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CHAPTER ONE

I do?

CLARA

August 17, 1996

“Wait a minute!” A voice hollered from the steps leading to the 
Courthouse patio.

Clara turned. What was Todd’s ex doing here? 
Susan made a beeline toward them, her gaze kxed on the cler‘. 

“What happened to, Iyf anjone has obHections spea‘ now or forever 
hold jour peace?’” 

The court oMcial’s ejes widened. De loo‘ed at his handboo‘, 
Eipped a few pages, then shrun‘ bac‘. “yt’s not in here.”

Susan stepped forward, her hand on her hip. “Well, it should be, 
and y have an obHection.”

“Susan.” Todd groaned. “What are jou doing here?” 
Dunter raced over. “Bommj!”
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“Who are jou?” The cler‘ as‘ed.
Clara gave him a loo‘, then turned to Susan, “Whj are jou obHectO

ing? Pou divorced him.”
Susan lifted her hands, “Recause he’s ljing. De’s not going to do 

what he promised.”
“Pou’re the one who left.” Todd roared.
“Recause jou couldn’t staj faithful. And now jou’re ljing to anO

other woman.”
Todd loo‘ed at Clara, “y’m not ljing.”
I can’t believe this is happening. Clara gazed at the s‘j as storm 

clouds closed in, bloc‘ing the last bit of blue. 
Todd shifted from one foot to the other. Dis Haw clenched3 his brow 

furrowed. “Dow did jou ‘now where we were getting married?”
Susan tilted her head toward her sons, “Dow do jou thin‘?”
Todd’s oldest son slumped. “She as‘ed.”
Clara’s daughter, Ashlej, put her hands on her hips. “-o awaj. This 

is supposed to be mj mom’s special daj.”
Der special daj? Clara loo‘ed at her wedding dress. The strapless 

gown hugged her bodj in all the right places. The hemline fell above 
her ‘nee with a slit up the left side. Soon as she saw it, she ‘new it 
would ma‘e Todd’s ejes pop. She was right. The moment he’d seen 
her, he pulled her close and whispered. “9ur honejmoon can’t start 
soon enough.”

Rut thej hadn’t made it to the honejmoon before Susan started 
trouble.

Thunder rumbled. Clara fanned herself with the copj of her vows. 
Der arms stuc‘ to the sides of her dress. Todd thought being married 
outside on the courthouse patio would be more romantic. Clara rolled 
her ejes. 
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yt was over ;<, with humiditj s‘jOhigh. She was than‘ful she’d worn 
her hair up. Rut as her tendrils wilted and Susan argued with Todd, 
romance was the last thing on her mind. 

What am I doing? She glanced at Todd. At six feet tall, with a full 
head of sandj hair atop a chiseled bodj and a dimple in the center of 
his chin, he was one goodOloo‘ing man. Caring, funnj, and considO
erate, he even helped do the dishes. With no tattoos or pierced bodj 
parts, he was di=erent from her last four husbands. There weren’t 
manj men li‘e him. Surelj this time it had to be right. 

The s‘j split with a brilliant Eash, accompanied bj a thunderous 
boom. Clara felt the ground beneath her sha‘e. Damn! That lightning 
was close. 

The s‘ies let loose. Gverjone ran for cover.
As she entered the courthouse, Clara loo‘ed at her drenched dress 

and sighed. 
So much for the magic that begins happily ever after. 



CHAPTER TWO

Bon Appetite

SANDY

W hen the phone rang, Sandy wiped her hands on her apron, 
grabbed the handle ok the hooc, and balanued it on her 

shoflder as she pflled a loam om hovevade bread mrov the o.en “
H?ello”B
H?i, Rabe B
H!obertFB ?ow she lo.ed hearing his .oiue  -ortyDthree years om 

varriage only intensi’ed her lo.e and respeut mor hiv  HIinnerAs alD
vost ready  L e.en vade the strawberry rhfbarb pie mrov the uo.er om 
last vonthAs Ron xppetite B

She heard a deep sigh  HNoocs lice itAs going to be a mew vore hofrs 
till L uan get hove  L ha.e to get this uontraut throfgh tonight, and the 
maG vauhine is gi.ing ve trofble B

Hxgain”B“xnother late night om worc” Nately, she ne.er cnew when 
heAd vace it hove  SheAd been loocing morward to sharing this veal 
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with hiv  She thofght itAd be mfn to sfrprise hiv and spent the past 
mofr hofrs in the cituhen 

HL cnow  LAv sorry  LA.e been pfshing hard all day to ’nish bemore 
dinner, bft itAs not going to happen B

Sandy morued a svile, H—hatAs oc “ —hancs mor worcing hard to tace 
uare om fs B Cs”“ —hese days it was only her  Rft heAd cnow what she 
veant 

HLAll ceep worcing as mast as L uan “IonAt wait mor ve to eat  ?opeD
mflly, it wonAt be vfuh longer “No.e yof B

x maviliar uliuc, then the line went dead  xnother veal alone “LtAd 
been twenty years sinue their dafghter diedMtwenty years sinue 
!obert bfried hivselm in his worc “You’d think I’d be used to it.“She 
hadnAt melt his absenue as vfuh when her son and grandson were an 
auti.e part om her lime  Rft now”

She glanued at the table arrayed with zhina and wine glasses  xt 
least it wasnAt their anni.ersary  She thofght waiting mor speuial ouD
uasions to set a beaftimfl table was silly “HWe eat with ofr eyes,B her 
vother said ““

She was tevpted to eat in the cituhen and sa.e the table mor the neGt 
night bft then glanued at the &iso Pla6ed Salvon with &fkaleta 5asD
ta Salad and Prfyere &fshroov : zaraveli6ed Enion Rites  —hey 
werenAt mare to be“suarmed down in the cituhen 

xt tives lice these, she vissed her mavily  —he boys appreuiated her 
uoocing  &eals that tooc hofrs to prepare were de.ofred in a vatter 
om vovents avid sviles and lafghter  She ne.er had to wonder what 
to do with lemto.ers  &eals together had always been her ma.orite part 
om the day 

She looced at the pie uooling on the uofnter “They would’ve gone 
crazy over this.
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Lt tfrned oft eGautly lice the uo.er om the vaga6ine “She looced at 
the evpty uhair auross mrov her  Lm only soveone were here to share 
it “

Might as well enjoy a glass of Chardonnay.“She urossed to the wine 
uabinet, then revevbered sheAd ’nished it last night “ —he zabernet 
-ranu wofld ha.e to do  Sandy pflled oft a new bottle and grabbed a 
uorcsurew “

xs the sfnAs rays uast their ’nal hfe, Sandy inhaled, tacing in the 
meast bemore her  Lt vay not be the rovantiu e.ening sheAd planned, 
bft at least itAd be deleutable 



CHAPTER THREE

Connect Group

RACHEL

D r. Phillips leaned forward, “The phenomenon of hematidrosis 
is well documented.”

Juliette scrunched her nose, “Hemati-what?”
Rachel leaned over, “Hematidrosis. That’s the medical term for 

bloody sweat. Under great emotional strain the capillaries in the sweat 
glands can break, mixing blood with sweat.”

Shari grimaced. “Bloody sweat? That sounds gross.” She turned to 
her husband. “Jim, we’re eating.”

“I know.” He scooped more cobbler onto his plate. “Modern schol-
ars often dismiss things in the Bible as erroneous. Like Jesus sweating 
drops of blood. But there was an article in the Journal of Medicine last 
month that summarized seventy-seven known cases.”

“I saw that article.” Dan raised his hands. “Blood, Sweat and Fear.”
Doc Hollingsworth peered over his glasses. “It is extremely rare.”
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“But possible.” Dr. Phillips speared a blueberry with his fork. “Es-
pecially when under great duress.”

Rachel leaned back in her chair. “At the Yrst hospital I worked at, a 
twelve-year-old girl was brought into the ER with blood oozing from 
the intact skin on her scalp.”

Dr. Phillips’ fork halted mid-air. “qou’ve got to be kidding?”
Doc rubbed his chin. “Did they identify the cause?”
“She’d been in a Yght at school with another student. For punish-

ment, she was made to stand in the hallway and cried for an hour after 
they threatened to inform her parents of her behavior. There was no 
physical trauma at the bleeding site.”

Dan leaned in. “So the etiology was intrinsic?”
Rachel turned to him. “Extreme fear of a father and mother who 

scolded her freWuently and compared her to her older sibling every 
time exams came around.”

“That poor girl.” Amanda shook her head. “I hate to think what 
was going on inside her brain to prompt such a physical response.”

“Imagine what had to transpire in Jesus’ brain in the Garden of 
Gethsemane.” Dr. Phillips pointed to his Bible. “‘hat that little girl 
experienced further aOrms the Biblical narrative.” 

Rachel’s eyes were wide. “I love how medicine helps us understand 
and appreciate what Jesus endured.”

Doc poured co9ee into his cup. “And that was only the start of 
Jesus’ blood loss. I have no idea how he continued to carry that cross 
after the scourging he received. Forty lashes would penetrate under-
lying muscles. Arterial blood had to be spurting.”

Shari grimaced.
Rachel rubbed her thumbs together. “‘hen people sing, C‘hat can 

take away my sin? Nothing but the blood of Jesus,’ I wonder if they 
realize how much blood Jesus shed.”
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Amanda leaned forward. “‘ith all that blood loss, it’s amazing he 
didn’t faint.”

“Don’t forget the robe torn o9 Jesus’ back after it adhered to the 
clots of blood and serum.” Dan made a tearing sound. “That had to 
cause excruciating pain as well as excessive blood loss. ‘hen I was on 
a mission trip to the Republic of Georgia the doctors routinely tore 
bandages o9 patients. They thought it helped the healing. 0opious 
amounts of blood 'owed daily.”

Rachel bit her lip. “Sounds barbaric.”
Dan winked at her. “I’m sure their patients agreed with you.”
Doc pointed to his forehead. “And then thorns went into Jesus’ 

head. Even minor cranial lacerations bleed heavily.”
“That was true when 0ory hit his head on the windowsill.” Juliette 

said, “But why?”
Rachel turned toward her. “Because the face and scalp have so many 

blood vessels close to the skin.”
“‘hen I was in Nam I operated on a patient who lost half his face. 

I’ve never seen so much blood. It took four surgeons to stop the 'ow. 
Two of us clipped and cauterized.” Dr. Phillips wiped his forehead. 
“‘e had to tie o9 dozens of arteries and veins torn and bleeding. ‘hile 
we worked on the face, a vascular surgeon struggled to gain control of 
the Vugular.” 

Rachel leaned in, “‘hat happened?”
Shari stood and collected the plates. Amanda followed her into the 

kitchen.
“Little by little as we got the bleeding under control and replaced 

his blood with new units donated by hospital personnel, his blood 
pressure stabilized, and vital signs began to improve. Then we put him 
back together.” Doc Hollingsworth sat back, “It was a miracle, but he 
survived.”
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Rachel raised her eyebrows. “Hospital personnel donated blood?”
“In Nam, we gave everything we had.”
Dan sighed. “Sounds like Wuite a team to work with.”
“That it was.”
Rachel looked around the group and smiled. I can’t believe I found 

a group like this. She’d lost count of how many small groups she’d 
attended over the years. It could be diOcult to connect with other 
believers when you were single and over forty.

But this group felt like a perfect Yt. ‘ith a surgeon, a cardiologist, 
and a physical therapist, they had health care in common. ‘hat Voy to 
relate intellectually as well as spiritually. She loved the dialogue back 
and forth between medicine and God’s ‘ord. 

She looked at her watch and stood, “IAve enVoyed this time. But I 
need to run. The board is meeting tomorrow morning.”

“qou’ve been doing a great Vob at Benice Hospital.” Doc peered over 
his glasses. “Employees and doctors are impressed with the changes 
you’re making.”

Rachel sighed. “Not all of them.” Being the 0Ej of a hospital was 
not for the faint of heart. “But that’s encouraging to hear.”  

“I think it’s amazing what you’ve accomplished in such a short 
time.” Dan gave her two thumbs up. “It’s like a whole di9erent cul-
ture.”

“It’s good to see someone putting the care back in health care - for 
patients and medical personnel.” Dr. Phillips pointed to the group, 
“Now I know why. I should’ve known Jesus would be behind that.”

Rachel picked up her co9ee cup. “May the Great Physician be 
gloriYed in all we do.” She headed into the kitchen to say goodbye.

Shari and Amanda were washing dishes. “‘ho does she think she 
is, walking in here, monopolizing the conversation? 0an’t she see the 
guys need to leave work at work and talk about something else?”



SHARING HjPE ??

Rachel froze.
Amanda stacked plates in the dishwasher. “For these guys medicine 

is more than a Vob. It’s their life. So it interfaces with all aspects of our 
life. It’s what you sign up for when you marry a doctor.” 

“It’s not what I signed up for.” Shari shook her head. “But I wonder 
if someone else is hoping to sign up for it. Did you notice how much 
she talked to Juliette’s husband?” 

Amanda noticed Rachel’s re'ection in the window and elbowed 
Shari. “Shh.”

Rachel grabbed her coat and bolted for the door. Juliette stood 
beside it.

“Nice of you to Voin us.” There was no smile in her eyes.
Rachel couldn’t leave fast enough.



CHAPTER FOUR

Barren

ELIZABETH

E lizabeth pulled into the church parking lot, turned ov the car, 
and glanced in the rearwiem .irrorS Oh great! I never should’ve 

put on mascara. Not today. fhe -ound an old napkin in the glowe co.s
part.ent, met it mith her tongue then ycrubbed to eraye the y.udgey 
under her e’eyS 

fheHd thought -or yure thiy mould be the .onthS ?adnHt yhe -elt 
nauyeouy ’eyterda’B Fut thiy .orning, mhen yheHd gone to the baths
roo., red on the tiyyue told a diverent ytor’S 

xor yewen ’eary, the’Hd been tr’ing to get pregnantS Fut the longing 
eAtended .uch -artherS  Ill her li-e, yheHd drea.ed o- the da’ yheHd be 
a .o.S 

FarrenS Tt maynHt onl’ her mo.bS Tt may her li-eS
…rue, her li-e looked -ull enoughS Iy a ’outh paytorHy mi-e, rare mere 

the da’y her houye didnHt owerRom mith peopleS fhe did lowe the.S  
FutN
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fhe grabbed her purye and Fible, took a deep breath, and headed 
into the -o’erS

”Elizabeth, ’ouHre here Yuyt in ti.eSW Goger handed her a ytack o- 
bulletinyS ”Cou handle the eayt dooryS THll take the meytS EAtra bulletiny 
are on the melco.e tableSW

Oh, Lord, I need grace. Iy a couple approached, yhe -orced her 
cheeky to y.ile and held out a bulletinS ”Melco.e to Tyland Jo..us
nit’ JhurchSW

”…hankySW …he huyband yaidS ?iy e’ey darted aroundS 
…he mo.an reached -or the bulletinS ”…hiy iy our Lryt ti.e hereS 

Jan ’ou tell .e mhere the nuryer’ iyBW 1n her hip may a toddlerS ?iy 
handy mrapped around hiy .o.Hy neckS

”JanHt T yta’ mith ’ou, !o..’BW ?e pleadedS
”Oo, budd’S Tt mill onl’ be -or a little mhileSW
”Fut T donHt knom an’oneSW
…he .o. y.iled, ”Cey, ’ou doS Deyuy iy hereSW
…he little bo’ perked up, ”?e iyBW
”Cou better beliewe itSW
Elizabeth bit her lomer lipS Mhat yhe mouldnHt giwe to hawe a little 

gu’ like thatS fheHd newer mant to leawe hi.S
”4uc’5 CouHre hereSW 
Elizabeth turned to yee fher’l race to greet the nemco.erS 
”TH. yo eAcited ’ou decided to co.eSW
Elizabeth looked -ro. one to the otherS ”Cou gu’y knom each oths

erBW fher’lHy huyband Jurt recentl’ beca.e an elderS 
fher’l put her ar. around her -riendHy yhoulderS ”Me mere roo.s

.atey in collegeS 4uc’ and !ark .owed to farayota layt .onthS MeHwe 
been tr’ing to conwince the. itHy morth the driwe to attend church 
mith uySW
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”Mell, look mho decided to head fouthSW Jurt clapped the nem gu’ 
on the back, then turned to ElizabethS ”Me better pra’ the’ decide to 
yta’SW

Elizabeth -orced her y.iling -ace to nodS Oh God, please give me 
strength.

fher’l leaned tomard Elizabeth, ”Tn college, me mere all part o- the 
planning tea. -or our Oawigatory groupS Cou mouldnHt beliewe the 
ewenty theye tmo ca.e up mithSW

”Jorrection,W yaid !ark, ”…he -our o- uy ca.e up mithS T doubt 
little mouldHwe happened mithout JurtHy craz’ ideaySW

Jurt laughed, ”6o ’ou re.e.ber the ?amaiian part’ mith the 
bell’ Rop conteytBW 

!ark li-ted hiy handyS ”Mho could -orgetSW ?e looked at ElizabethS 
”Jurt may on top o- the minning tea.Hy pile holding tmo lighted 
torchey till he y.acked the materSW

Elizabeth tried to i.agine the nem elder doing a bell’ RopS
”1r the L-tiey danceBW fher’l addedS
”Mhere Jurt ymallomed three goldLyhSW !ark chi.ed inS
Wait. What? Elizabeth -elt her head ypinS …hiy may getting hard to 

-ollomS I feel like a fifth wheel.
”Cou mouldnHt beliewe the ykity 4uc’ uyed to mrite,W yaid JurtS
Skits? fhe looked at 4uc’, mho yhruggedS
”T donHt mrite an’.oreSW 4uc’ turned to fher’l, ”T may hoping 

’ouHd be hereS Ire ’our kidy in the nuryer’BW
fher’l leaned tomardy the little bo’, ”Doyh iy going to be yo eAcited 

to .eet ’ou, EliSW
4uc’ turned to her yon, ”?ear that, budd’B I nem -riend iy maiting 

-or ’ouSW I y.ile began to -or. on EliHy -aceS ?e looyened hiy grip on 
hiy .o.Hy neckS
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Elizabeth matched the. depart and yighed ay the’ headed to the 
nuryer’S Oearl’ ewer’one her age had kidyS I feel so left out.

Fut yhe didnHt hawe ti.e to think about that nomS I ytead’ ytrea. 
o- people approachedS F’ the ti.e church ytarted, her cheeky ached 
-ro. y.ilingS 

I should go sit with the youth. Fut nom cra.py ytartedS As if the ache 
in my heart isn’t enough. fhe grabbed a bottle o- !idol -ro. her purye 
and croyyed to the mater -ountainS

”Ire ’ou okBW 
Elizabeth turned to Lnd Oanc’, the moryhip paytorHy mi-e, beyide 

herS 
”TH. LneSW
”Cou donHt look LneSW 
Elizabeth yhook her headS I should’ve known Nancy would press in. 
”!’ period ytartedSW 
”T a. yorr’SW Oanc’ hugged herS
 Elizabeth appreciated the hug, but Oanc’ couldnHt underytandS 

fhe gawe birth in Iuguyt to a beauti-ul little girlS
I feel so left out. And so alone. No one gets it.
Elizabeth looked tomard the church doory conte.plating an earl’ 

eAitS
Wait. May that a ytudent howering near the entranceB Elizabeth 

malked owerS ”?elloS Jan T help ’ouBW
I girl popped into wiem, ”TH. lateSW fhe pointed ower her yhoulderS 

”THll co.e back another ti.eSW
Elizabeth reached out, ”Cou donHt hawe toS …he’Hre yinging the 

opening yongS TtHy eay’ to ylip in the backSW 
…he girl heyitatedS 
Ok, Lord, give me strength. ”T may about to head in .’yel-S Mould 

’ou like to Yoin .eBW
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”Geall’BW
”CeahS TH. ElizabethS !’ huyband iy the ’outh paytor hereS TtHd be 

.’ Yo’ to yit mith ’ouSW
”TH. …inaS THwe newer been to thiy church be-oreS !’ -a.il’ Yuyt 

.owed here, and me liwe around the cornerS T may curiouyNSW
Elizabeth put her ar. around the girlS ”Jo.e mith .e and check 

it outSW
…he girl looked into her e’eyS ”…hankySW
”!’ pleayure,W Elizabeth yaidS 
Ind yhe .eant itS 



CHAPTER FIVE

Show Me

CLARA

W hat a mess! Clara turned her back to the wind to light a 
cigarette. A wave rolled in, splashed her ankles, and wet the 

frayed edge of her jeans. She inhaled deeply, then Ticked ashes into the 
sea. ’he diamond on her Inger glittered in the sunLs rays.

Clara scowled. ?tLd been a month since sheLd married for the fourth 
time

Bife with a blended family, her two, his three, was challenging 
enough. With Ive kids under ten, the noise was constant. And when 
arguments startedH Clara groaned. I need peace. She often drove to the 
beach to get away.

xut the waves lapping at her feet didnLt calm her heart today. Der 
life was a mess eEternally and she was a hot mess inside.

What have I gotten myself into? I keep hoping things will get better, 
but… she pulled out another cigarette and then looked down as she lit 
it. 
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VDey, xaby. Wanna light my IreHF
Clara raised her eyes and saw an old man hobble toward her. 
She put her lighter into her pocket. ’hen pointed to her ring Inger. 

VSorry, buddy. ’aken.F 
De pu ed out his chest, then leaned in. Vxet he canLt give you what 

? can.F
He has to be nearly seventy. She fought the urge to roll her eyes. 
With long blonde hair and a Igure curved in all the right places, she 

was used to comments as she walked the beach. A beach populated by 
lonely men. 

She pointed to his -OW hat. V’hanks for serving.F ’hen moved 
on. 

She knew what it was like to feel lonely and desperate, so she tried 
to be gentle in her rebu . xesides, who was she to judgeH

Der life was so broken like the bits and pieces of shells that littered 
the sand. ’ossed by waves, crushed underfoot. Der eyes followed as a 
sand crab scurried to its hole. She spied a tulip shell and leaned down. 
?t looked so beautiful. xut when she Tipped it over, the back was 
missing.P 

She picked it up. ’his was her on a good day. Mven when she looked 
good to others. ?f they got close enough, theyLd discover the broken9
ness and all that was missing. SheLd hoped this new relationship might 
change her life. ?t changed it all right. Rore chaos. Rore noise.PWhat 
shell ever gets unbroken? 

A huge wave crashed in. She peered down. As the wave receded, all 
it left was seaweed, driftwood, more broken pieces. 

Is there no hope? 
She tossed the shell and watched as it disappeared into the face of 

another wave. 
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—verhead a bird soared. She followed his path as he gained altitude 
taking energy from currents in the wind. 

I’d love to soar like that. To rise above all the crap of life.
’he bird shifted directions, then soared higher. What song had her 

daughter been singingH They will mount up on wings like eagles? 
Mver since Deather invited Ashley to AwanaLs, sheLd come home 

each week happy, singing new songs. She said they were learning about 
1od and loved the fun she had there. 

Clara was thankful something was going right. xut 1odH SheLd 
never really thought much about him. ?f he eEisted, he seemed far from 
the daily grind of life, especially her life. She felt trapped in a dark place, 
deep within a hole. AnEiety and depression were never far. xut what 
if <H

She glanced at the sky. A longing to connect with something, some9
one bigger, Illed her heart. 

V?f you are real, ? need you. :lease show me.F



CHAPTER SIX

Trash or Treasure

RACHEL

S he’d done it again. Run away when the heat came on. 

Rachel felt like she wore a bright letter A. Not for adultery, but 
for alone. At times they felt the same. Especially when women acted 
like they couldn’t trust her with their husbands.  

But could she blame them? How would she feel if the shoe was on 
the other foot? In truth, she had no clue. There’d never been a ring on 
her Cnger.

Still, she had as much right to be there as they did. 
As she walked through the doors of Island Oommunity Ohurch, 

she sighed. It was her Cfth attempt. The Cfth church in as many 
years. The older she got, the harder it seemed to make connections.

As the O.E.V. of -enice Hospital, she loved having the responsiW
bility of an entire medical facility rest on her shoulders. Gith a single 
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word, she could ezecute change and impact lives. But at church, she 
felt small, tainted, unseen.

Halfway through the Crst song, a bunch of teens Cled into the rows 
before her. Vne girl with a full head of fri33y hair caught her attention. 
She was bigWboned, wore glasses, and intently took notes throughout 
the sermon. That could’ve been me twenty years ago. Ghen the guy 
beside her whispered in her ear, her face lit up with a beautiful smile.

As the pastor preached on 2salm x93, Rachel wondered, Does she 
know she’s wonderfully made? Rachel wished someone had taken the 
time to help her grasp this when she was in high school. Maybe if they 
had, I’d be able to believe it now. 

Instead, she felt like trash. Something to be used, then tossed aside 
when no longer needed. A series of broken relationships reinforced 
that. I must have a radar for dysfunction. If a guy has issues, I’m at-
tracted to him. The few she’d dated with character, she ditched before 
they discovered her baggage. She could easily become a cra3y cat lady 
if she hadn’t been plagued with allergies.

At work, no one would guess. As the Ohief Ezecutive V4cer of 
the local hospital, she was used to being treated with respect. But in 
church, that only seemed to make women more suspicious.

She longed for community. She needed other believers in her life.  
She ga3ed out over the congregation. Please, Lord, would you help me

 find a place here?  



CHAPTER SEVEN

Solicitors

CLARA

W almart sells Bibles? Who would’ve guessed? When Clara saw 
them on the shelf, she eagerly reached for one and added 

it to her cart. Her kids had recently been invited to a Bible club and 
started memorizing verses. Maybe I’ll find some answers here.

Clara arrived home to an empty house. The stillness was unsettling 
till she saw Todd’s note. “Took the kids to Culvers. Love you.”

Well, that was a pleasant surprise. As she unpacked her purchases, 
she pulled out the Bible, grabbed a soda, and headed to the couch. She 
opened to the Irst page and started reading.

“Gn the beginning Nod created the heavens and the earth. …ow the 
earth was formless and void -”

She scanned the page. There was a lot of repetition. Not sure what 
that’s about. She thumbed forward a couple of pages. 

“This is the written account of Adam’s family line. When Nod creR
ated mankind, he made them in the likeness of Nod. He created them 
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male and female and blessed them. And he named them “1ankind” 
when they were created. When Adam had lived 0M; years, he had a 
son in his own likeness, in his own image8 and he named him Seth. 
After Seth was born, Adam lived 9;; years and had other sons and 
daughters. Altogether, Adam lived a total of JM; years, and then he 
died.”

Holy crap! People sure lived long back then. She scanned the rest of 
the page. ?ust a bunch of people’s names and the crazy ages they died. 
What is up with this?

She Dipped towards the middle.
“Call if you will, but who will answer you! To which of the holy 

ones will you turn!”
Holy ones? She turned more pages, “Happy is the one who seizes 

them and dashes your infants across the rocks.”
What? She started crying and tossed the Bible onto the coqee table. 

This makes no sense. I told you I need help, Lord.
 She reached for a tissue, blew her nose, and walked to the trash can. 

Might as well use the time to tidy up.
The doorbell rang. Clara glanced at her watch. Gt was three in the 

afternoon. Who could that be!
She looked through the peephole. Two men she’d never seen before. 

4idn’t they see the …o Solicitors sign! When they knocked again, she 
opened the door, thankful for the locked screen between them.

“HiV G’m Eastor 4an, and this is my friend Harry. 4o you have 
anything you’d like us to pray for! Pr any spiritual ‘uestions!”

Clara rolled her eyes. Who does this?
Then she remembered the beach and her prayer for help. Could this 

be an answer? What the hell, why not ask?
She crossed her arms, “Gs it true!”
Eastor 4an leaned in, “Gs what true!”
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“All this stuq G hear TY preachers say about Nod! 4oesn’t he have 
better things to do than waste time on someone like me! 4oes he even 
give a damn what’s happening in our lives!” 

Harry’s eyebrows shot up.  
But Eastor 4an pulled out his Bible and Dipped to the middle. “LisR

ten to this, and tell me what you think. 5P Lord, you have eUamined 
my heart and know everything about me. —ou know when G sit or 
stand. When far away, you know my every thought.”

Eastor 4an smiled, “4oes that sound like Nod cares!”
“Nod knows everything about me!” Clara grabbed a pack of cigaR

rettes from her pocket and tapped it against her hand. “That’s pretty 
scary.”

Eastor 4an nodded. 5He knows everything about every single one 
of us. The good, the bad, the ugly, and he still longs for relationship 
with us.”

She lit her cigarette, then tossed the lighter onto a nearby table. “But 
why! That makes no sense.”

Eastor 4an pointed at her lawn. “G see toys out here. —ou must have 
kids.”

Clara rolled her eyes. “G tell them all the time to put stuq up when 
they are done.”

“G know,” Eastor 4an said. “1ine can drive me crazy, too. But G love 
them something Ierce. Bet you love yours, too.”

Standing taller, Clara tapped her chest. “…o one gets between this 
momma bear and her cubs.”

Eastor 4an chuckled. “2Uactly. Listen to what the Bible goes on to 
tell us about Nod,” he looked down at his Bible, then back up, “…o, 
wait. Would you like to read this for yourself!”  He held out his Bible. 
“Gt’s incredible.”
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Clara sighed. 6nlocked the screen door. Then stepped out, tossing 
her unInished cigarette. She took the Bible from him and started 
reading where he pointed. “—ou made all the delicate inner parts of 
my body and knit them together in my mother’s womb. Thank you 
for making me so wonderfully compleU. Gt is amazing to think about. 
—our workmanship is marvelous*and how well G know it.”

She looked up with a scowl. 
Eastor 4an nodded, “Gt’s true, though G sometimes struggle to beR

lieve it. jeep going.”
“—ou were there while G was being formed in utter seclusion. —ou 

saw me before G was born and scheduled each day of my life before G 
began to breathe. 2very day was recorded in your book. How precious 
it is, Lord, to realize that you are thinking about me constantly.”

She looked up, “Nod is thinking about me constantly!”
Eastor 4an nodded. “—es. He created you. He cares about you. How 

many times a day do you think about your kids!”
She shrugged. “G couldn’t begin to count.”
Eastor 4an said, “2Uactly. See what it says in the neUt verse.” He 

pointed. “G can’t even count how many times a day your thoughts turn 
toward me. And when G waken in the morning, you are still thinking 
of me.”

Clara scratched behind her ear. “—ou guys are probably going to 
think G’m crazy.” She told them about her walk on the beach and her 
prayer.

When she Inished, Eastor 4an nudged his friend. “4o you hear 
that! We’re an answer to prayer. …ow G know why Nod told me to do 
this today. G’m not even from this area. G was visiting Harry when the 
Holy Spirit said, 5Net up and go.’ So, we did. G wondered if G’d heard 
right. Then you answered the door.”
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Later, as the men prepared to leave, Eastor 4an said, “There’s a party 
happening in heaven right now.”

“A party!”
He nodded, “—ep. 4o you have a Bible! Gf not, you are welcome to 

mine.”
Clara nodded, “G do. G Kust bought one today.” 
“Nreat.” He smiled, “Check out Luke 0KL0;.”
Clara repeated, “Luke 0KL0;!” 
Eastor 4an nodded, “—ep.” He opened his Bible to the table of conR

tents and pointed. “Luke is one of the books in the …ew Testament. 
So you turn there. The numbers stand for the chapter and verse. Nod 
bless you, Sis.”

Clara headed inside and grabbed her new Bible.
“Luke- chapter 0K- verse 0;- MGn the same way, G tell you, there 

is reKoicing in the presence of the angels of Nod over one sinner who 
repents.M” Clara laughed and looked up, “Gmagine that. Angels are 
reKoicing over me!” 

She looked down at her Bible. “G Kust might learn to like you.”



CHAPTER EIGHT

Birthday Blessings

SANDY

S andy rose at the irst hfnt ow daln and lakbed tlo cko,bs to the 
cea,hg eauer to hznt wossfkf’ed sharbs. teeth cewore the tozrfsts 

des,ended DAafky tfdes ,reated an onuofnu treaszre hznt Dj szrue ow 
voy ikked her lheneper she sTotted a cka,bg trfanuzkar shaTe lfth one 
konu Tofnt at the end DFhe uzfdecoob asszred they lere Trehfstorf,  
mor the sabe ow the kone lo“an slf““fnu oHshoreg she hoTed they 
lere rfuht 

js she Tassed the tzrtke Tatrok ,he,bfnu nestsg her Thone ranu  
?”ekkoB!

?”aTTy Ifrthday to yozG ”aTTy Ifrthday to yozG ”aTTy Ifrthday 
dear SandyG W.“ so ukad Yod “ade yozG!

?IarcfeG Chat a dekfuht to hear wro“ yoz !
?W lanted to ce the irst to lfsh yoz a haTTy cfrthday !
?4oz are  Iztg ft has to ce earky wor yoz ! Sandy koobed at her lat,h 

and dfd the “ath  :okorado las tlo hozrs earkfer  ?3E3N a“B!
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?4eT  W ,ozkdn.t skeeT  Fhe Tostx“enoTazsak ,zrse strfbes auafn  
Chen W koobed at “y lat,hg W reakf’ed yoz lere Trocacky zT !

?4oz.re rfuht ! Sandy s“fkedg ?Lzt lakbfnu the cea,h !
?Chat a ureat lay to lek,o“e thfs neJt year ow yozr kfwe !
Sandy fnhaked the wresh sakty afr  ?Wt fs kopeky here !
?Cfsh W las lfth yoz  Wt.s 33 deurees oztsfde  Fhe irst snolwakk “ay 

ce earky thfs year !
?4oz ,an aklays ,o“e pfsft !
?W lozkd kope to ! 
Fhey coth bnel ft.d ce a lhfke  Chen the kast ow Iarcfe.s bfds 

kewt ho“eg she de,fded to head ca,b to s,hook  qal s,hook  She nol 
lorbed her drea“ voc wa,fkftatfnu adoTtfons  

?Ietter rzn and see fw W ,an ,at,h a wel “ore lfnbs  Yot a ,ase to 
Tresent thfs “ornfnu  jkk Trayers aTTre,fated !

?4oz.pe uot the“  Fhanbs wor ,akkfnu !
?Mnvoy the cea,h eJtra wor “eg obB!
Sandy asszred her she lozkd  She ,ertafnky had tf“e to  Rol she 

,ozkd lakb thfs cea,h akk dayg epery dayg fw she lanted DShe koobed 
worlard to the day lhen her hzscand ,ozkd vofn her D qast “onth 
8ocert ,ekecrated hfs sfJtyxse,ond cfrthday DJust a few more years until 
he can retire. Chether he lozkd or not re“afned to ce seen D”e koped 
hfs lorb and envoyed the TeoTke he lorbed lfthg as lekk as the thrfkk 
ow lfnnfnu the sake 

2ayce one dayg he.d ,o“e to kope Peszs kfbe she had D 
jwter thefr dazuhter dfed fn a ,ar a,,fdentg a wrfend fnpfted her 

to a s“akk dfs,zssfon urozT lhere lo“en ,ozkd asb hard sTfrftzak 
9zestfons   Afd Sandy eper hape 9zestfons  

”ol ,ozkd a kopfnu Yod ket her dazuhter dfeB Panet aklays takbed 
acozt Peszs awter uofnu to pa,atfon cfcke s,hook lfth a wrfend  She 
lakbed aroznd the hozse sfnufnu Peszs kopes “e D Afd heB Fhen lhy 
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dfd the drznb drfper lakb alay lfth onky a wel s,rat,hesB ”ol las 
that wafrB jnuer eJTkoded as she asbed ea,h 9zestfon 

Izt she akso lanted to bnol lhat haTTened awter death  She konued 
to see her dazuhter auafn 

Fhat.s lhen she “et Iarcfe  She ked the dfs,zssfons and lek,o“ed 
Sandy lar“ky  Fhe lo“en fn the urozT kfstenedg attentfpeg Tatfent  
Ro one trfed to ,orre,t or vzdue herg epen lhen she ranted and raped 
auafnst thefr Yod  Wnsteadg they ,rfed lfth her and uentky ked her to 
the Yreat :o“worter  Chat a ufwt to hape a sawe Tka,e to Tro,ess  

8ocert neper had that  Wnsteadg he threl hf“sekw fnto lorb 
Sandy sfuhed  So“e a,hes neper keape  She tzrned and ua’ed at the 

horf’on  Thank you, Lord for carrying me and holding the pieces of my 
heart.



CHAPTER NINE

The Elevator

RACHEL

T he click of Rachel’s heels on the tiled roou echoed thuog.h the 
hall  H,eu feet achedb Agt she didn’t caue H5t ‘8“xb she needed 

the emtua hei.ht to look Nost doctous in the face  yoAodw looked doSn 
on heu 

vhe .lanced at the ple in heu hands as she Saited fou the eleWatou to 
ozen  vhe Sas not lookin. fouSaud to this nemt encognteu  jhen the 
doous ozenedb she zagsed to let the zassen.eus emit  

5 .iul Sith fuiIIw haiu eNeu.edb zgshin. a caut of aut sgzzlies  Wait. 
Isn’t that the girl from church?HRachel’s heaut uate incueased  

5s the .iul zgshed heu caut oWeu the eleWatou .azb the Aack Sheels 
cag.ht  5 stack of zazeus fell to one side  Thog.h the .iul ”gNzed to 
steadw theNb soNe fell to the roou HRachel kneeled to helz and heaud 
heu NgNAleb xD aN sgch a klgtI ?

Rachel held ogt the zazeus  xEid D see wog at chguch last vgndawG? 
The .iul looked zgIIled  xOmcgse NeG?
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Rachel tuied a.ain  xEo wog attend Dsland MoNNgnitw MhguchG?
5 sNile illgNinated the .iul’s face  x3h wes HD’We Aeen .oin. theue fou 

the zast feS weaus ? Then heu AuoSs knit to.etheu  xEo wog .o theueG?
Rachel leaned in  xKast vgndaw Sas Nw pust tiNe ?
xvSeet ? The .iul saidb xBw naNe is 2alea ? H
xjhat a Aeagtifgl naNe HEoes it haWe a szecial Neanin.G?
xDt’s ,aSaiian and Neans roSeu Sueath ? 1lacin. the euuant zazeus 

on the cautb she NoWed heu hizs and lag.hed  xKike the kind hgla .iuls 
Seau ? 

Rachel asked  x5ue wog ,aSaiianG?
xBw dad Sas fuoN ,aSaii  :gtb? heu sNile fadedb xD’We no idea 

Sheue he is noS ? 
xD’N souuw ? Rachel lon.ed to ueach ogt to this .iul  
2alea shook heu head  xDt’s ok  ,e isn’t Weuw nice ? vhe pd.eted Sith 

a zencil 
Oh God, what should I say? Rachel Ait heu liz  xDt’s .ood to Neet 

wogb 2alea HBw naNe is Rachel ? vhe zointed to the caut  xKooks like 
wog haWe wogu hands fgll ? 

2alea lifted a hand coWeued in duied zaint  x:een cueatin. Sith kids 
on the zediatuic roou ? 

Rachel’s eweAuoSs uose  
xD stauted a cogzle of Seeks a.o to .et Wolgnteeu hogus fou colle.e  D 

need all the scholaushizs D can .et ? 5 sNile lit heu ewes  x:gt D sgue do 
loWe those kids ?

xD Aet thew loWe wog too ? 5s the eleWatou doous ueozenedb Rachel 
zgt ogt heu hand to stoz theN  xThanks fou doin. this ? vhe held gz 
the foldeu  xD’We .ot to ugn ?

xThanks fou helzin. Ne  D hoze to see wog at chguch ? 2alea zgshed 
heu caut doSn the hall 
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1gnchin. the Agtton fou the pfth rooub Rachel Sished she cogld 
helz the .iul  But, She fuoSned. I’ve no idea how unless it’s to tell her 
what not to do so she doesn’t screw up her life. vhe looked at the foldeu  
Here’s hoping I’m not about to screw mine up even more. H



CHAPTER TEN

Tea Party

ELIZABETH

“A nd over here are the hats.” Elizabeth led the teens to the 
corner, where a stand featured many styles.

The girls squealed with delight as they tried on dikerent ones, then 
checOed themselves in the mirror.

“Iooh. p want the Ho??y one. ’ow do p looOK” Amanda ?lo??ed 
it on her head and twirled.

Elizabeth smiled, “Absolutely adorable.”
“pPll taOe the cowboy hat.” Welly ?laced it on her head and elbowed 

the girl beside her. “’owdy, Lardner.”
“Dhat is thisK” Tina held u? a cli? with a large decorative design.
Elizabeth crossed her arms. “That, my dear is a fascinator.”
“A whatK” 
“A fascinator. pts name comes from the Batin word fascinare, which 

means a thing or ?erson es?ecially enthralling.” 
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xanice snatched it from TinaPs hands. “pPll taOe that one. pPm the 
most fascinating one here.”

“SutYK”
Elizabeth reached for another hat and handed it to Tina. “This is 

my favorite. ptPs called a ?illbo" hat and was my momPs. xacOie Inassis 
made it famous. jou wear it tilted to one side.” Ghe hel?ed Tina ?ut it 
on, “xust as p thought. pt looOs lovely on you.”

Tina looOed at herself in the mirror and smiled, “ThanOs.”
xanice scowled and threw ok the fascinator. “This looOs ridiculous.”
“Dould you liOe me to hel?K”
“Mo.” Ghe selected another one. “DhatPs this calledK”
“A ?orO ?ie hat.” 
The girls giggled.
“ptPs similar to a fedora, but the fedora,” Elizabeth reached around 

the bacO and ?ulled one out, “has a longer brim.-
xanice ditched the ?orO?ie and grabbed the fedora.
“jou have so many hats,” Amy said.
Elizabeth winOed. “p liOe to have fun.”
Everyone had a hat e"ce?t Amy, who Oe?t looOing, ?eriodically 

reaching out, then dro??ing her hand.
“pPve got 1ust the one for you.” Ghe ?ulled out a sim?le hat re9

sembling an u?side9down bowl that Hared at the edges. “ptPs called a 
cloche. To be 205Cs authentic, you can wear it with a boa.” Ghe ?ulled 
one out of the chest ne"t to the stand.

“Ih, my goodness.” Amanda gas?ed, “That looOs amazing on 
you.” 

Amy looOed at herself in the mirror and smiled.
“There are all sorts of accessories in the chest. Dhile you have fun 

?utting your out6ts together, p will get our tea.” Ghe grabbed the ?orO 
?ie hat, curtsied, and headed to the Oitchen.
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The girls gas?ed when they saw the table. 
“This is beautiful.”
As they sat down, Tina said, “Everyone needs beauty as well as 

bread.”
“Doah.” Welly scratched her head. “ThatPs dee?.”
“And true.” Elizabeth agreed.
“xohn Ruir said that.” Tina shrugged. “p liOe to collect quotes.”
Elizabeth ?ut the sugar cubes on the table. “Re too.”
“p liOe to collect cooOies.” xanice grabbed a handful, then tooO a 

huge bite.
Elizabeth reached over. “Dould you liOe to thanO the Bord for us, 

xaniceK”
xanice rolled her eyes. “Mo, Amanda wants to.”
“p doK” Amanda ?ut her cooOie down. “IO.” Ghe folded her hands 

and looOed u?, “Near 3od, thanOs for the fun and food and hats and 
tea and Y“

xanice nudged her. “Amen.” 
As the girls hea?ed food onto their ?lates, Elizabeth ?oured the tea.
“No you have any sodaK”
Elizabeth grabbed a two9liter of coOe from the fridge. “Dould you 

liOe me to ?our this into your tea cu? insteadK”
A number of the girls nodded.
“Van we do this every weeOK” Amanda reached for a 6nger sand9

wich, then tooO a big bite.
“Mo, silly,” Welly held u? a mini mu7n. “Then it wouldnPt be 

s?ecial. And we wouldnPt get to do the other fun things Elizabeth 
comes u? with. p loved the relays we did last weeO.”

“G?eaOing of which,” Elizabeth raised her eyebrows. “pPve got an9
other idea.”

The girls leaned in.
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“Ine of our missionaries in Africa okered to send a bunch of beads. 
Dould you girls liOe to maOe braceletsK”

AmyPs eyes widened. “That would be so fun.”
“Dith real African beadsK” xanice crossed her arms.
Elizabeth nodded.  “p  was  thinOing we could each maOe two 

bracelets, one to Oee? and one to give away.”
Welly scrunched her nose. “Dho would we give it toK”
“Dhat if we did it liOe a service ?ro1ectK” Amanda said.
Amy reached for another cooOie. “A service ?ro1ectK”
“jeah. BiOe what if we made the bracelets and tooO them to women 

over at the Genior &riendshi? Venter.” Amanda shrugged. “Then we 
could get volunteer hours for college.”

“Uolunteer hoursK” Tina asOed.
“jeah, to get the &lorida Sright &utures Gcholarshi?.”
“DhatPs thatK”
Welly rubbed her 6ngers together. “A free ticOet to college.”
TinaPs 1aw dro??ed. “GeriouslyK”
“je?. pf you get …C volunteer hours and score high enough on the 

GAT or AVT, you get a full ride to any state college in &lorida.”
“Ir if you donPt score high enough,” Amy said, “you can at least get 

…C8 of your tuition ?aid,”
“ThatPs incredible.” Tina raised her hand. “Gign me u?.”
“3ladly.” Elizabeth hugged her. “pPm so thanOful youPve 1oined us.” 

Ghe looOed at the other girls. “p was thinOing since this is TinaPs 6rst 
time, wePd have some fun.” Ghe leaned in. “Dho wants to ?lay two 
truths and a lieK”

The girls gas?ed. “Ioooh, yeah.”
TinaPs brow wrinOled. “DhatPs thatK”
Amy lifted her hands. “jou share three things about yourself, but 

one is totally made u?. De have to guess which one isnPt true.” 
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Welly held u? a cooOie. “De always learn sweet stuk about each 
other.”

“And whoever guesses right,” Elizabeth lifted a bag onto the table, 
“gets a handful of R'RPs.”

“jum.”
“Dho wants to go 6rstK”
“p do.” Welly 1um?ed u?. “p climbed three 2—ers with my family last 

Gummer, tooO my 6rst ste? when p was si" months old, and liOe to Onit 
baby blanOets.”

“TherePs no way you could ever sit long enough to Onit.” xanice 
reached for the R'RPs.

Welly reached into her bacO?acO and ?ulled out Onitting needles, 
“Mo?e. p 1ust found out pPm going to be an aunt, and p love Onitting. p 
do it to Oee? my hands busy when p watch TU or wait for something.”

xanice tossed the bag onto the table.
“Mo one starts walOing at si" months.” Amanda reached for the bag. 

“pPm studying child develo?ment in my ?sychology class.” 
“Drong again.” Welly laughed. “p really did start walOing at si" 

months.”
“Go you didnPt climb three 2—ersK” Tina asOed.
“Singo.” Welly handed her the R'RPs. “De climbed 6ve.”
Tina tooO a few out of the bag.
“Mow itPs your turn to go.”
“:m, oO!. p moved here from Soston. pPve moved thirteen times.” 

Ghe looOed around the room with a tiny smile, “And xohnny DatOins 
1ust asOed me out.”

xanice rolled her eyes. “There is no way xohnny DatOins asOed you 
out.”

Tina looOed at her. “DhyK”
“Secause hePs mine.” xanice glared.
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“’ePs yoursK”
Amanda leaned over. “GhePs had a crush on him since Oinder9

garten.”
“Ih.” Tina 6dgeted with her na?Oin. “p didnPt Onow.”
The front door o?ened. “’i, guys.”
“Walea.” xoy surged through ElizabethPs heart. “jou made it.”
“xust  6nished  volunteering  at  the  hos?ital.”  Ghe  raised  her 

?aint9stained hands.
“3rab a hat ok the racO, then 1oin us.” Elizabeth ?ulled another 

chair to the table.
Walea selected a beret, then sat ne"t to Tina. “p donPt thinO wePve 

met.”
“pPm Tina. Ry family moved here a month ago. p live around the 

corner from the church.”
“Dhat year are you in schoolK”
“Genior.”
Amy turned to her. “jou had to move your senior yearK That 

stinOs.”
Tina looOed down at her hands. “Actually, it was a good thing.”
Walea grabbed a cooOie, “Dhere did you move fromK”
“Soston.”
ElizabethPs eyebrows raised. Go that one was true.  
“jou havenPt moved thirteen timesK” Amanda said.
Ghe held out the R'RPs. “ptPs been 6fteen.”
AmyPs 1aw dro??ed. “ps your dad liOe in the military or somethingK” 
Tina looOed Hustered. “Ir!something.”
Elizabeth turned to Walea. “DeMre ?laying two truths and a lie. jour 

turn Amanda.”
Tina looOed at her gratefully.
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“p love hamburgers, watching Touched by an Angel, and,” Amanda 
got a dreamy looO in her eyes, “xustin TimberlaOe.”

“ThatPs easy.” xanice said, “jouPre a vegetarian.”
“jou areK”
Amanda nodded, “xust became one last weeO. Eating animals is 

gross.”
Guess she didn’t notice ham in the finger sandwiches. “jour turn 

xanice.”
xanice looOed at Tina. “p love xohnny DatOins, thong underwear, 

and vodOa.”
“Iooooh, girl.” Amanda gave her a high 6ve, “ThatPs one loaded 

list.”
“jou can not love wearing butt Hoss.” Welly said, “That looOs so 

uncomfortable.”
xanice smiled, “jou donPt wear it to Oee? it on.” 
The girls giggled.
Oh Lord, have mercy. What do I do with these girls? 
“Go then it must be vodOaK” Walea asOed.
xanice nodded, “p havenPt had it yet.”
Walea hel?ed herself to R'RPs. “Set these taste a whole lot better.”
xanice smirOed. “p bet vodOaPs more fun.”
Elizabeth shooO her head. “jour turn Walea.”
 “IO. p love xesus, want to be a missionary when p grow u?, and 1ust 

started learning how to ?lay the guitar.”
“jouPre su??osed to say things we donPt already Onow.” Amanda 

said. “pPm going to guess the guitar is a lie.”
Walea handed her the R'RPs. “Dell, p ho?e it becomes true soon. 

pPd love to learn how to hel? lead worshi?.”
“jou wouldK” Amy said.
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“p thinO it would add so much to our grou?, and my 6ngers are 
itching to try.”

Elizabeth stood. “ValebPs been ?raying 3od would ?rovide some9
one to do that.” Ghe ran into the other room and came out holding 
a guitar. “’e brought this home the other night. ’e was hel?ing to 
clean out Rrs. EdwardsP house after she ?assed, and her son gave him 
this.” Ghe held out the guitar. “jouPre welcome to have it.”

“GeriouslyK” WaleaPs face lit u?, “Sut doesnPt Valeb want itK”
“Valeb is about as musical as,“ Elizabeth scratched her head. “letPs 

1ust say hePs in the 1oyful noise category.” 
Walea ran her hands over the wood. “ptPs beautiful.”
“ptPs not fancy, but Rrs. EdwardsP son said itPs a great one to learn 

on. ’e gave a booO that e"?lains how to get started.” Ghe handed it to 
Walea.

“Awesome. p canPt wait to start.” Walea caressed the strings.
Elizabeth looOed around. “Amanda, you already went. LicO some9

one who hasnPt shared.”
“p ?icO!” Ghe ?ointed at Amy but saw xanice frown, so turned to 

Elizabeth. “jou.”
“jes.” Welly said, “Tell us something we donPt Onow.” 
The girls leaned in.
“jeah.” xanice snicOered. “DhatPs it liOe to have se" with ValebK” 
The girls gas?ed. Elizabeth felt her face get warm. 
Walea ?ut down the guitar. “Gto? it, xanice. Mot everyone is thinO9

ing about se" all the time. Elizabeth gets to ?icO what she wants to 
share.”

Oh God, help me not react. Elizabeth e"haled. “IO, ’erePs my threeN 
p have a blue belt in Oarate, once hitchhiOed in Euro?e, and Valeb and 
p waited until after we were married to have se".” 

“jou waited til after you were marriedK” AmandaPs eyes were big.



G’A4pM3 ’ILE —2

Elizabeth smiled. “That is de6nitely true. And p am so thanOful we 
did.”

xanice looOed u?. “ps that why you donPt have OidsK”
Elizabeth felt the blood drain from her face. The girls gas?ed and 

looOed at Elizabeth.
Walea 1um?ed u?. “xaniceO”
Elizabeth ?laced her hand on her heart. Father forgive her. She 

doesn’t know what she does.
xanice sat with her arms crossed. A smug looO on her face. 
Ever since xanice started coming to youth grou?, shePd been trying 

to ?ush everyone away. I wonder what her story is. Please help me see 
her the way you do, Lord. 

Elizabeth tooO a dee? breath and looOed at xanice. “That hurt. Sut 
p ho?e you Onow, p ho?e each of you Onows, how much p love you. Mo 
matter what.”

Amy sna??ed her 6ngers. “’itchhiOing. pt has to be hitchhiOing.”
“DhatK” Elizabeth turned and looOed at her. ’er heart still felt liOe 

it was bleeding, but at least now there was ?eace.
“p 1ust rented MThe Warate Wid.M Mo one could endure a comment 

liOe that without some serious Oarate training. Am p rightK”
Elizabeth handed her the bag of R'RPs, “jouPve got that right. 

That and a big dose of grace. jour turn.” 
Amy munched on a cou?le of R'RPs as she thought. “p once had 

a ?u??y, sang a solo on Sroadway, and!” her face lit u?, “p 1ust started 
meeting with an older woman from church.”

xanice ?ointed at her, “There is no way you ever sang on Sroadway.” 
Amy tilted her head to the side. “jouPre right. Sut p do ho?e to one 

day.”
“GweetO Dill you get us ticOetsK” Amanda clas?ed her hands togeth9

er. xanice glared. Amanda dro??ed her eyes.
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ElizabethMs brow furrowed. “jouPre meeting with an older woman 
from churchK” 

AmyPs head bobbed. 
This is so exciting! Elizabeth longed for years to get the older women 

connected to the teens. &inally, one was doing more than com?lainK
“De met last weeO. Ghe sat in the row behind me and reached out 

before the service. After she heard my story, she asOed if pPd liOe to get 
together to read the Sible.” Amy giggled. “Ghe was really into drama 
in high school, too.”

Into drama in high school? Who could that be? Elizabeth lifted her 
hands. “Go, who is this older womanK”

“Ghe 1ust started coming to psland Vommunity Vhurch. ’er name 
is Bucy.”

ElizabethPs heart started to beat faster. Lucy? An older woman? Like 
maybe a year older than me. 

Dhat was Bucy doing reaching out to her youthK



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Good Will

SANDY

S andy ipeetd hrougsr hrt crpohc un hrt oak,. hrtn sacetdT wrtot 
fac unt mouC ’rpkulc hrah chpHH rad hasc un phT vto cCpHt fpdtntd 

ac crt dpckujtotd ph bgch raeetntd hu zt pn rto cpEtT AastoHy crt cnahkrtd 
hrt iufpns hgnpk. addtd ph hu hrt epHt pn rto aoCc. and rtadtd hu hrt 
dotccpns ouuCT  

G mtf ytaoc asu. crt fugHdnlh rajt zttn kagsrh dtad crueepns pn 
 uudfpHH. zgh amhto a ntpsrzuo craotd hrt pnkotdpzHt dtaHc crt mugnd 
hrtot. Sandy chaohtd supnsT ?

wrpc fac a hotacgot rgnhT Srt ntjto ,ntf frah crtld “ndT Gnd ah 
Htcc hran “jt duHHaoc eto phtC. fru kugHd otcpch” 

Gc crt rtadtd hu hrt krtk,ugh otspchto. hrt caHtc accukpaht cCpHtdT 
LSandy. cu suud hu ctt yugTI ?

Srt eHaktd rto epHt un hrt kugnhtoT LDugpct. yug funlh ztHptjt frah 
B mugnd hudayTI 
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Dugpct epk,td ge hrt ’rpkulc crpohT Lwrpc zHgt Cahkrtc yugo 
tytcT?Gnd yug mugnd ’aHjpn YHtpn eanhc”?SftthTI

Sandy Htantd pnT Lwrtylot a HphhHt hpsrh. zgh BlC ruepns hrtylHH CuW
hpjaht Ct hu ,tte faH,pnsTI 

wrt caHtc accukpaht HagsrtdT L$ug ktohapnHy suh Hgk,y hudayT Gnn 
wayHuoT?’uHdfahto ’ott,T MHak, vugct 3rpht 4ao,thT  uh hu Hujt ph 
frtn hruct opkr Hadptc un hrt kuach kHtao ugh hrtpo kHucthcT wrah fpHH 
zt 288TVxT 3ugHd yug Hp,t hu ougnd ge hu dunaht and rtHe hruct Htcc 
muohgnaht “nd fuo,”I 

Sandy nuddtd ac crt egHHtd ugh rto kotdph kaodT Gh Htach cuCtunt 
fugHd ztnt“h mouC rto ruzzyT 

Srt epHtd hrt kHuhrtc pnhu hrt zak, ctah and “sgotd crt zthhto zgy 
Cuot ransaocT?Good thing Bed, Bath and Beyond is nearby.

I am going to go right in, pick up those hangars and then head straight 
out. Mgh hrt kandHtc kagsrh rto tytT Srt otakrtd muo unt. AgkaHyehgc 
Sast. and pnraHtdT What a fragrance! Bh ftnh choapsrh pnhu rto kaohT 
wrtn crt ceptd anuhrto kaHHtd DpHak FanpHHaT Gc crt otakrtd muo ph. a 
erunt oans pn hrt nt…h apcHtT

L apHT?3rah buy hu rtao mouC yugT B aC cu hran,mgH yug kaHHtdT?BlC 
cfaCetd hoypns hu sth zgHHthpnc muHdtd muo SgndayT Gnd hrtn B nttd hu 
sth iptoc eopnhtd and dpchopzghtd muo hrt vaojtch OtchpjaH andPTI ?

Sandy addtd hrt DpHak FanpHHa kandHt hu rto kaoh and rtadtd hu hrt 
ransaocT Srt hgontd hrt kuonto and caf hrt fuCan un hrt erunt 
souan and doue rto rtad pnhu rto randcT Sandy eagctdT?wrt fuCan 
chuud pn mounh um hrt ransaocT This is awkward. 

wrtn Sandy ceptd hrt caHh and eteeto cra,tocT Mine could use up-
dating. Srt eundtotd frthrto hu add hrtC hu rto kaohT

LB kanlh ztHptjt yuglot CujpnsTI OouC hrt kuonto um rto tyt. Sandy 
caf hrt fuCan un hrt erunt cra,t rto rtadT L$ugljt zttn a Hpmtcajto 
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juHgnhttopns pn hrt krgokr uAktT B dunlh ,nuf ruf BlHH cgojpjt fphrW
ugh yugTI 

Volunteering??Sandy egh a fuudtn eteeto sopndto pnhu rto kaohT I 
wish I could find a place to volunteer where someone needed me. Dach 
ftt, crtld juHgnhttotd pn hrt Ooptndc um hrt Dpzoaoy zuu,chuotT Ruh 
unt etocun kaCt pnT 

LBlC hran,mgH yugo ,pdc fanh yug hu Hpjt fphr hrtC and hrah yuglHH 
sth Cuot hpCt fphr yugo soand,pdc. zgh B fpHH Cpcc yugT wrt fruHt 
krgokr fpHH Cpcc yugTI

Sandy fundtotd frah krgokr crt ftnh huT?Srtld jpcphtd a mtf zgh 
radnlh cthhHtd un unt ythT It must be nice to feel so wanted.

Gc hrt fuCan capd suudzyt and othgontd rto erunt hu rto egoct. 
Sandy Cujtd hufaod hrt ransaocT?Srt eupnhtd ztrpnd hrt fuCanT 
LA…kgct CtT ’ugHd B sth cuCt um hructI

LSu cuooyTI wrt fuCan zogcrtd afay a htao and egcrtd rto kaoh ugh 
um hrt fayT

Gc Sandy otakrtd muo hrt ransaoc. crt fundtotd. Did I hear that for 
a reason? Is that something you’d have me do, Lord? I have the time. But 
wouldn’t offering seem strange? Would it sound like I was nosy, listening 
to her conversation? A…kteh ah hrah juHgCt. Sandy t…etkhtd Cgkr um 
hrt chuot rtaodT Bh facnlh Hp,t hrt fuCan frpcetotdT Would you please 
make it clear, Lord, if you want me to say anything?

Gc crt rtadtd hu hrt otspchto. Sandy mugnd hrt krgokr Hady pn Hpnt 
artad um rtoT

G fuCan pn mounh Huu,td ah hrt krgokr HadyBc kaohT L3ac hrtot a caHt 
un juhpjtc”I 

wrt krgokr Hady cruu, rto rtadT
LBh Huu,c Hp,t yuglot sthhpns otady muo a ktHtzoahpunTI 
wrt krgokr Hady t…raHtdT?L’tHtzoahpns pc hrt Hach hrpns B mttH Hp,t 

dupns hudayT wrtylot muo fuo,TI
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L$ug Cgch fuo, ah a mgn eHaktTI 
LBlC hrt ctkothaoy ah BcHand ’uCCgnphy ’rgokrT Bh pc a fundtomgH 

eHaktT Mgh kgootnhHy. phlc anyhrpns zgh mgnT B aC cfaCetdT B dunlh 
,nuf ruf B fpHH “npcr tjtoyhrpns ztmuot SgndayTI

LSugndc Hp,t yug nttd rtHeTI wrt fuCan hgontd and Cujtd muoW
faodT

wrt krgokr ctkothaoy cpsrtdT LNu B tjtoTI 
Sandy mgCzHtd fphr rto egoctT?What if this is some weird church? I 

don’t know anything about it.?Srt Huu,td ah rto kaoh fphr phc ransaoc. 
eteeto sopndto. and kandHtc and hrugsrh um hrt kHuhrtc pn hrt kaoT I 
need more in my life. This woman needs help. I guess I could offer to 
assist once and see how it goes. ?

Srt otakrtd ugh and haeetd hrt krgokr ctkothaoy un hrt crugHdtoT



CHAPTER TWELVE

Crash

CLARA

“C lara Johnson to the main oc.e”g 

Clara dlan.eb at her yloobv dloTes” where fere still putv 
ko,nbs ou sirloin to ka.?ade” What are they thinking?

“ClaraD bib vo, hearYg IaTe kokkeb into the drinbind room”
“’eah” SBm on it”g Whe .oTereb the meat anb k,lleb oE her dloTes”
“whose fhite shirts haTe no ibea fhat thev as? fhen thev .all ,s 

into the oc.e”g IaTe tieb on his akron” “SBll ta?e oTer fhile vo, do”g
“whan?s”g Clara tosseb her akron asibe anb foTe her fav thro,dh 

the shokkers” Whe hokeb it fasnBt somethind fith one ou the ?ibs” whe 
last time sheBb yeen .alleb to the oc.e Josh hab yeen in a pdht” Who 
gets expelled at ten years old? St fo,lb ye ni.e iu she fere yeind .alleb 
in uor a raise” N,t fith this e.onomvD it fasnBt li?elv” 

“MhatBs ,kD WamYg 
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whe .ler? at the uront bes? shoo? her heabD “’o, fill not yelieTe 
this”g

Clara too? a beek yreathD “Mhat is it this timeYg
4r” Nothfell emerdeb urom his oc.e fith a koli.eman” “ClaraD S 

bonBt ?nof hof to tell vo,D y,t vo,r .ar is totaleb”g
“4v .arYg zof .o,lb that yeY WheBb kar?eb in the store kar?ind 

lot this mornind” 8rantebD she ,s,allv kar?eb in the uar .orner fith 
the other emkloveesD y,t this mornind sheBb yeen ra.ind to ma?e it on 
time”

whe koli.eman stekkeb uorfarb” “O .,stomer fas ya.?ind o,t ou a 
hanbi.akkeb skot fhen his led -ammeb on the das” zis .ar Poomeb 
ya.?farb anb .rasheb into vo,rs”g

Clara shoo? her heab” “zis led -ammebYg
whe koli.eman nobbeb” “’esD maBam” zis krostheti. led ye.ame 

beta.heb”g
4r” Nothfell helb ,k his hanbsD “whe .,stomer s,staineb fhiklash 

urom the imka.t y,t oTerall seems pne” whevBTe ta?en him to the 
hoskital to ye s,re”g

“N,t mv .arYg 
whe koli.eman loo?eb bofn at his notes” “Okkears totaleb”g
Clara ra.eb o,tsibe anb droaneb” zer yea,tiu,l .ar fas a .r,mkleb 

heak”
4r” Nothfell uollofeb” “S .alleb a tof .omkanv” whev sho,lb ye 

here soon” Mhere fo,lb vo, li?e them to ta?e vo,r .ar”g ze leaneb 
in” “StBs .a,sind a s.ene” SBb li?e to det it moTeb as soon as kossiyle”g

zer .arD the one she yo,dht last monthD the ni.est .ar sheBb eTer 
ofnebD fas totaleb yv a man fith a krostheti. ledY Clara shoo? her 
heab” 9nly in Venice, Florida.

whe tofnBs kok,lation trikleb eTerv finterD urom 9.toyer to GastV
erD as seniors xo.?eb to the farmer .limate” WheBb moTeb here to det 
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afav urom her prst h,syanb” whe sleekv little tofn uelt li?e a reu,de” 
N,t at times li?e thisD she fonbereb” Whe loo?eb at the tfisteb metal 
that ,seb to ye her .ar” where fere bepnite brafya.?s to liTind here”

“S yo,dht the .ar urom :eni.e zonba a month ado”g
4r” Nothfell k,lleb o,t his khone” “whev serTi.e .ars” Mant ,s to 

senb it thereYg
“4idht as fell” Su itBs totalebD SBll neeb another one”g
Wam katteb her on the ya.?” “Ro bo,yt ayo,t thatD honev” what led 

-ammeb yab”g
“G;.,se me”g O man helb o,t his .arb” “<reb Jones urom the :eni.e 

8onbolier” Can vo, tell me ayo,t the a..ibentY SBm here to frite an 
arti.le on it”g

4r” Nothfell too? the -o,rnalistBs .arb” “Refs traTels uast”g
“Sn this tofnD anv nefs is nefs”g
A reporter? An article in the newspaper? Clara loo?eb urom 4r” 

Nothfell to the Foli.emanD “S neeb to det ya.? to the meat bekartV
ment”g

whe koli.eman nobbeb” “MeBll senb vo, the rekort so vo, .an 
s,ymit it to vo,r ins,ran.e aden.v”g

whe rekorter loo?eb in her bire.tion” 4r” Nothfell hanbeb his 
khone to Wam” “Flease .onta.t the tof .omkanv”g when t,rneb to the 
rekorterD “Mhv bonBt vo, .ome to mv oc.e”g

Clara drima.eb” This is so not good.  



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Challenge

RACHEL

T he door to Rachel’s omce slapped one.“ Wihat the hell ?s 
th?s”I w. her dooryaD stood Ar“ grl?.uto. clftch?.u a n?ece oY 

naner“ Wvof’re u?x?.u a. eVclfs?xe co.tract Yor Rad?olouD serx?ces to 
He.?ce Rad?olouD”I ke slapped ?t o. her des,S WAo Dof ,.oy yhat 
th?s y?ll do to pD nract?ce”I

Rachel rose“ Wgre.’t Dof nart oY He.?ce Rad?olouD”I
ke b?c,ed h?s ha.d“ Wie’xe narted yaDs“I
-he yas.’t sfrnr?sed“ -he’d qee. hear?.u pfrpfrs oY Ar“ grl?.uO

to.’s tepner Yor po.ths“ And now I get to experience it. Wiofld Dof 
l?,e to ta,e a seat”I

Ww ap .ot ta,?.u th?s s?tt?.u doy.“I k?s Yace yas red“ Wvof y?ll .ot 
shft pe oft oY th?s hosn?tal“I

Rachel retfr.ed h?s stare“ WAr“ grl?.uto.S Dof are .ot qe?.u de.?ed 
access to eNf?npe.t or staG at He.?ce kosn?tal“ P.lD Dofr statfs as a 
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staG nhDs?c?a. ?s qe?.u cha.ued“ wt ?s st?ll noss?qle Yor Dof to eVerc?se 
cl?.?cal nr?x?leues throfuh nhDs?c?a. reYerrals“I

WThat st?ll redfces pD ?.cope“I
Never get between a doctor and his wallet. That’s yhat her pe.tor 

yar.ed“ 2ft ?. th?s caseS she’d had to r?s, ?t“ Rexe.fe yas doy. last 
Dear“ g. eVclfs?xe co.tract yofld heln the hosn?tal’s qottop l?.e a.d 
nrotect nat?e.ts“

-he no?.ted to a stac, oY naners o. the s?de oY her des,“
Wie’xe qee. uett?.u copnla?.ts“I -he reached Yor o.e“ “'It’s not fair 

that when I come to the hospital, I’m assigned whoever is on call. While 
I was completely out of it, a radiologist who doesn’t take my insurance 
evaluated my results. I received an enormous out-of-pocket bill.'” -he 
loo,ed fnS Wg. eVclfs?xe co.tract y?ll nrotect nat?e.ts Yrop th?s“I

k?s eDes qflued“ Ww do.’t u?xe a dap. aqoft nat?e.ts“ Th?s ?s the 
Yftfre oY pD nract?ce ye’re tal,?.u aqoft“I 

Rachel Yofuht to .ot roll her eDes“ The public thinks of doctors as the 
compassionate ones who help patients. And they’re quick to vilify hospital 
administrators because we ‘take their money.’ If only they could hear.

Wwt’s qad e.ofuh Dof’re do?.u ?t“ 2ft B.uleyood kosn?tal dec?ded 
to do th?sS too“I ke slapped h?s nalps o. her des,S Wvof are trD?.u to 
rf?. pD nroYess?o.al relat?o.sh?ns“ Th?s ?s a co.sn?racD“ vof are qoth 
oft to uet pe“I

Rachel q?t her l?n“ This is ludicrous. This doc thinks everything is all 
about him. Help me not react, Lord. -he loyered her xo?ce“ WEo o.e ?s 
oft to uet Dof“I

 Ar“ grl?.uto. uraqqed a ne. Yrop her des, a.d shoxed ?t ?. her 
YaceS Wvof y?ll yr?te a.other pepo saD?.u Dof’xe cha.ued Dofr p?.d“ 
There y?ll qe .o eVclfs?xe co.tract“ wY Dof do.’tS pD career yo.’t qe 
the o.lD o.e uo?.u doy. the to?let“I

Racheljs eVnress?o. harde.ed“ Wgre Dof threate.?.u pe”I
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ke 9apped h?s :.uer o. the nad oY naner qeYore herS WwY that pepo 
?s.’t oft qD toporroyS Dof y?ll reuret ?t“I

ke crossed to the door a.d loo,ed at h?s yatch“ Wvof haxe t?ll .oo. 
toporroy“I ke qared h?s teeth“ Wvof ca.’t do th?s“I 

gs he eV?tedS Rachel crossed her arps“ Oh yes, I can. g.d .oyS she 
yas exe. pore tha.,Yfl she cofld“ 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Leading

ELIZABETH

“W ho does she think she is?” Elizabeth threw the invite on 
the co.ee tableS “mhe started coginu to this ch,rch three 

weeks auo’ and sheys alreadp J,t touether a geetinu?” 
“N,st uoS” fancp d,gJed a load oT clean la,ndrp on the co,chS 

“Weyve been talkinu abo,t doinu this Tor pearsS xhe wogen are e-citB
edS”

Elizabeth knew her Triend was riuhtS F,t it gade her blood boilS  
Lirst’ A,cp started geetinu with Ygp’ and now this? People don’t start 
coming to church and take over the women’s ministry. “Whp doesnyt she 
start bp helJinu in the n,rserpS”

fancp sgiled as she Tolded a onesieS “A,cp also vol,nteered to teach 
the two and threeBpearBolds everp m,ndapS N,stin is thrilledS Do, know 
how he str,uules to Ind JeoJle to do thatS” fancp leaned inS “maps 
sheys not uoinu to babpsit the kids b,t teach thegS”
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“What? xwo and threeBpearBolds?” Elizabethys Oaw droJJedS “F,t 
what do we know abo,t her? mhe gap be totallp o. theolouicallpS”

“4egegber who her rooggate was in colleue? mherpl vo,ched Tor 
herS”

xhis was a niuhtgareS xhep were the Jastorsy wivesS Yt least two oT 
thegS Gtyd alwaps been their Oob to Jlan thinus Tor the wogenS 

“Well’ what does Ririag sap?” Ririag was the senior Jastorys wiTeS 
F,t even as Elizabeth asked’ she knewS Ririag was the gost introB
verted Jerson sheyd getS  mhe hoJed JeoJle wo,ldnyt look to her to do 
thinusS

“Ririag said sheyll be the Irst to siun ,JS”
“mhe did?” Elizabeth co,ldnyt believe itS xhepyd been at Gsland 

Hogg,nitp Hh,rch Tor two pearsS xhis was the Irst tige sheyd 
heard oT Ririag vol,nteerinu Tor anpthinuS ;T co,rse’ Ririag ta,uht 
T,llBtige at a local Elegentarp schoolS Y teacher herselT’ Elizabeth 
knew how draininu kids co,ld beS mhe co,ldnyt igauine teachinu 
T,llBtige as an introvertS

fancp nodded and started Toldinu her h,sbandys tBshirtsS “Do, 
know A,cp wants to Tollow the o,tline Trog the book Peart to PeartS 
mheys not gakinu this ,Jq O,st uettinu the ball rollinuS Ririag heard 
the a,thor sJeak at a *astorys conTerence she went to with Frad and 
liked what she heardS”

Elizabethys heart racedS “xhis is so inT,riatinuS” 
“Yct,allp’ G think it giuht be T,nS” fancp Tolded a b,rJ clothS “Gyd 

like to have an older wogan geet with ge’ listen to ge’ helJ geS” mhe 
looked down at the gonitor showinu Mawn stirrinu in her cribS “G have 
so ganp 6,estionsS”

Oh, God. Elizabeth bit her lower liJS Why does my heart have to hurt 
so much?
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Gt was tr,eS xhepyd talked Tor pears abo,t connectinu the older 
wogen to the po,nuer wogenS F,t liTe in the ch,rch’ workinu with 
the po,th’ and teachinu at the local J,blic school was so T,ll her 
dreags to connect the wogen never uot o. the uro,ndS fow sogeB
one else was doinu what she JlannedS 

One more loss…

………

xhe Tollowinu week’ Elizabeth sat in fancpys dininu roog s,rro,nded 
bp wogen Trog ch,rchS xheir chatter Illed the roogS When A,cp 
walked in’ all epes t,rned to herS

“xhank po, Tor coginu todapS” A,cp sgiledS “Gyg e-cited to see 
what the Aordys uoinu to doS”

Oh, brother.  Elizabeth shiTted in her seatS Pere we go.
“Ys G talked with each oT po,’ G keJt hearinu a desire to uet older 

wogen in the ch,rch connected with po,nuer wogenS Gt was on gp 
heart to uet the ball rollinuS xhen G saw Eleanor *rentissy book Peart to 
Peart at the bookstore and tho,uht 5od giuht be ,J to sogethinuS“ 
mhe winked at the uro,JS When she t,rned to address the other side 
oT the roog’ Elizabeth rolled her epesS “fow that po,yre here’ G will 
watch the kids while po, decide what po, want that to look likeS” 

Elizabeth looked ,J in s,rJriseS
“F,t Irst’ letys JrapS”
Wasn’t Lucy going to lead the meeting? Elizabeth looked at fancp’ 

who sgiled’ then bowed her headS



MEFFGE EfxmRGf5E4j=

Oh great. Now everyone is going to think she’s even more amazing. 
“Such a servant.”  F,t at least A,cp wo,ldnyt be tellinu theg what to 
doS

Ys A,cp ended the Jraper and leTt’ fancp leaned over and whisB
JeredS “mhe isnyt takinu over ElizabethS N,st helJinu ,s do what weyve 
alwaps wanted to doS mo we better start thinkinu this thro,uhS”

Elizabeth siuhedS xhe wap was oJen Tor her to leadS F,t> mhe 
ulanced aro,nd the roog’ then rose to her TeetS “;k’ ladies’ who wo,ld 
like to take notes?”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Flowers

CLARA

“F lowers?” Annie punched her time clock. “You sure got a 
winner with Todd.”

Clara opened the card. “They aren’t from him.”
“They aren’t?” Annie looked over Clara’s shoulder.
“Nope.”
“Then who sent them.” Annie wagged her Dnger. “bo you have a 

secret admirer you haven’t told your xest friend axout?”
Clara eHhaled. “Lardly. ‘isten to this. R,oses are redW violets are 

xlueW Todd has xeen unfaithful to you.’”
Annie scowled. “Shat?”
Clara handed her the card. “No signature. Sanna guess who?”
“Eusan?”
“Sho else?”
Annie put her hands on her hips. “You’ve got to xe kidding me.”
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Clara smacked the card. “Bvery time M turn aroundW she keeps trying 
to cause proxlems.”

“Ehe’s Jealous.”
“Pealous?” Clara threw up her hands. “Ehe divorced him.”
“Gayxe she regrets it?”
Clara rolled her eyes. “Mt’s a little late for that. bon’t you think?”
Annie turned the card over. “Shat’s this?” 5lued on the xack was 

a picture of Todd with a 9layxoy xunny on his lap. 
Clara reddened. “Gust xe an old photo.”
Annie held the card closer. “The date says August 6O.”
“That’s when it was developed. boesn’t mean that’s when it was 

taken.”
Annie shook her head. “M’m pretty sure that’s Trina.”
“You know her?”
“—h yeah. Tom met her at Todd’s Iachelor party. Ehe must’ve done 

a good Jox. Todd sure looks like he’s enJoying it.”
Clara’s heart ached. “M don’t even want to know.”
“That’s not xeing unfaithful. Mt was xefore you married.”
“The night xefore.” 
“5ood thing Eusan didn’t get a picture of the guy who Jumped out 

of your cake.” Annie held up her hands framing Clara’s face. “The 
look on your face was priceless.”

Clara looked down. “M still can’t xelieve you guys did that.”
Annie leaned in. “Sanna guess who got that guy’s numxer?”
“Iut what axout Tom?”
“Ehhhh. Mt’s  our little secret.” Annie pointed to the picture. 

“Epeaking of secretsW M wonder how she got this?”
“Lired a detective?”
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“—rW more likelyW paid o0 one of the groomsmen. Ehe sure likes to 
play dirty.” Annie handed the card xackW “Eo what are you going to do 
with the "owers?”

“9itch ’em.” Clara headed to the trash can.
“NoW wait.” Annie Jumped xetween her and the can. “Shy don’t 

you send them xack?” 
“Eend them xack?”
“YeahW along with another poem.” Annie raised her eyexrows. 

“Etrawxerries are sweet. Chocolate is rich. Sould you please stop 
xeing a z“

Clara elxowed her. “And start world war three?”
Annie ruxxed her shoulder. “M thought it was pretty good.”
Clara chuckled. “You are deDnitely a xetter poet than her.” Ehe 

tossed the card in the trash.
“That’s what friends are for.”
A new hire passed xy to clock out.
“LeyW EtephW” Annie tapped her shoulder. “Sould you like some 

"owers?”
“Flowers?”
“YeahW these were mistakenly left at the desk. M’d hate to pitch them.”
“EureW M’ll take them.” Etephanie sni0ed one of the xlooms. “They 

smell lovely. You sure?”
“BnJoy.”
They watched her walk out of the store.
Annie leaned over. “Now you can forget axout it. And if Eusan 

happens to xe watching out front. Ehe can see whose day she made 
and mayxe think twice axout doing this again.”

“You think she’s out front?”
“Eomeone had to deliver them. bo you think she paid delivery 

fees?”
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Todd said Eusan was cheap as the day was long. I hope I don’t have 
to face her. “Shat a way to start the week.”

As they left the xuildingW they scanned the parking lot. 1Mf she was 
hereW it looks like she’s gone.1 

Clara eHhaled. Thank you, Lord. 
Annie pointed to the handicapped spot as they passed. “At least no 

prosthetics Jammed gas pedals today.”
“Sas that not cra?y?” Clara pulled her keys out of her purse. “Never 

in a million years did M imagine when they called me to the front o@ceW 
it’d xe for that. Eo what do you have planned for tonight.”

Annie wiggled her hips. “The Gacarena is calling. Sanna go dancA
ing?”

“Sish M could. M have siH hungry mouths to feed.”
“Nothing like saying RM do’ to a whole new Jox.”
“You’ve got that right.”
Annie pointed to Clara’s loaner. “Shen are you going to get a new 

car?”
“5ot to wait for the insurance company to send payment. And who 

knows when that may xe.”
“SellW at least you weren’t in the car when he hit it.”
“That is something to xe thankful for.”
“And at least the guy had good insurance. M can’t xelieve they’re 

letting you use that car while you wait.”
“Too xad it isn’t a ‘amxorghini.”
“That would’ve xeen sweet. Bspecially if it came with one of the 

Mtalian guys from the ads.”  Annie resumed dancing the Gacarena. 
“Eure you don’t want to change your mind?”

“And give Eusan the opportunity to catch a photo of me dancing 
with another man? No thanks.” Clara wavedW “Eee you laterW friend.” 
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As she opened the car doorW a gentle xree?e caressed her skin. The 
sky was aglow with radiant shades of pink and purple. Ehe paused to 
savor itW thankful for this glimpse of xeauty in the midst of life’s crap. 

The picture of Todd came to mind. I sure wish I hadn’t seen that. 
Iut what could she do? 

Ehe xit her lip and climxed into the car.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Heart to Heart

RACHEL

H eart to Heart? Rachel looked at the announcement in the 
church bulletin. An invitation to sign up for a new program 

where older women would be paired to meet one-on-one with younger 
women. As she entered the sanctuary, she saw the youth clumped in 
the front of the church. Kalea was easy to spot. She stood in the middle 
talking with two of her friends. As she turned to sit down, she saw 
Rachel and waved.

Would I ever love to meet with her. But that’s crazy.  I have no idea 
what we’d talk about. She probably doesn’t have time for that anyway. 

As Rachel sat down, she glanced around the church, observing 
diIerent women. Tt would be nice to know at least one of them. I 
should sign up to have an older woman meet with me. Maybe then I’d 
be able to figure life out. 

’hroughout the service, she couldnNt get the new program out of 
her mind.
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As she eYited the sanctuary, Rachel saw a crowd of women gathered 
around the sign-up table. Looks like this is going to be a hit. She waited 
to one side for the crowd to clear.

“oung moms Cocked to the table.
LWNmon ”isa, you never know. Fe might get free babysitting.z
Another called out, LT hope T get ideas for how to survive teething.z
LAnd the terrible twos.z Her friend pointed at a screaming toddler, 

wriggling in his fatherNs arms.
’wo older women passed. LDinally, we can talk sense into their craBy 

heads.z
’he other woman seemed hesitant. LFhat would we talk about?z 
Her friend laughed. LMolores, T have never known you to be at a loss 

for words.z She pointed at a mom who tried to calm a crying baby. LTf 
nothing else, itNll remind you why itNs a blessing to be on this side of 
child-rearing.z

Gotably absent from the crowd were teens. ’heyNd eYited the 
church en masse and headed to their Lroomz at the end of the class-
room wing. I wonder if there’s an age limit? 

!ut then she spied a teen sitting on a bench with a young woman. 
’he teen animatedly talked as the woman leaned in. Her eyes never 
left the teenNs face. Rachel watched as the woman put her arm around 
the teen, and they bowed their heads. She’s praying for her? RachelNs 
heart 4lled as she witnessed the beauty of the moment. 

Fhen the woman 4nished praying, the teen wiped away tears, 
then gave the woman a big hug. A three-year-old raced towards them, 
Ljommy: ”ook what T made.z ’he little boy climbed into his momNs 
lap and displayed his latest creation. 

A man walked up. LReady to go, ”ucy? T need to get to the store.z 
’he little boy lifted his arms. LHold me, Maddy?z His dad lifted him 

over his head, sat him behind his neck, and headed to a nearby van.
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After another hug, the young mom followed them. ’he teen head-
ed in the direction her friends had gone, a spring in her step. 

I would have loved to have someone care for me like that when I was 
a teen. I’d love that now. 

Rachel looked toward the table. ’he crowd had thinned, so she 
approached. LMo you have to be a church member to participate?z 

LGope,z the woman behind the table eYplained, L“ou <ust need to 
be willing to commit to meet one on one with someone,z she held out 
the sign-up sheet, Lor be met with.z 

Rachel considered the paper before her. In which column should I 
write my name? She wavered between the two, then looked up. LMo 
you get to pick who you meet with?z 

LGope.z ’he other woman behind the table shook her head. LFe 
thought itNd be more fun if it were a surprise. All the names are going 
into two hats - one for mentors, the other for women who sign up to 
be met with. ’hen weNll draw names to pair people.z

’he woman beside her piped up, LFeNre letting the ”ord decide.z 
’he 4rst woman laughed. L“ep, ’hat way, no one gets upset at us.z
Rachel eYhaled. I am not putting my name down to be a mentor. 

What if I get paired with someone who knows the Bible better?
!ut to be met with sounded harmless enough. She lived in a town 

where the average age was siYty-eight. At forty-two, there were bound 
to be women far older than her, especially in a church of at least 
4ve hundred people. She looked toward the parking lot as the young 
momNs van disappeared around the corner. jaybe sheNd end up with 
someone who cared like that. She couldnNt wait to see who the ”ord 
paired her with.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Belonging

SANDY

“I  know it’s only been two weeks, but I can’t imagine life be-
fore you started volunteering. How did I ever survive without 

you?” Karen stood in the doorway, coGee in hand. “Fetting those 
Harvest pestival xiers Srinted would have Sut me siC feet under. I can’t 
wait to see who shows uS because of them.”

Randy smiled. Rhe loved working in the church ojce. It didn’t hurt 
she’d fallen in love with Island Bommunity Bhurch that Nrst Runday. 
It was a Serfect Nt. Rhe only wished Wobert would 'oin her.

Dut he golfed on Rundays. In a way, this was a blessing. Rhe wouldn’t 
have felt free to attend church if he was home. 

Eow this church, this ojce, felt like home.
Karen crossed to her desk, a massive Sile in her hands. “Tould you 

mind stujng enveloSes today?”
“IMm glad to do whatever helSs,” Randy reSlied.
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“Ahese are letters letting the women who signed uS for the Heart to 
Heart Srogram know who they’ve been Saired with.” Karen Sointed 
to a stack of brightly colored coSies with names handwritten at the 
toS and middle of each Sage. “If you could fold and stuG them in 
enveloSes, that would be a huge helS. I already Sut the address labels 
on. Pou need to double-check to ensure the right letters get into the 
correct enveloSes.”

Randy Sicked uS the toS letter. “I bet there’s going to be eCcitement 
when these are received.”

“por some.” Karen nodded, “Dut others?” she shook her head, “I’m 
glad I wasn’t the one doing the Sairing.”

Randy looked at her. “Pou think some women will be uSset?”
Karen reached over and Sut her hand on Randy’s shoulder. “Ahat’s 

Sutting it mildly. 7nd when they do, we’ll be the ones they call.8Pou 
know what they say about beehives? Ahere’s the sweetness of honey, 
but it’s also a Slace you can get stung. Is that ever true for church 
ojces.” Rhe sighed. Ahen headed back to her desk. 

'We’ll be the ones…' Randy knew Karen was warning her, but hearing 
that Mwe,M That includes me. I belong. Rhe smiled.

7s she looked at the stack of letters before her, she wondered if she 
should’ve signed uS. I would love to get to know another woman in the 
church. But I bet they are expecting someone with deep insights. I’d hate 
to be a disappointment. Yven though she’d been a Bhristian for thirty 
years, there was still so much she didn’t know. 

And at 62, she laughed, I’m far too old to be a young woman. 8Rhe 
carefully checked the name at the toS of the letter against the label on 
the enveloSe. At least I can do something to help others get connected.

7s she inserted the letters into the enveloSes, she Srayed for each 
Sair of women. Lord, may you pour your grace all over these connections 
and may your purposes for their time together be realized. She glanced 
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toward Karen’s ojce and added, especially if it’s not what they're ex-
pecting.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Mrs. Pellegrino

ELIZABETH

E lizabeth longed for an older woman to mentor her, someone to 
ask the questions she wrestled with, someone who would care 

for her heart and invest in her. It’d been a dream for years to do this.
She looked down at the letter. She’d been paired with Mrs. Pelle-

grino. This should be interesting. The Pellegrinos had been coming to 
Island Community Church for years. Elizabeth never interacted much 
with them, but that full head of gray hair had to contain tons of life 
experience and wisdom.

Another nice thing, Mrs. Pellegrino agreed to come to her. Between 
teaching and helping with youth, time was in short supply. But there 
was never a doubt she’d make time for this. Elizabeth couldn’t wait to 
get started.

***
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Mrs. Pellegrino sat on her couch the next week as Elizabeth held out a 
tray.

“Would you like a cookie? I baked them with the teen girls in my 
Bible study last night.” Mrs. Pellegrino reached for one, then Elizabeth 
continued, “It was so crazy, I turned my back for a second to talk with 
a new student, and they piled all the ingredients into the bowl: butter, 
‘our, salt, sugar, eggs, then brought the bowl to me asking, jNow what 
do we do?’” Elizabeth laughed, “Here’s hoping you don’t get a bite 
with a bunch of baking soda.”

Mrs. Pellegrino’s cookie halted halfway to her mouth.
“It’s ok.” Elizabeth smiled, “They must’ve turned out good. The 

girls devoured a ton of them.”  
Mrs. Pellegrino put her cookie on her napkin, then folded her hands 

in her lap. “So what would you like to talk about?”
Elizabeth sighed. She didn’t enDoy super7cial conversation. Might 

as well be vulnerable. “I’ve been struggling over not having children. 
It’s hard seeing my friends become moms. I feel left behind.”

“Sorry honey,” Mrs. Pellegrino shook her head. “I can’t relate. I 
popped babies out one after the other. I wanted someone to tell me 
how not to get pregnant.”

Elizabeth blinked back tears. 
Mrs. Pellegrino continued, “Something else you’d like to ask?” She 

looked around the house, then leaned in. “I’d be glad to help you learn 
how to clean this place.”

Elizabeth lifted her eyebrows. Didn’t she hear this house was full of 
teens last night?

Mrs. Pellegrino leaned in, “I noticed dust on the mantle when I 
walked in. I’ve got Dust the thing that will take care of that. And your 
baseboards could use a really good scrubbing. And that ceiling fan 
is 7lthy.” She pointed up, reached into her purse, and pulled out a 
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catalog, “I started working for a company that sells great cleaning 
products, and as I look around, I see so many that would bene7t you.”

A sales call? This had become a sales call? Elizabeth shook her head. 
Am I hearing right? Or is this a joke? “I thought you were retired?” 

Mrs. Pellegrino nodded, “Clive retired nine years ago, but it’s been 
a bit tight living on his pension. As the pastor’s wife, I 7gured you’d 
be glad to help us out.”

Elizabeth took the catalog. “I will give it a look.”
“Well, know I’m ready to answer any questions you have about 

cleaning.” 
Elizabeth ‘ipped through the pages. She had no idea what to say. 
“Would you show me your bathroom?”
Elizabeth looked up, “Oh sure, it’s down the hall on your right.”
Mrs. Pellegrino shook her head, “No honey, I don’t want to use 

it. I want to show you the cleaning products that can help you there. 
1ou know what they say, if you want to know how well a restaurant 
is run, check the bathrooms. What do you think people expect when 
they come to a pastor’s house? I’ve been cleaning bathrooms for nearly 
seventy years, and with six kids and Clive, that’s no small feat.” She 
beamed. “The last time I hosted the women’s auxiliary at my house 
Ethyl Thompson commented people could eat o> my ‘oors.”

 “I bet that’s high praise from Ethyl Thompson.”
“1ou’d better believe it, honey.”
Elizabeth rose and held out the catalog. “ I better pass on the con-

sultation. A group of students are coming soon to plan the winter 
retreat.” 

 Mrs. Pellegrino nodded. “1ou keep the catalog. ?et me know what 
catches your eye. Thank you for having me. It’s been a delight.”

As Elizabeth closed the door behind Mrs. Pellegrino, she didn’t 
know whether to laugh or cry. Did that really happen?
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She shook her head as she picked up the tray. At least she was 
the only one Mrs. Pellegrino was paired with. But, She looked up in 
horror. What were other women experiencing? 

As she returned the cookies to the Tupperware container, she knew 
one thing was certain. They’d hear soon enough.



CHAPTER NINETEEN

Trailer Park Treasure

RACHEL

A s Rachel pulled into the trailer park, she double-checked the 
address. Sure enough, the map directed her to the doublewide 

before her. Rust lined the edges of each panel, and the front porch, 
loaded with plants, bowed under their weight. I sure didn’t expect this. 
But don’t judge a book by its cover. She headed to the front door.

“Nice car,” a teen called from a nearby lot. She turned and saw his 
eyes follow the curves of her body.

She stiBened. Who lives in a place like this? Mut she kept moving 
forward. I’ve come this far. I might as well find out.

Rachel knocked, then waited, wrinkling her nose. There must be 
something rotting nearby. She looked at the slip of paper in her hand, 
then called out, “Cs. ?oraleeH” I wouldn’t be too eager to come to the 
door if I lived in this place. She heard the rattle of a chain then the door 
creaked open.
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A little woman stuck her head through the opening. She s’uinted at 
Rachel through round glasses held together on one side with masking 
tape. Arched above each lens were brows sketched on a pasty face 
creased with wrinkles, surrounded by a halo of thinning white hair. 
She didnTt reach RachelTs shoulder.

“Cs. ?oraleeH”
“WhatTs me. ?an G help you, dearH”
 “GTm Rachel ?ummings. Whey paired us at Gsland ?ommunity 

?hurch for the new Ieart to Ieart YomenTs ministry.” Rachel held 
out the piece of paper in her hand.

Cs. ?oralee scrunched her nose, “KouTre here to check my heartH”
Rachel chuckled, “No, maTam. G think the idea is we meet and share 

hearts.”
“Kou have a visitor Oran.”
Rachel turned to see a familiar face. “xaleaH Yhat are you doing 

hereH”
xalea shrugged, “G live in the neLt trailer.” She pointed at ?oralee, 

“YeTve been neighbors long as G can remember.”
“And sheTs your grandmotherH” Rachel asked.
“Pld enough to be her great-grandmother.” Jaughed ?oralee.
“SheTs my spiritual mom, but my mom doesnTt like anyone else to 

be called my mom, so G call her Oran.”
This is interesting. “Kour spiritual momH”
“Kep. Cs. ?oralee has hosted a xids Mible ?lub each week for years. 

WhatTs where G jrst learned about Desus and came to know Iim.” xalea 
4oined them on the porch. “Oran, how about we sit on the steps and 
visit.”

“No deary. Kou and your friend come inside. G may even have cook-
ies to share.” She winked and opened her door. As they entered, she 
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pointed to the couch. “Dust move that pile to the ground and make 
yourself at home.”

Rachel wasnTt sure which pile she meant. Stacks of papers, candy 
wrappers, and empty tins covered every s’uare inch of the couch and 
trailer. Gn the corner was a mound of clothes.

xalea raced around, moving things. “Dust give me a sec.”
RachelTs eyes began to water, and she snee5ed. Where was dust 

everywhere. She read a recent Mehavior Research and Wherapy article 
on hoarding but had never seen anything like this.

“G didnTt reali5e Oran signed up for the Ieart to Ieart thing at 
church.  Gf GTd known you were coming, G wouldTve cleaned up.” xalea 
stomped on a moving black spot. Rachel shuddered.

“Iere we go.” ?oralee returned carrying a plate with a few cookies 
in the center. “G knew G could jnd some.” She turned to xalea. “Ielp 
yourself, sweetie. G know how you love my cookies.”

xalea smiled at her. “Whanks so much, Oran. KouTre the best.” She 
grabbed a cookie and devoured it.

?oralee beamed, then held the plate toward Rachel.
Rachel bit into a cookie and ’uickly lifted a napkin. She looked 

at xalea and forced herself to swallow. Ier nose started to run. She 
dabbed it with the napkin.

“Iow long have you lived in 'eniceH” She asked ?oralee.
“Coved here as a young bride. Cy husband played the trumpet in 

the circus. After he ran oB with one of the trape5e girls, G stayed. G 
loved the beach and had a good 4ob cleaning at the 7l Eatio Iotel. 
Yhen a lion tamer invited me to church, the Jion of Dudah changed 
my life forever. WhatTs when G knew this trailer park was my mission 
jeld. Eeople here need hope.”
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xalea nodded. “WhatTs for sure.” She looked at Rachel, “Kou know 
how the Mible talks about a light shining in the darknessH WhatTs what 
Cs. ?oralee is for me.”

“G was here when xaleaTs mom was born. Pnly she never listened 
the way her daughter has. GTm proud of you, sweetie.”

 xalea reached out and hugged ?oralee. “G love you, Oran.”
Whe itch in RachelUs throat intensijed. She coughed and stood. 

“Yell, G better run.… 
?oralee turned towards her. “Yhy, hello. Yould you like a cookieH”
“Ph, thank you, but no.” Rachel dabbed her nose again. “G 4ust 

jnished the last one. G donTt want to eat too many, or G may not jt in 
my clothes.”

Cs. ?oralee lifted a bony jnger, “And you areH” 
Rachel looked at xalea, then back at Cs. ?oralee. “Fh6 Rachel. 

Rachel ?ummings.” She held out the letter, “!rom church.”
“Nice to meet you. Whank you for coming to visit me in my mission 

jeld. zid you know G was invited to church for the jrst time by a lion 
tamerH Cet the Jion of Dudah, and my life has never been the same.”

xalea looked about to cry. 
Rachel picked up her purse. “Ood writes the best stories. GtTs been 

a treat getting to meet you, Cs. ?oralee, and,” she smiled at xalea, “to 
see you again.”

xalea rose, “GUll walk you to your car.” 
“?ome again soon,” ?oralee called out.
Rachel snee5ed. When waved.
As they approached her car, xalea shook her head. “G canTt believe 

you were paired with Oran. She is an incredible woman. And the 
cookies she used to make were ama5ing.”

Rachel took a deep breath and turned to her. “G think itTs beautiful 
the way the Jord has her here for you and you here for her.”
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“Keah.” xalea eLhaled. “G donTt know what GTd do without her.”
“Yhat about your momH” Rachel asked.
“Cy mom.” xalea shifted her weight from one foot to another. “GtTs 

a long story.”
“Iow long has your Oran been losing her memoryH”
“At jrst, it was little things. GTd jnd milk in the cupboard, or sheTd 

keep asking what day it was. When she started to pile things - she never 
used to do that. Ier place was always immaculate. Now G never know 
what she might say neLt.” xalea bit her lip. “Are you going to come 
againH”

Good question. Not one ounce of Rachel wanted to return to that 
trailer or this park. She glanced at the youth still leaning against the 
street sign. And her allergies hadnTt been triggered like this in ages. Mut 
the church ladies did say Ood did the pairing. Rachel looked at xalea. 
Yhat if Ood paired her with Cs. ?oralee for a reasonH

“Kes,” she nodded. “G plan to return.”
xalea threw her arms around her. “GTm so thankfulD”
Rachel placed her arm around xalea and knew there was no doubt 

sheTd be back.



CHAPTER TWENTY

Train Older Women

ELIZABETH

E lizabeth rolled her eyes. “When she held out the catalog, I about 
lost it.”

Nancy laughed and wrapped her arms around her middle. “Ouch. 
You’re making my incision hurt. That’s one for the books.”

“Then she says, ‘As one of the pastors’ wives, I Sgured you’d want 
to help.’” Elizabeth shook her head. “Mhe drives a Gercedes.” 

“xuess she doesn’t read the church budget.” Nancy tossed the 
catalog onto the co-ee table. “I’m thankful vinegar works to clean 
Hoors. Those products are eDpensive.”

“What worries me is wondering what other women are eDperiencV
ing in this new Leart to Leart program. I never imagined this could 
happen.”

Nancy shrugged and smiled. “I had a great time with my mentor. 
?id you know jirginia Williams was a founding member of the Ba 
Beche BeagueR I hit the 7ackpot getting paired with her. And she has 
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the most amazing garden. Mhe sent me home with a ton of veggies. 
Book at these snap peas.”

Elizabeth sighed. “You may be one of the fortunate few. Muzy ErickV
son said her mentor ?olores Lankins talked nonstop. Mhe was going 
to take notes but gave up after the Srst few minutes. Maid she couldn’t 
write that fast.” 

“Ooh.” Nancy shook her head. “I hope she didn’t stay long.”
Elizabeth sat down on the Hoor. “Two hours.”
“No way.” 
“Yep. :robably would’ve stayed longer, but Muzy’s daughter woke 

from her nap screaming.”
“I bet Muzy was happy for once to have a screaming child.”
Elizabeth shrugged. “Muzy did say it made her consider how much 

she talks when her husband comes home from work. Ever since that 
meeting, she’s been trying to listen more to him.”

“?on’t tell 3e-. Le might wish I’d been paired with ?olores.” 
Nancy leaned down and looked into Elizabeth’s eyes, “I eDpect more 
beneSt is happening than you realize.”

Elizabeth played with the fringe on the carpet. “I hope so.”
Nancy picked up the bowl of snap peas and started pulling the 

stems and strings o-. “Bucy did point out we forgot one key thing.”
Elizabeth bristled. “And what was thatR”
“Well,” Nancy looked up from her pea pods, “Titus !9F does start 

with ‘Train the older women.’ We didn’t do that.”
“They are old women$” Elizabeth threw up her hands. “Who’d 

think they need trainingR”
“Ooooh, somebody’s touchy.”
Elizabeth crossed her arms. “What gives her the right to criticizeR”
“Bucy’s not criticizing, Elizabeth. 3ust pointing out something we 

overlooked.” Nancy returned to snapping peas, “I went back and 
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looked in the Leart to Leart book. There is a whole section on how 
to train older women. 8ut we didn’t look at that.”

Elizabeth raised her hands. “Everyone was so eDcited to start. We 
7umped right in.”

“And some older women don’t need training. 8ut,” Nancy held up 
the catalog, “some probably would’ve beneStted.”

“Or been weeded out in the process.” Elizabeth eDhaled. “Mo what 
do we do nowR”

“0ortunately, we didn’t tell them how long this was going on.” Mhe 
held up a pea pod. “I plan to keep meeting with jirginia Williams as 
long as she’ll let me. 8ut others,” she discarded the stem and string, 
“Well, the ball’s in your court how much you want to meet with Grs. 
:ellegrino.”

Elizabeth scrunched her nose. “Low ’bout one and doneR” 
“Well,” Nancy smiled, “if that consultation includes a demo, maybe 

you could get her to clean your houseR I’d take a free house cleaning 
any day.”

Elizabeth pointed to the catalog. “And pay C…C for cleaning prodV
uctsR That’s our weekly grocery budget. I don’t think Daleb is game 
for a week of fasting.”

“If nothing else, you have a great story to tell the other pastors’ 
wives at our neDt gathering. I can’t remember the last time I laughed 
so hard.”   

Elizabeth looked down.
Nancy laid her hand on Elizabeth’s arm. “I’m sorry. I know how 

much you were looking forward to being mentored. Especially now 
that your mom is fading.”

Tears Howed down Elizabeth’s cheeks. “I called last night and had 
to remind her three times who I was. Every time we talk, there’s new 
evidence she’s slipping away.”
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“Mhe’s so young.” Nancy put the bowl of peas aside. “Pemember 
the care packages she sent us in collegeR Everyone looked forward to 
her magic bars and snickerdoodles.”

“Now she struggles to Snd her way to the refrigerator. It was hard 
when we moved across the country to come here. 8ut now, even phone 
calls don’t bridge the distance.”

“Low’s your dad handling itR”
Elizabeth picked at her cuticles. “Thinks he will need to put her in 

a home soon. I don’t know how she’ll do.”
“When I visited you, it seemed everyone in town knew her.”
“Mhe loved to help people. And now she’s the one needing help.” 

Elizabeth bit her lip. “Gore help than my dad thinks he can give.”
“I always admired how she dressed up right before your dad got 

home from work and had him ring the doorbell so she could give him 
a special welcome.” Nancy resumed snapping peas. “I’ve never heard 
of anyone doing that.”

“Mhe’s one of a kind. I was and am so blessed to have her as a 
mom. 8ut I sure do miss her.” Elizabeth pointed to the catalog, “I was 
hopingE”

“I know. Momehow, someway, may xod bring you someone who 
will care for your soul.”

“We give so much to so many.” Elizabeth sighed. “0or once, it’d be 
nice to be on the receiving end.”

Nancy pointed to her snap peas. “You never know how xod will 
provide. 8ut it might come in a way you aren’t eDpecting.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Women's Bible Study

SANDY

S andy scanned the room. Every head in the group was bent. Their 
hands have to be cramped from taking so many notes. For the past 

hour, Marge Wilkinson exposited Mark 4 and the parables of Jesus.
After the “nal prayer, the woman in front of Sandy exclaimed to 

the friend beside her, zShe is so amaIing. ’”ve heard that parable a 
thousand times and never knew it contained such treasure.B

Treasure?  Sandy rebuked herself for letting her mind wander. ’t was 
her “rst time coming to the women”s Cible study at ’sland -ommuq
nity -hurch. She”d been hoping to get to know more of the women 
but realiIed Duickly this was not a social event, at least not this “rst 
portion.

As she picked up her purse to move to the next room, she heard one 
of the women thanking the teacher, z’ can”t imagine the hours you put 
into preparing each week”s Cible study.B
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Marge beamed, z’ take seriously the calling of the Hord to disciple 
women through ?is Word.B

Ghe women were now heading into smaller groups for the second 
part of the study. I hope we’ll get to interact more during the next hour. 
Sandy sat next to the leader of the group who introduced herself as 
May Arnold. She seemed nice. ’n her hand was a list of Duestions. 
Sandy noted to the right of each she”d written a time. Wow, this is 
really organized.

zWho remembers the “rst soil the seed fell intoVB
?ands shot up, May selected a woman at the other end of the circle, 

who read from her paper, zGhe “rst seed fell along the path.B
May nodded. zYery good, Edith. Who knows what happened to itVB
Ghe same woman”s hand shot up but May selected the woman next 

to her.
zReorgiaVB
 zGhe birds came and devoured it.B
May nodded. zOou”re right. And what did Jesus say that repreq

sentsVB
Ghe room got Duiet as the women looked at each other, then in their 

Cibles. When a few hands raised, May reminded the group, z8ememq
ber, you are not allowed to answer unless you did your homework this 
week.B Most of the hands came down.

Ghe woman who “rst answered waved her hand eagerly.
zOes, EdithVB
zPn Guesday, ’ wrote,B she read from her paper, zthose “rst seeds 

represent people who hear when the Word is sown but Satan immeq
diately comes and takes away the Word that is sown in them.B

z8ight again.B
May looked down at the list of Duestions in her hand. zWhat soil 

did the second seed fall onVB
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zExcuse me.B A woman waved her hand.
May looked at her, zEloise, did you want to ask somethingVB
She nodded. z?ow does he do thatV ’ mean can Satan enter people”s 

minds and remove thoughts, kind of like obliterating memoriesVB
Now that’s a good question. Sandy looked at May eagerly. I can’t wait 

to hear the answer.
May looked around the group. z…h= does someone have an answer 

for thatVB 
Ghe women looked at each other. May looked at her watch. zWe 

better move on. Oou can ask Marge later.B She looked down at her 
paper. zWhat soil did the second seed fall onVB

Sandy looked over to the other side of the fellowship hall where a 
group of young women were in a di>erent Cible study. Pne of the 
elder”s wives, Sheryl, a young mom herself, facilitated. Ghe women 
held their Cibles, reading periodically, talking, and laughing. Ghey 
were all engaged. 

Ghe woman next to Sandy shook her head and said in a loud whisq
per. zGhey are missing out.B

z?ow do you knowVB Sandy asked.
zGhey”re having too much fun to be studying the Cible.B
Ghe group leader cleared her throat. zWhat did the second soil 

representVB
Sandy wasn”t sure, but she wished she was thirty years younger.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Unexpectedly Seen

ELIZABETH

“I  had no idea she’d be here.” Elizabeth rolled her eyes as she saw 
Lucy standing at the registration table for Bible Study Leader’s 

training. “Guess she’ll want to lead a women’s Bible study next.”
Nancy looked at her. “Is that bad?”
Elizabeth bit her lip. Throughout the training, she kept glancing at 

Lucy, sitting in the front row, taking extensive notes. Her eyes were 
2xed on the speaker. 

Elizabeth sighed. She was like that in college. Now she felt beaten 
down. Being a pastor’s wife was harder than she anticipated. She loved 
the teens, loved getting to invest in their lives and be part of something 
eternal, and loved coming alongside her husband to help him, but it 
was a 4/7j Aob. … Aob her husband was barely paid for, so she had to 
work andR 

Elizabeth closed her eyes. She was tired. Tired of living at a break-
neck pace. Tired of all the expectations. Tired of… She opened her eyes 
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and saw Lucy in the front row. Tired of seeing someone new waltz in 
and take over.

Every time she turned around, Lucy was there. Faleb said she 
planned to teach aerobic dance in the Mellowship Hall as an outreach. 
What would she do next?

Elizabeth couldn’t wait to leave soon as the training ended.
She grabbed her purse and leaned over to Nancy. “I’ll see you later.” 

She headed out the door.
“Elizabeth.” She looked up and saw Drs. 8ellegrino head toward 

her.
Can the day get any worse? 
“-id you have a chance to look through that catalog?’
“Drs. 8ellegrino, I had no idea you were here. -o you want to lead 

a Bible study?”
“Heavens, no. I don’t have time for that. Drs. Green purchased a 

bunch of products and asked if I’d drop them o6.” She held up a full 
bag.

Elizabeth gave a halfWhearted laugh. “Looks like business is boomW
ing.” 

“There’s always room for more.” Drs. 8ellegrino reached into the 
tote on her shoulder. “-id you hear about our monthly specials?” She 
held out a Yier. “It’s a great time to purchase a ceiling fan duster. I 
noticed yours was overdue for cleaning.”

Elizabeth took the Yier. “Thanks for thinking of me. I’ve got to 
run.”

She made a beeline for the car and was about to open the door when 
she felt a familiar gush. 

“Ph no.” It couldn’t be. She looked at the date on her watch. Stink. 
Pf all days to be wearing white pants.
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She turned back toward the church and hoped to make it to the 
bathroom in time, thankful for the extra tampon in her purse. She 
passed Nancy, whose eyebrows shot up. But there was no time to 
explain. >hat a blessing one of the stalls was empty.

Pnce again, red on tissue. …t least she’d made it to the bathroom 
in time. …nd there hadn’t been time to wonder if this might be the 
month. But she groaned as cramps began. …ll she wanted was a heating 
pad, …dvil, and a nap, to sleep through this monthly nightmare.

…s she washed her hands, she glanced in the mirror and barely 
recognized the person before her. She loved to celebrate life, to have 
fun, and to see the good in any situation. The weary eyes staring back 
couldn’t be hers.

Why God? Why can’t I get pregnant? Why can’t I have a baby? Why 
does this have to hurt so much? She was tired of trying to 2nd good in 
this situation. It stunk.

“Elizabeth? …re you ok?”
Elizabeth felt a hand on her shoulder and turned to see Lucy. You’ve 

got to be kidding me. She wanted to race out the door. But knew she’d 
better say something.

“…untie Mlow arrived for an unexpected visit.” She pointed down. 
“Not the best day to be wearing white.”

Lucy nodded. “I banned those from my wardrobe long ago.”
“Good idea.” She wiped her hands, then tossed the paper into the 

trash.
“I always hate it when I get my period. …nd not only because of 

cramps.  >e struggled for years to get pregnant.”
Elizabeth frowned. “?ou struggled?”
“?es. Struggled is putting it mildly. Mor four years and then nearly 

lost Eli. I started bleeding when I was a couple of months pregnant. 
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Thankfully he hung in there.” She sighed. “I miscarried last month, 
which was like the worst period of my life.” 

“I didn’t know.” Elizabeth couldn’t imagine being pregnant and 
then losing the baby.

“>hen I saw you standing there, I wonderedR is there anything I 
can be praying for you?”

Elizabeth bit her lip. How she’d longed to talk with someone who’d 
struggled with this, but this was Lucy. She always looked like she had 
it together. Yet Lucy struggled? Struggled with infertility? Was still 
struggling?

Elizabeth took a deep breath. “>e’ve been trying for seven years.”
Lucy reached out and hugged her. >hen she prayed, Elizabeth felt 

something she hadn’t in a long timeR hope.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The Plane

CLARA

C lara stood on the end of the aisle, restocking Health and Beau-
ty. She’d been excited about this promotion. It didn’t bring 

in much more pay, but at least she wasn’t freezing all day. And she 
loved working through boxes, getting things lined up in order. When 
so much of life was out of control, restocking brought a sense of calm.

She smiled as she worked her way toward the bakery. The smell of 
fresh bread Dlled her nostrils. Her mouth salivated.  !id she ever love 
carbsj What a gift Annie was the bakery manager. Clara always expe-
rienced (oy )and often great samples“ whenever their paths crossed. 

?Wanna try my latest creation”O Annie popped around the corner, 
a cookie in hand.

Clara looked at her watch. ?I’m about due for a break anyway.O She 
reached out, ?Gooh, it’s still warm. What’s in it”O

?Ruess.O
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Clara took a bite and closed her eyes. ?Chocolate, nuts, coconut, 
toYeeL8verything delicious, including the kitchen sink”O

?Vou’ve got it.O
She held up the cookie. ?This is your best yet.?
Annie beamed. ?‘et’s hope the boss thinks so.O She pointed to the 

parking lot. ?‘ooks like somebody got new wheels.O
Clara nodded, ?Vep, the insurance money Dnally came in. There 

was enough to pay oY the rest of my loan and buy a new car.O
?I can only imagine how relieved you are.O
?And get this, you will never guess what they put down for the cause 

of the accident.O
Annie thought for a moment, ?Senior snafu” !etached disaster” 

Ero(ectile Erosthetic”O
?—ery funny. Po. They said it was an act of Rod.O
Annie crossed her arms. ?An act of Rod”O
?Vep. Crazy, hunh” Though I expect they got that right in more 

ways than one.O She wrinkled her nose, ?I was a bit too attached to 
that car.O

?Vou think”O Annie laughed. ?I heard you bawled Todd out on 
vacation for driving your Mnew car’ up and down mountain roads.O

?That was the nicest car I ever had. I wanted everyone to take care 
of it.O She exhaled, ?But I was caring more for it than my 0O

Crashj Clara ducked. The building shuddered. A man in the next 
aisle hit the Foor. 

What was that?
Annie looked up. ?It sounded like an explosion on the roof.O
Clara shook her head. ?But the roof looks Dne.O
?!o you think someone drove into the front of the store”O
They raced to the entrance. There was no crash scene. 
?1aybe in the store room”O
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They headed to the back of the store. Gther than the usual mess of 
boxes, nothing seemed out of place. 

Clara tilted her head, ?We did hear something, right”O
Annie nodded.
8verything seemed untouched, except for the customers and em-

ployees. 7ear, confusion, and perplexity were evident in the eyes of 
each person she passed. A baby cried on the other side of the store.

?So, what (ust happened”O
?I have no clue, but I’ve got to return to my ovens.O
Clara grabbed a box from the storeroom and resumed restocking. 
Ten minutes later, the intercom crackled. ?Attention. 8veryone. 

Gut of the building. Immediately.O
Now what?
Clara set the box down and looked at her watch. 10:10 a.m. This has 

got to be the strangest day.
She headed to the front door. At least I still get paid.
Annie caught up to her. ?The oqce called and said to turn the ovens 

oY. !o they have any idea how many trays of baked goods will be 
ruined”O

A woman began to sway before her. ?I can’tL breathej IL can’t 
breathe.O

Clara raced forward
?Annie, help mejO They put their arms around the woman and 

assisted her toward the doors. Good thing it’s Tuesday and not a lot of 
customers. But the entrance was crowded as nearly a hundred people 
tried to funnel through.

Annie looked up. ?It is starting to smell funny.O
The woman groaned.
?‘et us pass. This lady needs help.O
Some stepped back. Clara pressed forward.
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The moment they reached outside, fresh air Dlled her lungs. 
An  ambulance  raced  into  the  parking  lot,  followed  by  two 

Dretrucks.
While Clara held onto the woman, Annie waved down the para-

medics.
In front of them, one of the baggers was pointing at the building. 

?Po way. Po (oking way.O
Clara looked back as  the paramedics  put oxygen around the 

woman’s face. A plane? What was a plane doing on the roof?
Smoke cleared to reveal a man hobbling out of the wreckage totter-

ing precariously on the roof’s edge.
?A plane landed on top of the store”O
—enice airport was only a mile away. What was a plane doing land-

ing here?
?That’s not any plane. It’s a Cessna 4K3. Gr was.O Gne of the bag 

boys reported.
An elderly customer shielded his eyes and sJuinted. ?‘ooks like it 

skidded along the top then crashed into the parapet.O
?That must’ve been what we heard.O Annie pointed. ?It’s right over 

the bakery.O
Soon as the pilot climbed down the ladder, Dretrucks started spray-

ing foam.
A mom carrying a toddler passed as she sought to get further away. 

?I hear it’s leaking gas.O
Clara rolled her eyes, ?Erobably the only reason 1r. Bothwell 

agreed to empty the store.O
?Gh my goodnessj Channel G2 is herejO Annie grabbed Clara’s arm. 

?I bet they’re going to interview the pilot. ‘et’s go hear.O
?Vou go.O
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?What” GhL oh, right.O Annie (umped to her feet. ?I’ll come back 
and tell you.O

Clara shook her head. What next? At least the pilot survived. But the 
roof?

Clara walked to the far end of the parking lot where she’d parked 
her car a few hours ago. These days she parked as far away from the 
handicapped spots as possible. She sat on the hood. 

How in the world would they ever get the plane off the roof?
The lot Dlled with cars as people stopped to gawk.
This is the most excitement this town has seen in a long time.
Annie hopped up on the hood beside her. ?There’s a huge hole in 

the top of the roof. Think they’ll let us go home”O
Clara shrugged, ?Hnowing 1r. Bothwell, not unless they make him 

close the store.O
Annie slid closer. ?Neady to hear one crazy story” The pilot says he 

took oY from —enice airport and was about Dve miles from here when 
he noticed he was losing oil pressure.O

?What’s that”O
?I have no idea. But it must be something important for Fying. 

When his engine suddenly stopped, he turned back and tried to reach 
the airport. He saw the store roof and Dgured he was less likely to hurt 
people if he landed there rather than in a parking lot. The sheriY keeps 
saying what an incredible (ob he did landing the plane.O

Clara pointed to the wreck on the roof. ?That’s an incredible (ob”O 
?They said the plane could’ve plunged into the store. But appar-

ently, he was a former military pilot who managed to stall the plane 
and drop it ten feet to the roof, where it skidded seventy-Dve feet and 
then crashed into the side. The roof damage is only on top.O

Clara turned to face Annie. ?So that’s why we didn’t see anything”O
?Night. The store has to remain closed until the plane is removed.O
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?How are they going to do that”O
?They are trying to Dnd cranes to lift it oY now.O
Clara furrowed her brow. ?In —enice”O
?Smile ladies.O A camera clicked.
Clara put up her hand, ?PojO
?7red Jones from the —enice Rondolier.O He held out his card. 

?Were you ladies inside the store when the plane hit”O
Annie nodded. 
Clara shook her head, ?Po comment. I do not want my picture in 

the paper.O Then ducked into her car.
Before the door closed, she heard him ask Annie, ?1ay I ask you 

what it was like”O
As Annie answered his Juestions, Clara laid down across the back 

seat of her car and covered her head. What a blessing he doesn’t recog-
nize me from last month. 

The last thing she wanted was more publicity. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Lawsuit

RACHEL

A s the elevator doors opened, Rachel saw Dr. Arlington talking 
to several physicians. She reached to hit the close button but 

halted. This is my hospital. I will not let him intimidate me. 
His hands were raised. “If they do it to me, they can do it to you. 

We, physicians, need to stand together.”
Dr. Arlington’s back was to her, but she nodded to the other physi-

cians as she passed. They quickly moved on. 
Dr. Arlington turned and scowled. “You money-grubbing admin.” 
Rachel knew it was risky when she created an exclusive contract 

between the hospital and Venice Radiology. She fully expected some 
doctors to be put oB, especially the ones who weren’t aNliated with 
that group. They would lose that part of their business. Gut she never 
imagined a doctor the local practice let go would be the one to take 
them to court.

The hospital’s attorney met her in her oNce.
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“He’s zled ten counts, six of them plus the anti-trust are against 
Venice Hospital.”

Rachel leaned back in her chair. “Do they have any merit/”
“Doesn’t look like it.” Lrank explained, “Dr. Arlington claimed 

Venice Hospital along with 5nglewood Hospital, his former employer 
Venice Radiology and two former co-workers conspired to illegally 
boycott him, restrain trade and monopolije the VeniceC5nglewood 
market.”

“"ike we don’t have better things to do/” She 'otted notes on her 
pad. The Goard of Directors will need an update, “And the anti-trust/”

He pulled out his notes and read, “Mourts throughout the country 
have interpreted the federal anti-trust laws as allowing hospitals to en-
ter into exclusive provider contracts. And Llorida courts have also held 
that 6it is standard practice to award exclusive franchises to perform all 
of the hospital;s work, on a contract basis, in such areas as pathology, 
radiology, and anesthesiology.6

He looked up, “And Rachel,” 
She leaned in.
“This is his second hospital lawsuit.”
“His second/” 
“Yes, he sued the zrst hospital he worked at four years before mov-

ing to Venice.”
“And/”
“He lost.”
What a gift to have Lrank on staB as her legal advisor. She never 

dreamed a hospital could face so many lawsuits, even for trying to do 
good. There was no doubt Lrank was earning his pay.

“I need you to be at the next Goard of Directors meeting.”
“I’ll be there.”



D5GGI5 5OTS1IOP5R?$

“I’ll put you zrst on the agenda.” Rachel made a note on her cal-
endar, “Gy the way, what were the issues with his co-workers/” 

“He got upset because one didn’t recommend him for a residency at 
Harvard, and the other allegedly told a pharmaceutical rep he couldn’t 
read 1RIs.”

A radiologist who can’t read MRIs? Dr. Arlington may or may not 
know how to read them, but he knew how to generate trouble and 
work the media. 

He wasn’t only seeking to stir up other doctors to question her 
motives and leadership0 he’d even gone on TV trying to make hospital 
administrators sound like villains. 

He didn’t tell how repeatedly he refused to sign contracts with in-
surance providers. This act often resulted in patients paying enormous 
amounts out of pocket unexpectedly. Er how poorly he treated the 
staB around him.

Rachel looked at Holly. “Any ideas for damage control/”
“Internal or external/”
“Goth”
“Do you still have that stack of patient complaints/”
Rachel handed them over. “Here you go.”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
Holly was a 9ublic Relations whij. She could write press releases 

with the best of them. And create campaigns that resulted in patients 
choosing Venice Hospital over others in the area. She was adept at 
assessing public attitudes about the hospital, which currently weren’t 
positive.

Rachel sighed. In truth, she understood. This hospital had been 
created in 2?F2 when a local businessman gave 723,333 so he wouldn’t 
have to drive his niece …F miles north to Sarasota for treatment. 
Spurred on by this investment, four doctors went door to door so-
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liciting donations. It started with fourteen beds in an apartment and 
had always been a true community hospital. 

Gut a year ago, the community sold the hospital to Gon Secours, a 
nonprozt mission started by nuns in 1aryland, which now included 
seventy-four hospitals nationwide. The sale had been hotly debated. 
9eople were still on edge, afraid the hospital would stop oBering what 
they needed and only pursue more lucrative medical services.

Yet what a conundrum. The average age in Venice was sixty-eight. 
So most of the patients were on 1edicare. 1edicare only paid sev-
enteen percent of what services cost. Rachel sighed. It was hard to 
provide quality care without adequate revenue. 

How could you win when people wanted top care without paying 
for it/ Lor years the hospital had been losing money. Rachel pulled out 
the recent stats. To break even, 2$3 of the 2?E beds needed to be full. 
Since she took over in 1arch, they’d been averaging 2FF daily.

She chose this profession to help people, but as the executives of 
Gon Secours liked to quote, “Without a margin, there is no mission.” 
She loved having the responsibility of the hospital rest solely on her 
shoulders, but nowG/

Oh Lord, I feel so alone. Please help.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Cover Girl

CLARA

“W e’re in the New York Times.” Annie waved the newspaper 
over her head.

Clara grabbed the paper and groaned. In the middle of the page, 
along with a picture of the plane hanging precariously oP the roof’s 
edge, was a photo of her and Annie in their xubliO uniforms sitting on 
the hood of her car, a look of terror on her face. Hnly it wasn’t because 
of the plane.

“I told him I didn’t want my picture in the paper.”
;er throat began to tightenS if it was in the New York Times, it was 

in newspapers across the country. Ro much for keeping her location 
secret.

A wave of nausea hit. ;er hands trembled. Rhe returned the paper 
to Annie. “You had to talk to the reporter.”
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“WhatB” Annie’s face fell, “Hh, Clara. I didn’t think.” Rhe looked 
up. “It’s been over seven years. Drent’s probably moved on. Fo you 
even know if he’s out of prisonB”

Clara broke out in a sweat. “I heard he got out a year ago.” ;er heart 
pounded. The room started to close in. “I need to get grounded.” Rhe 
sat on the …oor. 

“A panic attackB”
Clara grabbed her chest. 
Annie kneeled beside her and fanned her with the paper. “What can 

I do to helpB”
“Dreathe.”
“WhatB”
“;elp me breathe.”
“Hh, right.” Annie took a deep breath. “Rlow breaths, rememberB 

Mocus on your breath. Inhalez Rlowz 9Ohalez Dreathe with mez. 
Inhale deepz. 9Ohale slowz. 8aybe he won’t read the paperB I mean, 
he never seemed like the reading type.”

Clara pulled a row of baking soda boOes oP the shelf and put them 
back in place. Rtraightenz Hrderz Gepeatz Calmz

Annie lowered her voice. “Gemember, this is going to go away. Can 
you make it to the break roomB”

Clara shook her head. “Fi77y. 9verything is spinning.”
“What else can I doB”
“;elp me count backward from one hundred.”
“??z?6z?5z” 
Rhe’d always hated math, but this often helped.
“?', ?1,” Annie prompted.
“Is there a problem, ladiesB”
Oh great, Mr. Bothwell. Clara0s heart beat faster.
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Annie pointed to her watch. “I’m on break, 8r. Dothwell. Clara is 
Uust "nishing up before she takes hers.” Rhe winked at him. “Is that 
okB”

;e nodded and walked on.
Clara pulled the neOt row oP and reLshelved. “Daking sodaz Fust 

on …oorz. 8y handsz. Rhelvesz 8y watch.”
“WhatB”
“;elp me get grounded.”
“Hh yeah, right.” Annie bit her lip. “/m, What are "ve things you 

can smellB”
Clara inhaled. “xerfumez bread baking... sweatz spicesz rotisserie 

chicken.”
“What are "ve things you can feelB”
“9Ocuse me, could I get a boO of baking sodaB” A woman in a 8art 

Cart pointed to the shelf in front of Clara.
Annie handed her one. “;ere you go.”
“Thank you.” Rhe put it in her basket, stepped on the accelerator, 

and headed toward the cake miOes.
Clara reLstacked more baking soda on the shelf. “DoOesz tiled 

…oorz wet pitsz” she nodded at Annie, who’d resumed fanning, “xaL
per’s bree7e.B Rhe reached over. “This bottle of vanilla.”

BWhatB You shouldn0t be able to smell that.B Annie reached for it 
and rolled her eyes. BIt0s open. Cooks like another alcoholic took a swig. 
Detter check the rest of the row.B

Clara groaned and grabbed her chest. BThis world is so messed up.B
Annie leaned forward. “What are "ve things you hearB”
“Youz people in neOt aislez. the aDcz. 8y voicez bakery oven 

beeping.”
“Hh, stink.” Annie Uumped up. “I’ve got to get those trays out. Will 

you be okB”
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Clara waved her oP. 
“I’ll be back soon as I can.”
Clara leaned her head against the shelf. ;er body ached. Oh God, I 

need strength. Rhe hadn’t even seen Drent, but he still tormented her. 
Would it be like this foreverB 

Please help. I don’t want to live the rest of my life in fear.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The Offer

SANDY

T he bell rang.

Sandy looked up to see a young mom with a little boy on her 
hip in the doorway. “Can I help you?”

“Hi! I’m Lucy. My friend Sheryl and I would like to start an aerobics 
class in the fellowship hall to reach out to women in the area. When 
we mentioned it to Pastor Bob, he suggested I check to see if we could 
get something on the calendar.”

“Karen?” Sandy called to the next oYce. “vou need to handle this 
one.”

“Come on in,” Karen called. Lucy crossed to her oYce.
Aerobic dance? Sandy neAer knew what was going to happen next in 

this church.
She shook her head, then resumed stuYng enAelopes. Her Aolunteer 

work didn’t take a lot of thought, but she loAed how being in the 
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church oYce put her in the center of actiAity. -rom her desk in the 
front room, she could hear eAerything. 

“Rre you thinking mornings or afternoons?” Karen asked.
“We better plan on mornings. MotiAation is higher. By afternoon if 

it’s a contest between working out and the couch, I’m pretty sure we 
know who’d win.”

Sandy laughed. Lucy didn’t look like she spent much time on the 
couch. 

“En Wednesdays, the women meet in the fellowship hall for Bible 
study, and on -ridays, a men’s group hosts a breakfast, but the other 
mornings look aAailable.”

“Oreat.” Lucy smiled. “Why don’t we plan on Tuesday and ThursD
day mornings at 03 am? I can post a sign. 2o you think we could put 
an announcement in the church bulletin?”

“Sure,” Karen agreed. “How much will you charge?”
“Gothing,” Lucy said, “I’m hoping it might draw women into the 

church who normally wouldn’t come.”
Sandy peered around the doorway and pointed to the toddler on 

Lucy’s hip. “What are you going to do about children?” 
“We’ll let them play at the back of the room.”
Sounds like chaos. 
“I so appreciate you doing this. If I create a Jier would it be possible 

to get copies made?”
“Sure,” Karen said. “Sandy, could you help Lucy with that?”
Sandy nodded. “I’d be glad to. I try to be here on Tuesdays and 

Thursdays from 03 to 4.”
“Perfect.” Lucy headed toward the door, then turned back. “By the 

way, if you eAer haAe women call the church who’d like to know more 
about zesus, feel free to giAe them my number.” 
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Karen walked into the front oYce. “We do get calls like that occaD
sionally.”

Sandy looked up. “We do?” She made a mental note to be more 
careful when she answered the phone.

Karen shrugged her shoulders. “Makes sense. People start getting 
interested in Ood, they contact a church.”

“I wondered if that might be the case.” The young mom shifted her 
son to her other hip. He nu""led deeper into her shoulder. “If you need 
someone to meet with them, ‘ust let me know.? She tilted her head 
toward 1li. ?Ootta run. Somebody needs a nap.” Rnd she was o@. 

Sandy watched out the window as Lucy headed to her Aan. “She’s a 
bundle of energy.”

Karen nodded. “I haAen’t decided if it’s a blessing or a tornado 
brewing. 1ither way, she’s certainly getting a lot going. May the Lord 
pour on the grace. She taught the two and threeDyearDolds for the Arst 
time last Sunday. The kids and parents loAed it. But zustin said it took 
him a whole morning to put the room back together.”

“What did she do?” 
Karen shrugged, “I haAen’t heard the details yet. But I’m eager to. 

When one of the moms called the oYce to say Lucy was great, zustin 
shook his head and said, BShe’s great all right, great at making messes.’ 
Let’s hope that’s only true regarding Anger paint.” 

“-inger paint?”
Karen nodded. “I peeked at the room. -ortunately, it was washD

able.”
Rs she returned to her oYce, Sandy saw Karen smile and shake her 

head. “Rerobic dance outreach. What’ll she come up with next?”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Running A Hospital

RACHEL

“W ow.  So this is where you work?” Kalea turned around, her 
eyes wide. “This place is amazing.”

“Well,” Rachel smiled. “This is my obce, Iut f spend more time out 
o’ it than in it.”

Kalea sat down. “f had no idea you ran the whole hospital.”
Rachel shook her head. “Sometimes f think it runs me.”
Kalea pointed to the papers on RachelYs desk. “Those look pretty 

intense.”
Rachel nodded. “Ces. WeYre getting ready ’or an inspection to 

maintain our accreditation. ft is a lot o’ work.”
Kalea picked up the nameplate on RachelYs desk. “So what does the 

EOH o’ a hospital do?”
“ftYs a 5einz 7j DoI.” 
KaleaYs ’orehead wrinkled. 
“Cou know, the steak sauce?”
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Kalea shrugged. “fY-e ne-er had steak.”
“This DoI has a Iunch o’ -ariety. We are a ’or‘proxt hospital, so 

f ha-e to ensure this place stays xnancially -iaIle like any Iusiness. 
ThereYs a saying, ACouY-e got to do well to do good.Y f’ we arenYt 
running a proxt, we wonYt Ie aIle to help the poor patients who canYt 
pay. ftYs a -ery compleL DoI.”

“f Iet.” 
“The hospital runs three hundred and siLty x-e days a year, twen‘

ty‘’our hours a day. Vnd when there are emergencies and natural 
disasters, you canYt stay home. We ha-e to weather the storm in more 
ways than one.”

“So when hurricanes come, you ha-e to Ie here?”
Rachel nodded. “f am responsiIle ’or keeping this hospital run‘

ning, and there are many diPerent departments ‘  housekeeping, laun‘
dry, central supply, purchasing, 5R, and then there are the clinical 
departments.”

“:ike the kidsY cancer 'oor?”
“Ces. There are ;ice 8residents who o-ersee each area, Iut f still 

need to ensure e-erything and e-eryone works well together. ThatYs 
the hard part.”

“So youYre like the doctorsY Ioss?”
“Well, the hospital employs only ’our medical specialties@ the OR 

and radiology physicians, anesthesiologists, and pathology. The rest 
work on a contractual Iasis. So they ha-e hospital pri-ileges.”

KaleaYs eyeIrows went up. “8ri-ileges?”
“Ces. Mot all doctors can come into the hospital and do surgery. 

They must go through an application process and Ie appro-ed Iy a 
committee. Vnd those pri-ileges need to Ie renewed e-ery two years.”

Kalea ruIIed her ’orehead. “Wow, f had no idea all that went into 
running a hospital.”
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“Gost people donYt. f’ they did, they might appreciate hospital 
administrators more.”

Kalea tapped her xnger against her lip. “So some physicians donAt 
get pri-ileges?”

Rachel nodded.
“Vnd do some who get pri-ileges lose them?”
“ft doesnYt happen a lot, Iut yes. The ’arther physicians get away 

’rom training and Ieing under authority,” Rachel sat Iack in her 
seat, “well, their egos can grow along with their wallets. Some think 
they can say or do whate-er they wantB some are temperamental and 
mistreat the staP. ThatYs not acceptaIle.”

“:ike sometimes they yell at people?Y
“Cell, throw things, make people cry, then thereYs also incompeten‘

cy, wrong’ul death. ThatYs when we need to step in.”
“Wow. That must Ie hard to Astep in.Y”
“Cou ha-e no idea.”
“f Iet that gets them mad. Bo they e-er try to get Iack at you?”
Rachel paused. “ft can happen.”
Kalea leaned in. “What did you do?”
Something aIout the way she asked made Rachel wonder.  I don’t 

think this is about understanding my job. She chose her words care’ully, 
“Cou need good people skills and a lot o’ patience. Bo you know the 
-erse, AV so’t answer turns away wrath?Y f had to learn that the hard 
way. Nut itYs true.”

“:earn it the hard way? What happened?”
“Gy xrst DoI in hospital administration, f was an assistant ;ice 

8resident.  Hne o’ the doctors f was o-erseeing was Ieing a Derk, and 
f let him ha-e it. 5e went straight to the EOH o’ the hospital and 
complained. They didnYt xre me immediately, Iut shortly a’ter, when 
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they were downsizing, f was one o’ the xrst they let go.” She shook her 
head. “ThatYs when f learned itYs Ietter to hold my tongue.”

Kalea 'ipped her pen in her xngers. “fYm still learning that.”
Rachel looked up. “5ow so?”
“Cou know those doctors you descriIed? The ones who lose pri-i‘

leges?” She looked down and sighed. “ThatYs my dad.”
“Geaning he yells and throws things?”
Kalea nodded. “Vnd makes people cry. Hnly his ego is e-en Iigger 

than his wallet.”
“Wait. What?” V picture o’ KaleaAs run‘down trailer neLt to Gs. 

EoraleeAs came to RachelAs mind. “5is wallet?”
Kalea whispered, “Gy dad is a doctor. V surgeon. 5e mo-ed away 

a’ter he lost Ahospital pri-ileges.Y f ne-er knew what that meant, Iut f 
heard my mom say it was Iecause o’ Iullying.”

“BoesnYt he pay child support?Y
“5e does,” she shrugged, “Iut it doesnYt make any diPerence.”
“What do you mean?”
“Gy mom,” Kalea sighed, “uses it ’or other things.” 
“Hther things?”
Kalea graIIed her Iackpack. “f Ietter go. fY-e got a ton o’ home‘

work to do. Thanks ’or letting me see your obce.” Vnd she was out 
the door.

Her dad’s a doctor?  Rachel shook her head. I didn't expect that. She 
watched out the window as Kalea unlocked her Iicycle and headed 
down the street.  KaleaYs -olunteer Iadge stated her last name was 
Kahale. ft stuck with Rachel Iecause there was a musical ring to it. 
EanYt Ie too many o’ those.

What’s your story, Dr. Kahale? She picked up the phone and called 
5R. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Power of Prayer

S andy opened another binder and slid the collated copies for the 
upcoming women’s retreat into it. Thank God for mindless work 

and something to do with her hands. Otherwise, she might go crazy.
Each time the phone rang, she pounced on it. What could be taking 

so long?
Ever since Robert got the report that his PSA was elevated and he 

needed to go back for a biopsy, she’d been anxious about his health. 
His father died of prostate cancer at the age of 56. Robert was now six 
years past that.

They’d only been married a little over ten years when his dad was 
Nrst diagnosed. qo one ever dreamed how “uickly the cancer would 
spread. He was dead within the year.

Oh Jesus, please, please don’t let it be cancer. Please don’t let Robert die 
without knowing you.

”Time for another cup of coKee.D Baren walked into the front 
oIce, held up her mug, and then pointed to the growing stack of 
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Nnished binders. ”Thanks so much for doing those. 0t looks like it’s 
going to be a great conference. 0t’s not every year we have an author 
come speak.D

Sandy looked at the pages she was putting into them. Becoming 
A Woman of Prayer? Oh, Lord, I sure could use some help in that 
department. ”Are you going?D

Baren laughed, ”qope. 0t’s our anniversary. 0 don’t think jeremy is 
game for celebrating alone.D

”That would deNnitely miss the point.D 
As Baren returned to her oIce, Sandy looked closer at the handL

outs. They sure looked interesting. But who wants to go to a women’s 
conference alone? Still, it might be a good opportunity to meet other 
women in the church. Oh Lord, what would you have me do?

The bell rang over the oIce door. Sandy looked up to see a slim gent 
in a ‘aptain’s hat saunter in.

”Jorning,D he said, holding up a !ug of orange !uice. ”just stopped 
by with a little something for Baren.D

Sandy’s eyebrows raised.
”S“ueezed it myself this morning.D 
”Wow.D Sandy replied, ”0 bet it tastes amazing.D
He leaned in, ”When Yord made my orange trees, he smiled and 

said, '0t is good.’D		
”EldonVD Baren walked into the room and hugged the man. 
Eldon beamed and held out his gift. ”0t’s that time of year again.D 
Baren turned to Sandy, ”2ou should see the trees in Eldon’s backL

yard.D	
Eldon nodded, ”Orange season !ust started this month. Jy trees are 

loaded with fruit.D
Baren pointed to Sandy, ”Eldon, this is Sandy. Jy latest gift from 

jesus.D 
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”Pleased to meet you. 0 bet there’s a story behind that introducL
tion?D

Sandy blushed. ”0’m the one who is blessed to get to volunteer 
here.D

”She’s been coming in every Tuesday and Thursday to help.D Baren 
smiled at her, ”0 can never thank you enough.D

”0 am so pleased to meet you.D Eldon said, ”While 0’m here, is there 
something 0 can help you ladies with?D

Baren pointed to the pile in front of Sandy. ”The women’s retreat is 
happening this weekend. All those binders need to be Nlled with that 
stack of collated content.

Eldon pulled up a chair, ”Jy hands are at your service.D
Sandy held up a bunch of slide grip binding bars. ”Would you be 

willing to slide these on the edges after 0 insert the content?D 
”Slip nF Slide was one of my favorite things to do as a kid on a hot 

summer’s day.D
”0 will leave you to it.D Baren said.
”So, what’s your story?D Eldon asked.
”Jy story?D Sandy slid a stack of handouts into a binder and handL

ed it to Eldon. 
”2es. Are you originally from 3enice?D
”Oh no,D Sandy said, ”We recently moved here from ‘olorado.D
”We?D
Sandy nodded, ”Jy husband Robert and 0 moved here a few 

months ago to be closer to his !ob so he wouldn’t have to travel as 
much.D

”0 look forward to meeting him.D
Sandy shook her head, ”He doesn’t come to church.D
Eldon paused, sliding a binder on. ”Why not?D
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”0t’s complicated. 1ut basically, he’s mad at God for taking our 
daughter. And thinks religion is a waste of time. As a businessman, 
he’s dealt with churchgoers who lack integrity. Whereas he’s a good 
man who doesn’t see a need for jesus.D She sighed, ”At least not yet. 0 
keep praying.D

Eldon reached for another spine, ”0 was reading in my 1ible this 
morning, 'The prayers of a righteous person are powerful and eKecL
tive.’ 0 know we often don’t feel righteous, but thanks to jesus, that’s 
how God sees all ‘hristLfollowers.D

Sandy paused, ”0 never thought of it like that. 0 often wonder if my 
prayers make much diKerence.D

”Would you like to hear a story about the power of prayer?D
Sandy nodded, ”0 could use some encouragement in that departL

ment.D
Eldon pointed to his hat. ”0 served in the Jarines during World War 

—. Muring one of my tours, 0 was on a ship when it was torpedoed and 
spent the night in the water waiting to be rescued.D

Sandy looked up, ”Really?D
Eldon nodded. 
”What was that like?D
Eldon shook his head. ”At Nrst, 0 couldn’t believe it. Everything 

happened so fast. 1efore 0 knew it, the ship started sinking, and men 
were !umping overboard. 2ou better believe 0 was praying.D

”0 would imagine so.D
”4irst, 0 prayed to get away from the ship. When a ship sinks, you 

can get pulled down with it. 1ut as 0 was swimming, trying to get as 
far away from the ship as possible, 0 had to dodge puddles of oil, many 
aDame from the explosion, so we were swimming like crazy to get away 
from that too so we wouldn’t get burnt.D

Sandy raised her eyebrows, ”2ou can get burned in the water?D
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”2ep. Happened to a lot of guys around me. So 0 asked the Yord to 
protect me from being burned.D

”That had to be harrowing.D
Eldon nodded, sealing another envelope. ”‘ertainly gave me a picL

ture of what hell might be like. Then after the ship went down and 
0 made it past the burning oil, 0 started praying that sharks wouldn’t 
get me.  A lot of men were in!ured and bleeding. We were a Doating 
feast. Some men were attacked, others pulled under and never surfaced 
again.D

”What a nightmare.D
Eldon shook his head. ”0 can still hear the screams.D
The phone rang, and Sandy !umped, ”Hold that thought. Hello? 

0sland ‘ommunity ‘hurch, may 0 help you?D She looked at Eldon 
and mouthed, It’s Robert. He nodded and kept putting spines on the 
binders.

”Oh honey, 0 am so thankful to hear that. Thank you, Yord. Ok. 
We’ll talk more at home. Thank you for letting me know.D

She hung up the phone and exhaled. 
”0s everything ok?D
She nodded, ”2es.D She wished she could share the good news, 

but Robert was a private person and wouldn’t appreciate her telling 
anyone, especially not about anything so personal.

She returned to the pile before her. ”2ou were telling me about the 
sharks. What a nightmare. 1ut you weren’t attacked?”

He shook his head, ”Thank the Yord, nothing came near me. 1ut 
there were still dangers. 1ack then, life preservers weren’t what they are 
today. After fourteen hours, mine was waterlogged and heavy. 0 had to 
pray it wouldn’t pull me under.D

”The life preservers that were supposed to help youFD
”After hours in the water often drowned people.D
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Sandy shook her head. 
”And, of course, we prayed the whole time that we’d be found by 

rescuers. And that those rescuers wouldn’t be the enemy.D 
”What happened?D
 ”4ourteen hours later, help came. We were so relieved when they 

got close enough for us to see they were our guys. 1ut let me tell you, 
that was one long night. The rescuers had to wait till daylight to Nnd 
us.D

”That was a lot of answered prayer.D
”And not !ust mine.D Eldon placed his hand on his heart. ”0 was 

blessed with a praying mom. 1ut that’s a whole other story.D He stood 
to go. ”0’ve got a doctor’s appointment.D He pointed to the mess on 
her desk. ”0’m sorry 0 can’t help more.D

Sandy smiled, ”The help you gave was exactly what 0 needed.D She 
pointed to his cap, ”Thank you so much for your service. 0t’s an honor 
to meet you.D

”And thank you for your service,D he pointed to her desk, ”for all 
you are doing to help Baren in here.D As he headed out the door, he 
looked back, a sparkle in his eye, ”Would you like me to bring you a 
!ug of orange !uice next time?D

Sandy nodded. ”2es, please. Robert loves orange !uice.D 
”‘onsider it done. And 0 will !oin you in praying that one day 

Robert will love jesus, too.D
Sandy smiled. What a gift to have a man like that praying for her 

husband. She looked back at the contents she was stuIng into the 
binder. 1ecoming a woman of prayer? Jaybe if she went, it might help 
her grow in prayer and experience stories like Eldon. 

She’d have to ask Robert. Her face broke into a smile as she thought 
of him. She couldn’t wait to get home and tell him about her day and 
celebrate his good news from the doctor. If nothing else, I expect he’ll 
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be excited to hear some fresh squeezed orange juice will soon be headed 
our way.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Harvest Festival

CLARA

A  line of witches, superheroes, and princesses stretched around 
the block. Clara was thankful they’d come early. Twelve more 

people, then they’d be inside.
“Mommy. I see Heather. Can I stand with her?”
Clara shrugged. “Sure.” Heather was the reason they were spending 

Halloween at Island Community Church. She’d given Ashley a Fyer at 
school for this Harvest Bestival. Clara’s other kids opted for traditional 
Trick or Treating with Todd, unwilling to risk guaranteed bags of loot 
for an unknown event. Clara wasn’t sure what a Harvest Bestival was, 
but anything this popular couldn’t be too weird.

-esides, the pastor who’d come to her door encouraged her to atG
tend church. Clara wondered, Did this count?

“xot to love how eYcited the kids are.”
Clara turned to see a young mom behind her. “jep. And they aren’t 

even Racked up on sugar yet.”
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The mom laughed as a little shepherd sLuirmed in her arms. “I’m 
hoping this guy sleeps well after all this eYcitement. I could use a good 
night of sleep.”

Clara nodded. She remembered those days. At least she no longer 
dealt with diapers. 

“My name is Ducy.” The young mom said. “I’m new in town. Wo 
you go to this church?”

Clara shook her head. “I have never set foot in a church before.”
Ducy handed the sLuirming shepherd to the man behind her. 

“!hat brought you here?”
Clara glanced ahead. The line wasn’t moving fast. She told about 

her walk on the beach, her prayer, and the guys who came to her door.
“That is the best story ever" I became a Christian ten years ago, my 

'rst week in college.” Ducy leaned in. “I’m the great great great great 
granddaughter of a pirate.J

Clara raised her eyebrows, “Neally?”
“Neally. Pnly he wasn’t cool like !estley.”
ClaraUs face broke into a smile. “I loved UThe Erincess -ride.U”
“Me too. -ut my ancestor didn’t leave any buried treasure. 8ust a 

legacy of alcoholism, adultery, and abuse.”
Now that I can relate to. Clara reached for her cigarettes, then reG

membered where she was and sighed. “So what happened?”
“There were these guys who lived in a scholarship house neYt door. 

At dinner the 'rst night, they asked if anyone had anything they could 
pray for. Pne of my roommates shared she needed a class to graduate, 
but the wait list was three hundred people long. They prayed, and the 
neYt night she came home all eYcited. She’d got the class. Wid that ever 
catch my attention. I mean, xod cares about classes?”

Clara laughed. “jeah, you think he’d be too busy running the ‘niG
verse.”
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“1Yactly. Then the guys asked if there was anything else they could 
pray for. Another roommate shared an impossible prayer reLuest. 
They prayed, and the neYt night I heard another wild story of how 
xod provided.”

“Again?” Clara asked.
Ducy nodded. “This happened every night that week. Pn Briday, I 

went upstairs to my room, got down on my knees, and cried out, 9If 
it’s true. If you want a personal relationship with me. I want you.’ I 
had this physical sensation of being puri'ed from the top of my head 
to my toes. There was no doubt in my mind I was a sinner. Suddenly 
it all made sense that 8esus died to pay the penalty for my sin. !hen 
I picked up the -ible, I could understand what I was reading for the 
'rst time. And I felt love like I never had before.”

“That part I get.” Clara glanced at her wedding ring, then thought 
about her totaled car and sighed, “I only wish all of life could be so 
wonderful.”

“Mom" Heather and her family are about to go in. I need my canned 
good.” 

Clara handed Ashley a can of stewed tomatoes. She grabbed it, then 
raced to the front of the line, her red !onder !oman cape Fapping in 
the bree@e. 

“Is that your daughter?”
“jep.”
“She’s beautiful.J Ducy tilted her head, JDike her mom.”
Clara raised her eyebrows. “She’s also a handful.”
Ducy pointed to 1li. “I get that. !hen he turned two, I wrote a 

poem sharing how I wondered if an alien had possessed him.”
“Neally?” Clara stepped back
Ducy held up her hands, “Oot literally. -ut being a mom is not for 

the faint of heart.”
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“jou can say that again.”
Ducy sighed. “!e live in a broken, fallen world. Dife sure can be 

hard.”
Clara crossed her arms. “Dife is hard for you?”
“jou better believe it.” Ducy shook her head. “I don’t know where 

I’d be if an older woman hadn’t met with me to help me get to know 
xod and 'gure out how to navigate life with him.”

Clara sighed. “!ish I had someone like that in my life.”
Ducy shrugged. “If you’d like, I’d be glad to get together and show 

you what that woman showed me. It helped lay a foundation for my 
new life with 8esus and has made such a diBerence in my life.”

“Neally?” Clara looked at her closely.
Ducy nodded. “Neally.”
ClaraUs shoulders relaYed. “I would totally be game for that.”
Ducy pulled out a pen and wrote down her number.
As they reached the door to enter the Harvest Bestival, Clara smiled. 
She Rust might like this church thing.



Discussion Questions

PART 1

1. What has been your favorite part of the book so far? (There 
are still six more parts to come!)

2. Of the four main characters (Elizabeth, Clara, Rachel, and 
Sandy), which do you most connect with? Why? What do 
you think are the longings of this character? How is she 
seeking to get those longings ful3lled? How is that working 
out for her?

I. 7n chapter P Dastor Lan says, “Do you hear that? We’re an 
answer to prayer. Now I know why God told me to do this today. 
I’m not even from this area. I was visiting Harry when the 
Holy Spirit said, 'Get up and go.' So, we did. I wondered if 
I’d heard right. Then you answered the door." Have you ever 
experienced the 'ord nudging you to step out of your plans 
or comfort zone when it didnAt make sense, only to discover 
he really was at work? 7f so, what happened? What role does 
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listening to Jod play in sharing hope with people who donAt 
know 5esus?  How does 5ohn :41P relate to this?

8. 7n chapter B Sandy re6ects on how she came to know the 
'ord through attending a 9ible discussion group. What 
thoughts come to mind as you hear her describe this?

:. 7n chapter 1q while Rachel waits to sign up for a discipleship 
program, she observes as 'ucy listens to a teen and prays 
with her. Why do you think she describes this as a beautiful 
moment? Loes discipleship have to be a program? Why or 
why not? How might it occur organically?

q. 7n chapter 1M what do you think is going on inside Rachel 
as she considers, ABut the church ladies did say God did the 
pairing. Rachel looked at Kalea. What if God paired her 
with Ms. Coralee for a reason? '  What happened as a result? 
What role can recognizing JodAs sovereign purposes play in 
the formation and acceptance of discipleship relationships? 
Lo you think itAs good to pair people by putting names in 
a hat? Why or why not. How do you think Elizabeth might 
answer that 0uestion after being paired in chapter 1B with 
–rs. Dellegrino?

P. 7n chapter 2@ Gancy shares they forgot to train the older 
women. What do you think might be important to include 
in such training?

B. 7n Chapter 22 what diAerence did it make when 'ucy shared 
her struggle with Elizabeth? What have you found helps you 
connect better with women B sharing successes or struggles? 
Why?
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M. 7n chapter 28 'ucy oAers to meet with any women who call 
the church oCce wanting to know about Jod and starts 
teaching free aerobic dance classes to reach out to women 
who live near the church. What are some creative ways youAve 
reached out in the hopes of sharing the gospel? What ideas 
do you have for doing this?

1@. 7n chapter 2:, 'ucy shares an older woman discipled her 
when she was in college and this helped lay a foundation for 
her life. Have you ever been discipled? 7f so, what has that 
looked like? 7f not, what comes to mind when you hear 'ucy 
say this?

11. What do you observe in the book about how discipleship 
relationships can start?

12. What did you sense the 'ord highlighted for you as you read? 
How do you sense him inviting you to respond to this?
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