. “You need to know Roger and I thought it would be better not to tell her, yet, who you are.”


  Jill’s spirit deflated like a pin-punctured balloon.


  “Kelsey knows she’s adopted, but the doctor agreed that now might not be the best time for her to deal with any more than she has to. She’s very fragile.”


  Of course that made sense. The sudden anger and hurt were illogical, selfish, wrong. The most important thing was getting Kelsey through this. But how could she meet her daughter and not … not what? Take her in her arms and say she was her mommy?


  She wasn’t her mommy. And Kelsey had grown past that stage. She was an adolescent, though Jill never imagined her that way. At any rate, she saw the protective fear in Cinda’s brown eyes. “What do we tell her?”


  “We told her you are a donor who shows a promising match. We know you will, because she’s inherited at least one complete haplotype from … I’m sorry, these medical terms have become a daily part of my vocabulary.”


  “That’s all right. Just explain it.”


  “Antigens on the lymphocytes are inherited in groups called haplotypes. In the past, transplants have only been possible with a full sixsix antigen match or, at worst, one antigen off. So a sibling is the best chance. Even then it’s only one in four that another child would inherit the same combination as Kelsey. We didn’t expect that possibility, though I had to ask in my letter.” Cinda seemed to calm as she spoke, as though focusing on the clinical facts siphoned the emotion.


  “But we’ve found an oncologist who transplants with a single haplotype match using a related donor. There are surface factors they don’t completely understand that make a family member a better match.”


  Jill nodded.


  “When you have the first blood drawn, they’ll do a test that will confirm a match of one haplotype, three antigens. With your genetic connection, that much is assured. If we’re very blessed, there may be more.”


  Jill’s head spun, not from the medical terms, but from thinking of her genetics connecting her to Kelsey, the child she had formed inside her body. She was very aware of Cinda’s choice of words. Her genetic connection. Lord, help me. How could she not show it? Not betray her motherhood to the child?


  “If other tests confirm compatibility, then they would do the extraction and transport the marrow to the center, where Kelsey will have been prepared.”


  Jill caught those words, as well. She had made assumptions that Cinda might never have meant regarding seeing Kelsey. There were no direct tubes from her body to Kelsey’s transferring the marrow. They would not even have to be in the same room, if she understood “transport the marrow.” Fighting disappointment, Jill forced the question she had to ask. “May I see her?”


  Cinda could say no to even that. But she nodded. “I thought you’d want to. It’s complicated, the relationships being what they are.”


  “If you’d rather I not …” Please, don’t say no. She might never have the chance again.


  Cinda smiled gently. “I think it’s right.”


  Jill’s throat seized. “Thank you.” Like a sleepwalker, she followed Cinda up the narrow wooden stairs that creaked underfoot. Amy Grant’s soulful voice drifted from the front bedroom, bright with sunight. The walls were covered with a small apple-blossom pattern, matched by a ruffled chintz balloon shade at the window. The bed was a white four-poster with an eyelet spread and apple-green-striped pillow shams.


  Jill fought the rush of tears as her eyes fixed on the young teen nestled there, pale and bald. She was smaller than Jill expected, more like twelve than fourteen in both size and development. And yes, she looked terribly fragile. The features were her own, but the eyes … Oh, Lord, the eyes are Morgan’s. Jill’s heart turned over slowly. Her daughter. Their daughter.


  Cinda laid a hand on Kelsey’s thin shoulder. “Kelsey, this is Jill.”


  Kelsey pressed the button on the CD player to stop the music and eyed her directly. “Hi.”


  Jill forced her voice to come. “Hello, Kelsey. It’s wonderful to meet you.” Again. She flashed on the memory of the tiny newborn she’d held so briefly in her arms but carried a full nine months inside her.


  “Mom said you might match my bone marrow?” Her voice was clear and direct. She had a poise and presence beyond her years.


  Maybe suffering did that. She didn’t have time for childish insecurities. Her life was pared down to the basics.


  “The chances are good.” Jill’s voice came out remarkably calm. This is my daughter I’m talking to! What would Morgan say? What would he think in her position?


  “Do you mind if I ask why?” Kelsey was no fool. How had they explained a stranger offering bone marrow to her? How did the unrelated donor program work? She should have read about it before coming.


  Jill fumbled. “I work with kids who have problems. I believe in organ transplants and any kind of medical procedure that helps people survive.” Where had that come from?


  “So it’s like a ministry or something?”


  “A ministry?” She looked at Kelsey’s eyes, so, so blue. “Yes. In a way.” A ministry to her daughter, a chance from God to


  “Have you given marrow before, for someone else?”


  Throat tightening, Jill shook her head. “No. This will be the first time.”


  Kelsey’s lips tightened. “It’s painful.” Her eyes were red rimmed and far too large for her shrunken face. “Even though they sedate you, it hurts for days.” Her gaze didn’t waver.


  Was she testing her commitment? “It’ll be all right.” She touched Kelsey’s hand. The skin was soft and warm, and an almost electrical thrill passed through her with the touch. Her daughter. Oh, God, she has to live!


  Kelsey smiled, and it wrenched Jill’s heart. “I didn’t know someone would care enough. I mean …” She glanced at Cinda. “My parents would do it, if they could, but I’m adopted.”


  “Oh.” Jill’s voice was hardly a whisper. “I’m sure they’ve done a lot more than this for you.”


  Kelsey smiled at Cinda, and Jill ached at the relationship she saw between them. Oh, God, oh please, God …


  Cinda patted Kelsey’s shoulder. A simple, familiar gesture. Jill wished she could touch her daughter that way. Did Kelsey notice their likeness? Jill wanted her to, hoped she would guess. But that was selfish. Kelsey didn’t need to deal with anything more. Cinda and the doctor were right.


  Kelsey turned back to Jill. “Why did you choose me?”


  Jill’s heart jumped. Was there more in the question than Kelsey let


  on?


  Cinda touched Kelsey’s cheek with the back of her fingers. “You know that’s not how the program works, Kelsey. It’s all matching antigens.”


  Kelsey’s gaze remained direct. Was she one step ahead of them? Did she guess, did she know? “If I were healthy, I’d donate, too.” Kelsey settled into the pillows. “It helps people live.”


  “You do enough by giving people hope.” Cinda looked up. “Kelsey has a Web pageshe calls it her Hope Page. She answers the questions and fears of other kids with leukemia, and sometimes their parents. Mostly she shares Christ’s love.” Cinda rested her fingers on Kelsey’s head. Jill absorbed every one of those touches, imagining them for her-self.


  “Mom?” Kelsey’s eyes suddenly took on Morgan’s intensity.


  “Yes?” Cinda met her daughter’s gaze.


  “God could do this, couldn’t He?”


  Jill felt a jolt, sensing Kelsey’s fear.


  Cinda fought her tears. “Of course He can.”


  “Like a miracle.”


  Cinda smiled. “Yes.”


  Jill’s throat went dry and cleaved together. Please God. If anyone deserved a miracle, it was the child before her.


  Her daughter’s eyes pierced her. “Thank you for coming to see me. And for the rest of it especially.”


  Jill nodded, her voice trapped in her throat. And that was all she would have, fresh images to play through her mind of her daughter. Not as she had ever imagined her, but real true images. Somehow she walked out.


  Downstairs, Cinda handed her a sheet of information and a business card. “This explains what you need to do to begin the process. If the testing indicates we can go forward, Kelsey will enter the Yale New Haven Cancer Treatment Center.”


  “Okay.” But nothing was really sinking in.


  The drive home gave her time to think and to pray desperate prayers that left her empty and afraid. Why like this? Why couldn’t I find her whole and healthy? All her fairy-tale imaginings of Kelsey in the perfect life, with every happiness, shattered and spilled about her. “It’s not fair! I’ve already paid!”


  Angry tears dammed up inside. Why now? She’d gone on, just as Cinda said, though it was a battle sometimes. She had the kids at school, and her work meant so much to her. To help the ones who struggled for too many reasons.


  Now Kelsey. It hit her again like a blow. She had already lost her child once. How could she do it again? Even with the brave smile and intense eyes, it was obvious that Kelsey was terribly sick. Jill was caught in a vortex, spiraling down. She had to focus on what she could do. Otherwise she felt too helpless for words.


  After Jill had left, Kelsey sat at the desk near her window. It seemed like a small miracle to have that much energy. This last round of chemotherapy had been worse than the others, since her second remission had proved harder to achieve, and it was taking larger doses to maintain. But she’d napped a couple hours and felt better.


  She opened the laptop computer her parents had given her last Christmas and brought it to life. Yes, she was a whiz. Not that she could take much credit for that. Because of all the hours she’d spent in a hospital bed, and since she didn’t watch TV, the computer was a godsend, one her parents could scarcely afford these days with the mounting medical bills, but the computer had provided a chance to reach out.


  It had been her roommate’s idea, actually, to start a Web page. Sort of the Ann Landers for leukemia kids. A man from the church had helped her create it, but she had taken over from there. With an animated DIF and a MIDI, she’d added graphics and music, just to make it fun. But really, as Mom had said, it gave her the chance to share Christ’s love.


  She opened up the mail section. Four letters today. She clicked to open the first from a girl newly diagnosed. That was the hardest time, before your sickness became the reality of your life. She raised her fingers to the keyboard.


  
    Dear Amy,


    I know it’s scary. I was scared, too, and confused. How could this be happening to me? Maybe they’re wrong. It’s all a bad dream. Then when chemo started, I knew it wasn’t a dream. It was real, though I still didn’t understand why. The only thing I knew was that Jesus was in control. He is the best, best friend.


    When other kids were afraid to come see me, or even grownups didn’t know what to say, I felt like a freak. But Jesus was always there. I trust Him with my life. You can, too. Write me back if you want to know more.


    Jesus loves you and so do I. Kelsey


    www.kelseyshopepage.com

  


  She moved on to the next. Some days she was so tired it was hard to think what to say. Then she trusted the Holy Spirit to give her the words. Days like today, her words came easily, maybe because seeing Jill gave her fresh hope herself.


  
    Dear Samantha,


    Yes, there are days I feel sorry for myself. I say, why me? But the answer is, why not? Would I wish it on someone else instead? What if they didn’t have faith or courage? Jesus gives me what I need even when I forget to ask. And sometimes I do. Sometimes I even get angry and think it’s not fair. But God’s Word says, “In all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.” So I know He uses even leukemia for some good thing I can’t see. Trust Him and He’ll give you peace.


    Jesus loves you and so do I. Kelsey


    www.kelseyshopepage.com

  


  When she finished the mail, she surfed the Web awhile, then stopped and stared out the window. Kelsey bit her lip. The thought of an allogeneic bone marrow transplant scared her. There were so manymore complications. But autologous transplants, taking her own marrow, treating it to kill the cancer and putting it back in, didn’t work well for leukemia. No, they’d have to wipe her marrow out and hope Jill’s worked.


  She felt like a geek knowing all that medical stuff, more than Mom or Dad guessed that she grasped. But as she’d told Amy, leukemia was her reality, her life. It would maybe be her death. She’d gone three years in remission and dared to feel cured, even though five was the magic number. When the markers showed a recurrence, she almost didn’t believe it. But then, she’d been feeling punky againand ignoring it as though it would go away. She knew better. Leukemia didn’t go away, no matter how much you wanted it to.


  It was a battle between good and evil. Though the drugs made her sick and ugly, she pictured them as bright angels with fierce faces and long swords hacking down the demon cells that tried to kill her. She’d gotten the idea from the psychotherapist who counseled kids on the ward. Dr. Blair called it imaging and suggested they picture what was going on in their bodies in a positive way.


  What was going on in her body seemed no less than the war in the heavens. So angels it was. In between fevers and nausea, the angels didn’t look quite so fierce. Sometimes they raised their swords to her and smiled. Then she felt seriously certain they would win.


  But when her mind wandered with spiking fevers and her body swelled and her hair fell out, it was hard not to see the slimy black horde beating back her army. It only helped to know that whatever happened inside her, ultimately she had the victory.


  A lingering scent of scorched macaroni and cheese clung to the main room as Morgan showed Todd his assignment on the game card: act out the cameo for his team to guess. And the word was nun. This ought to be good.


  Morgan had purchased the game Cranium at Starbucks to liven up the evenings and dispel the interpersonal stiffness infused into the ranch by Todd’s family. Stan was uptight and insecure, the mother, Melanie, an exercise in frustration, and the daughter, Sarah, a teacher’s pet sort of girl, whom Todd had pegged pretty accurately. Todd fit with them like a scorpion in a bunny cage.


  But it was just the sort of challenge Morgan thrived on in the corporate world, bringing people with disparate strengths and expectations into a common vision and equipping them to move forward. This was simply a small-case scenario. So far he’d explained the rules and they were having a practice round in each category before playing guys against girls for blood.


  “No way,” Todd said, looking from the card to him.


  “Come on. You know what it is.”


  Todd shoved the card at him. “I’m not gonna be that.”


  Morgan pulled him close and whispered, “You want to wax those girls or don’t you?”


  “I can’t act like a”


  Morgan pressed a hand to his mouth, turned so both their faces were away from the group. “Now what do nuns do?”


  Todd shrugged. “Nothing fun.”


  Morgan grinned, responding too easily to Todd’s recalcitrance. “So make your face sour. Now what?”


  “Pray,” Todd whispered.


  “That’s right. Put your hands together.”


  “This is stupid.”


  Morgan pressed Todd’s hands into a flattened peak. “Now get on your knees and if they don’t get it, show them you’re wearing a veil.”


  “I’m what?”


  Morgan pushed him out to the center of the circle. Todd dropped grumpily to his knees, then closed his eyes and looked heavenward with a better imitation than Morgan had expected.


  “He’s praying,” twelve-year-old Sarah guessed.


  “It’s a person,” Morgan reminded her.


  Todd stroked the sides of his head to his shoulders, then prayed again.


  “A nun!” Melanie called out, and Todd pushed up from his knees and sagged into his chair. But there was a prideful flicker behind his glare.


  “Good job, Todd. Last category is ‘creative cat.’” Morgan took the tub of clay from the box. He passed the clay to Stan, who looked utterly defeated when he realized he had to model DNA. Noelle could do it. She’d ice them all in the artistic category, even the sensosketch category, where the artist’s eyes had to stay closed. The time in the hourglass passed before Stan had done more than wad the clay back and forth in his hands with a pained look that rivaled the roll of Todd’s eyes.


  “That’s okay, Stan.” Morgan stuffed the clay back into the tub. “We’ll count on you for the datahead category.” He caught Noelle’s smile across the room and returned it. Rick might think chores would settle Todd with a sense of responsibility, but unless this family got to know one another, those gangs would look better than ever by the end of the summer.


  As the evening progressed he felt like a camp director. Boys and girls, can’t we all get along? Was he the only one who understood communication? It was a small victory that by the end of the game, he’d at least gotten them to laugh. Noelle especially, but then, she already appreciated his sense of humor. By the time Todd’s family headed back to their cabin, she turned shining eyes on him and murmured, “That was nothing short of amazing.”


  “What?”


  “The way you drew them out, got them working together.”


  “Once I ascertained Stan did have a pulse, and Sarah and her mother could smile, and Todd wouldn’t murder anyone …” He spread his hands. “It was clear sailing.”


  Rick adjusted his seat on the couch, stretched his legs. “Not everyone has your stamina, Morgan.”


  “Stamina? We are talking basic interfacing.”


  “Well, not everyone has your gift of gab.”


  “But Morgan’s right.” Noelle laid her hand on Rick’s arm. “When Stan had us all rolling with his mermaid impersonation, I think everyone felt a surprising camaraderie. That family needs to laugh.”


  Morgan sent her a half smile. “I definitely think your asylum charade topped the event.”


  “So I do insane well.” She polished her nails on her chest with a smile. Was it only months ago she’d hidden herself away, too broken to face life and love and laughter? “But you are the consummate ham.”


  “Well.” He stood up. “It’s good for people to push past their inhibitions.” He jutted his jaw at Rick. “You might even find a latent thespian in that man you married, Noelle.”


  Rick shook his head. “It’s not inhibition. Just not my style.”


  Morgan smiled. “Give me a while.”


  “Morgan, you’ve had thirty years of working on me, pushing me into things I wanted no part of. I think I am what I am.”


  Noelle reached up and kissed his cheek. “Just the way I like you.”


  Morgan ran a hand through his hair. “Well, it’s getting thick in here. Guess I’ll check my mail.”


  “I thought you didn’t work on these hiatuses.” Rick wrapped his arm around Noelle’s shoulders.


  “I have a few things hanging. Denise’ll have my hide if I go completely incommunicado.” Though he regularly drove his zealous professional assistant crazy that way. “Good night, lovebirds.” He headed up the stairs.
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