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“Ostensibly, Woiwode weaves a tender, slow-burning story of death, grief, and rebirth, but really, it’s her intoxicating love-letter descriptions of a windswept North Dakotan prairie and its inhabitants that will sweep you off your feet. A moving tale about the resilience of family relationships and the power of memory, Past Darkness unravels a tale, brimming with love and hope, to prove it.”


Elissa Elliott, author, Eve: A Novel


“Beautifully haunting, sublime yet profound, Laurel Woiwode’s debut novel is the truest of romances: the romance between the individual soul and the Father’s persistent love and healing.”


John L. Moore, author, The Breaking of Ezra Riley and Bitter Roots


“A profound story of sudden, devastating loss and the tenuous, graceful process of healing and redemption. The characters who move through this powerful first novel are as complex or nuanced as the people who move through our lives; you will remember Gabrielle Larson, Uncle Will, Aunt Bea, and Ian Mackenzie long after you turn the final page. You will remember the places they inhabit as well. Woiwode evokes rural North Dakota with the tender confidence that comes only when a writer knows the shape of a place as well as she knows the shape of her hand. From one lucid sentence to the next, she illuminates the intimate mysteries of the natural world, and invites us to share in its expansive beauty.”


Karen Halvorsen Schreck, author, While He Was Away and Sing for Me 


“Woiwode’s story is moving and elegantly framed, capturing the pain, growth, and development of an individual’s heart, mind, and soul. It is a rare sort of story in our world today, but Woiwode succeeds in crafting this individual against the great expanse of North Dakota, interweaving the geography of the state with her central character’s awakening.” 


Michael Brandon Lopez, lawyer


“A wonderful story of hope, faith, and forgiveness. And also courage—to face our fears and overcome them.”


Annette Haas, veterinarian
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For Dad and Mom


Who always believe




I have been one acquainted with the night.


  I have walked out in rain—and back in rain.


  I have outwalked the furthest city light.


Robert Frost


The light shines in the darkness,


and the darkness has not overcome it.


  John 1:5




	  Chapter 


	  1


    I started listening again to the radio, to a counseling program, and realized people can’t be objective about their lives. Almost every story is subjective, after all, and each life lived is a story. The stories I heard people tell on the radio sounded wild and fantastic, but I was inclined to believe them. Perhaps because my own story sometimes seems made up.


	My parents were both musicians, but they came to music in different ways. My mother was from a Norwegian immigrant community that settled on the plains of the Dakotas. She had a gift for music, especially piano. Her parents encouraged her to pursue this talent, and she went to study music at Wheaton College, west of Chicago.


	At about the same time, my father was pre-law at the University of Illinois. He was the oldest of a large family, and his father expected him to take over the family firm, which dealt primarily in the growing and lucrative business of divorce. Dad started playing the guitar as a defense against his disillusionment with an increasingly litigious society. His father hated musicians.


	One of my father’s friends introduced him to the Cornerstone festival, not far from Chicago, which featured prominent speakers and musicians. Even though it was a Christian event, the friend convinced Dad to attend because of the music. The festival people accepted Dad without judgment, and he became a Christian. He left the university, unable to keep up the pretense that he was meant to be a lawyer. He began working for the Cornerstone ministry, and met my mother when she volunteered there. She told me she’d never met such an enthusiastic, talented musician. They began their own music ministry after they were married.


	This is a little background for my story, which begins in medias res, when I was fifteen. I was an only child who thrived on Chicago life, even though we lived in the suburbs. I attended Christian Liberty Academy in Arlington Heights and enjoyed my classes and the time I got to spend with my circle of friends.


	I did wonder if my parents wanted a boy instead of a girl. My name, Gabrielle, was pronounced Gay-bri-ELLE, closer to the male version, and not GAB-ri-EL-la, the usual for a girl. It didn’t bother me, but it made me sit down and think at times.


	As I got older, my parents let me sing with them during a few of their performances. I grew up with music—Mom sang to me and Dad played his compositions for me—and as I learned about music my goal was to enthrall an audience.


	One evening, we drove up to the front entrance of an auditorium that had a sign announcing:




	The captivating husband-and-wife duo


    Introducing their daughter, Gabrielle Larson


    


	“Where’s the picture?” I said. “They’re supposed to have our picture!”


	“They’ll see what we look like soon enough,” Dad said, and turned off the car. “Are you ready?”


	“Wait a minute,” Mom said, and straightened his shirt collar.


	I helped carry our instruments and sound equipment inside, and then parted the curtains from backstage and looked into the auditorium. I felt cold and sweaty as I stared at all the people there, since this was my first large event. We spent some time warming up, but we were introduced before my nerves settled. I sang harmony most of the night, waiting for my solo toward the end of the program.


	“You are all in for a special treat tonight,” Dad said into the microphone. “Not only do you get to hear one of my favorite hymns, but you get to hear one of my favorite people sing it!”


	Dad started picking the melody on his guitar, and the audience’s spreading stillness settled into me. I began singing with a clear voice: “This is my Father’s world, and to my listening ears all nature sings, and round me rings the music of the spheres.”


	I started thinking about the people listening to me, and my voice broke. I could feel the burn of a blush spread over me from my forehead to fingertips, and I finished the song in a faint voice. I was silent until we reached home.


	“I never want to do that again!”


	“Oh, now Gabe, don’t be too hard on yourself,” Dad said. “You should have seen some of the mistakes I made when I started out. Like the time I started playing a song in the wrong key. I was like, ‘Dude, what’s up?’ but I was so nervous, I didn’t know what was wrong for a while.”


	“I’m serious!”


	“I know how you feel, honey,” Mom said. “But you know what they say about falling off a horse, right?”


	I rolled my eyes, but she continued. “Why don’t you come to the church program tomorrow to listen, and see how you feel then.”


	“Fine.”


	“That’s m’girl,” Dad said, and gave me a thumbs-up.


	The next evening, I tried to imagine I’d never heard my parents sing. Mom’s soprano and Dad’s high baritone voices blended in a beautiful combination. For the finale they sang “I Know That My Redeemer Lives” from Handel’s Messiah. It brought tears to my eyes, and I desired that power.


	I wanted to do another solo, so I went through Mom’s music until I found one I liked. I told her I wanted to learn the piece.


	“I don’t know, Gabe,” she said. “It’s difficult.”


	“I can do it.”


	“Honey, I don’t want you to strain your voice.”


	I pulled the music out of her hands. “I want to do this song.”


	“All right,” she said, looking almost afraid.


	They scheduled me to sing at their next concert, so I practiced until my throat hurt, but I ignored the pain. My solo didn’t go the way I planned. My voice didn’t crack, but because the melody was fast and high, my enunciation wasn’t clear and my voice had hardly any volume or depth.


	I went backstage and fought back tears of frustration. I practiced so hard! And for what? Nothing.


	“Gabrielle? Are you okay?” Dad was looking at me, his guitar suspended over its case.


	“Yes.”


	“Look, I know you’re disappointed in the way you sang,” he said. “You know, harder isn’t always better when it comes to music. Sometimes the best, most beautiful music is unbelievably simple.” He smiled at me. “You have a beautiful voice, Gabe. Let people hear it.”


	I managed to nod.


	“You have to let your voice mature before you put too much strain on it,” Mom said.


	I nodded again.


	With practice, and with my parents’ guidance, my voice improved and I began singing more often. And I let the praise I received—and began to expect—go to my head, I’m afraid.


	My friends at school were annoyed because all I talked about was music and singing and how much fun I had performing. My best friend, Carmen, who was always exuberant, was excited to hear about my singing. Even when some of my other friends stopped hanging out with me, Carmen didn’t. However, one day at school, after I’d been talking all through lunchbreak about learning a new song, I noticed that Carmen was silent.


	“Carmen,” I said, “is everything okay?”


	“Yeah, sure,” she said.


	“Uh, I think something’s wrong.”


	Carmen looked at me, as if trying to decide whether to speak.


	“Please, tell me. I’m your friend!”


	“You haven’t been much of one, Gabrielle.”


	“What?”


	“All you do is talk about yourself. It’s like you don’t care about anyone else. There’s stuff going on in my life too, you know? But you’re acting like you’re the only one that matters.”


	“That’s just stupid,” I said.


	Carmen looked away and took a sip of her juice.


	“What exactly do you mean, anyway?” I said.


	Carmen slid her fork around until I wanted to slap her hand. “I was sent to the principal’s office yesterday,” she said.


	“That’s my fault?”


	She looked at me and shook her head. “I yelled at someone, defending you.”


	“Well, I never asked you to do that,” I said.


	“That’s not the point,” Carmen said.


	I was starting to feel uncomfortable. “Then what is?”


	“You’re being selfish,” she said.


	I didn’t know what to say. I was shocked that I hadn’t noticed until now how upset Carmen was.


	“I’m sorry, Carmen,” I said. “I didn’t mean to act like that. I guess I got excited about singing, but, whatever, I’m sorry.”


	“Yeah, okay,” Carmen said. She shrugged and looked at me. “I’m sure performing is exciting.”


	She stood up and picked up her food tray. I did the same.


	“Yes, but still,” I said. “I’m really sorry.”


	Carmen smiled but didn’t say anything.


	We slid our trays onto the counter where they were collected.


	“I’m glad you finally said something to me,” I said.


	“Well, you are my best friend, Gabe.”


	“And you’re mine, Carmen,” I said, and hugged her. “I’m glad you didn’t start ignoring me or something!”


	“Hey, it was tempting!” Carmen grinned at me, and bounced on her toes.


	“So, what is new with you?” I asked.


	Carmen tried to look serious for a minute, then grinned and ran down the hallway toward her next class. She spun around, running backwards, and said, “Oh, you know, same ole same ole!”


	I laughed as I watched her slip around a corner and out of sight.


	I went home that day feeling loaded down with homework and guilt, even though Carmen had forgiven me.


	I stepped into the kitchen at home and dropped my backpack on the floor. I heard music from the living room and remembered that Mom was away at some sort of women’s group meeting, but Dad was home, sick with the flu. I poured myself some juice and opened the door to the living room. Dad was sprawled in an easy chair wearing sweatclothes and a flannel bathrobe, his head laid against the back of the chair. His eyes were closed, and his face looked feverish and his nose raw.


	The strains of Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons reverberated through the room—“Autumn” or “Winter,” I couldn’t remember which. One of Dad’s hands lifted off the armrest and floated back and forth through the air as though he were conducting. The strings went through a phrase of stutter-like crescendos, overlapping each other, until the soloist’s violin rose above them in a sweet roll of trills that traveled in an effortless slide up and down through several octaves. I could feel the vibrations of the contrabass and cellos in my chest. The violin solo continued, becoming eerie, breathy, and high-pitched, until all the strings joined into the same wild, raw, and stuttering crescendo, then faded in harmony. The hair rose on my arms.


	Dad smiled, eyes still closed. A violent sneeze jerked him up and his eyes opened. He looked at me and smiled.


	“How was school?” he asked, his voice hoarse.


	I put my hand over his forehead. “It was fine.” I knew I could mention Carmen, but didn’t. “Do you feel any better?”


	He shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe.”


	Goosebumps still covered my arms, but Dad’s forehead was hot and dry under my palm.


	“Would you like some tea?” I asked.


	He smiled again and I saw the weariness in his eyes. I wanted to make him feel better.


	“I would love some,” he said, and I could move again.


	One day during the following week, I walked home from school, oblivious to the other students. Trevor likes me! I thought.


	I did my homework, once at home, not caring if I did it well or not. When I was done, I went to the kitchen and sat on the counter, and watched Mom prepare dinner. I was sitting there, humming and drinking tea, when Mom looked at me and smiled.


	“You sure are cheerful tonight. Any special reason?”


	“No,” I said. “Well, maybe.”


	“What might that be?” Mom said, as if to herself.


	“Well, there’s this guy—”


	“Ah.”


	“What?”


	“I didn’t say anything.”


	“Mm-hmm, whatever. Well, anyway, he’s really cool and his name is Trevor.”


	“So Trevor is cool?”


	It didn’t sound good when she said it.


	“Yeah, he’s cool. And one of his friends says Trevor likes me.”


	Mom smiled again, but it was a smile that excluded me. “Did his friend happen to say why this Trevor likes you?”


	“No, I guess not. But does it matter? You don’t seem happy. I thought you’d be happy if I was happy.”


	“Well, perhaps we should save our enthusiasm to see if anything comes of it.” She shook out some lettuce as she spoke, emphasizing enthusiasm with a cascade of water droplets. I mumbled something incoherent.


	“Pardon?”


	“Maybe you won’t be enthusiastic no matter what happens,” I said.


	Mom stopped tearing the lettuce leaves. “Gabrielle, you are very young to be getting involved with boys, and I don’t know anything, good, bad, or otherwise, about this Trevor.”


	The reasonable tone of her voice made me angry.


	“That’s just an excuse!” I said. “You want to keep me as your little Gabrielle. I won’t stay a little girl forever, and you can’t make me!”


	Dad walked in and looked at me in surprise.


	“Gabe,” he said, “don’t talk to your mother like that.”


	“Of course you’d take her side!” I said.


	His eyes widened. “Gabrielle! What’s wrong with you?”


	Tears gathered in my eyes as I pushed past him and out of the kitchen. I ran to my room and slammed the door. I slid down the wall in the corner, my anger spent.


	I heard a knock on my door. I was too ashamed to respond. From between my arms, which were covering my face, I saw the door open and Dad’s bare feet approach me. I was trying to avoid his face, so I focused on his toes. His big toenails were squarer than the others and dark hair curled over the knuckles of all ten of his toes. I wanted to point it out to him so we could laugh about it together, but I couldn’t say anything. He stopped in front of me.


	“Gabrielle?”


	I saw his toes dig into the carpet as he squatted in front of me. He ran his hand over my hair. I shivered. He knelt and took me into his arms.


	“I’m sorry I yelled, Gabrielle.” His voice echoed through his chest into my ear. “Even though you were wrong to yell at Mom, I made it worse by yelling at you. Forgive me?”


	I nodded, my head rubbing against his collarbone.


	Dad held me tighter for a moment and then stood. “Do you want to go and talk to your mother?”


	“No!” I said. “I can’t talk to her yet.”


	Dad sat down on my bed and patted it for me to sit beside him. “Why not, Gabrielle?” he asked.


	“Too ashamed.”


	“Ah, yes. Well, I know from experience that delay doesn’t make apologizing easier. It just prolongs the inevitable, giving you more time to torment yourself.” He rocked me from side to side with his arm that was over my shoulders. “Would it be better if she came here?” he asked.


	“I guess.”


	“Don’t be glum, dear, confession is good for the soul! Didn’t somebody say that?” He squeezed me again, stood, and pointed to the doorway and deepened his voice.


	“I go into the unknown, to bring the fair damsel Katherine to your side!” He trotted down the hall. I heard Mom’s surprised shriek as he picked her up—“Don’t carry me!” she cried—and came back. Mom was flushed and laughing as he stopped in front of my door and set her down.


	“Your destination,” he said, and bowed. Mom curtsied to him before he turned and went toward the kitchen. I had been laughing, but when Mom turned to me, smiling, my shame came back. I hid my face on her shoulder.


	“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m stupid. I didn’t mean any of those things.”


	She hugged me and rocked from side to side. “I forgive you, Gabrielle, of course I do,” she said.


	I felt like crying, but I laughed instead. Dad was singing what sounded like a madrigal, something about maidens fair and a feast to share and the toil not to be spared.


	Mom laughed, the sound passing through her chest and into me before it reached my ears.


    

	  Chapter 


	  2


    I was in my room on a Friday evening, finishing homework so I’d be free for the rest of the weekend. I went to get some tea after finishing my algebra assignment, and stopped in the dark hall outside the kitchen door, out of my parents’ sight, because I heard a serious tone in Dad’s voice.


	“Kate, I don’t know. It seems like we never have quite enough bookings to make the advertising and instruments worthwhile.” He sighed, and I heard him rattling in the dishpan. He seemed to be taking out his frustration on some silverware.


	“There will always be dry spells,” Mom said, and in another voice, “don’t you think?”


	“This seems more like a drought.”


	“I could go back to teaching full-time instead of subbing, Daniel.”


	“You were miserable when you had to put up with the politics in that school every day. And those little gremlins never gave you a moment’s peace.”


	“True. But after all, I can put up with you!”


	“Ha, ha, funny,” Dad said. “Okay, joking aside, I’m starting to think maybe we’re not doing the right thing here. I mean, we’re barely making ends meet. And we should be putting money away for Gabrielle’s college.”


	I could feel my face growing warm. Were they thinking of quitting the music business? And for my sake?


	Dad’s voice was quiet, so I leaned forward. I could see him standing at the sink, hands in the water, head bent over his chest. “I feel like a failure.”


	Mom set down the plate she’d been drying. “Daniel, look at me,” she said. She pulled him to face her, his hands dripping soap and water. She gripped his biceps and shook him until he looked at her.


	“Don’t be absurd,” she said. His head jerked back in surprise. “Daniel, you’re the kindest and best man I ever met, and I’d still think the same and still love you as much as I do, even if we were living in a cardboard box!” She gave him another little shake.


	Dad smiled a little. “Ah, but—”


	Mom held up her hand to stop him. “Besides that, and even more important, you have great faith. Don’t give up when things look grim. And I’ll be here no matter what.”


	They were both silent a moment. Then Dad inhaled, as if for the first time in a while, and laughed.


	“You’re right. I needed a rebuke! I do believe, in fact I know that God will bless us for honoring him.” He took her hand.


	“Ugh, wet,” she said.


	“Sorry,” he said, and scratched his face, leaving foam on an eyebrow. Then he raised his hand, made into a fist, still dripping water. “Now I know how he feels,” he said.


	“What are you talking about?” Mom asked.


	“Misunderstood by the very people who should most appreciate him,” Dad said.


	“Huh?”


	Dad made a rapping motion with his fist. “Knocking on heaven’s door.”


	Mom laughed and rolled her eyes, and their somber mood was broken, so I went back down the hall to my room. I sat and stared at the shadows my hands left on my desk. I tried to form a prayer, but all I could think was, Please God, don’t let my parents quit their music for my sake!


	I heard the phone ring, and Dad answered it. Then I heard both my parents talking. I was thirsty, so I went back down the hall. I heard Dad’s full-throated laugh from the kitchen before I stepped in.


	“So guess what, Gabe?” Dad said, leaning back against the counter, his ankles crossed.


	“I don’t know.”


	“We’ve been asked to sing at a prestigious conference! Isn’t that far out?” he said, and laughed again. “Group hug!” The weight of their arms was comforting.


	I sang as I got up and dressed the next morning. It was Saturday, and I planned to go shopping with Carmen. Dad was humming and making toast when I came downstairs.


	“Good morning, Gabe!” He grabbed me and messed up my hair.


	“Hey,” I said, “I just fixed that!”


	He released me, and Mom smoothed my hair and kissed my cheek. “Don’t mind him, he’s a little insane this morning,” she said to me in a stage whisper.


	“Cruel woman!” Dad said, and plastered butter on his toast. “Okay, so I’m a little excited, I admit. But I’m happy because, on top of that big conference we’ve been booked for, just this morning a pastor from a local church called and asked us to play at a conference they’re having today. Their scheduled band canceled.” Dad had a wicked look in his eye. “So, one could say that we should give thanks for shoddy behavior, as long as it’s not our shoddy behavior!”


	“Daniel! What a bad example you’re setting,” Mom said, and patted his cheek.


	“Does this mean Carmen and I can’t go to the mall?” I asked.


	“No, you can still go,” Dad said, “but you’ll have to walk.”


	“I don’t mind.”


	“Make sure you take a jacket,” Mom said. “It’s cold out there.”


	“Yeah, I know.”


	I called Carmen to tell her about the change in plans as my parents loaded their equipment in the car. She said her mom could drop her off on her way to do some weekend errands.


	My parents were driving away as Carmen and her mother drove up. Carmen ran over to me, her honey-blond hair bouncing with her strides, and I felt as exuberant as she looked. I waved to my parents and then to Carmen’s mom as they drove off in different directions.


	“Okay, Carmen, all I have to do is grab my stuff and lock the door.”


	“Hurry up, slowpoke!”


	We started off on our walk to the mall, talking and laughing.


	There were sirens farther up the street, in our path.


	“Someone’s in trouble,” I said.


	“Sounds like it,” Carmen said.


	We didn’t see the car accident until we got closer. There were two ambulances and five police cars at the scene and the distant wail of more approaching emergency vehicles. We joined the crowd at the police barrier and saw two mangled vehicles. I could hear my heartbeat in spite of the commotion and noise. I’d never seen anything so horrible. There were gouges in the pavement where one of the cars had slid upside down for twenty feet. Pieces of glass and metal were scattered over the street like discarded garbage.


	“Gabe!” Carmen sounded breathless. “That’s your car!”


	My blood ran cold as I stared at the twisted wreckage of the car. I pushed people aside and ducked under the yellow police tape.


	“Hey, miss!” a cop cried. “You can’t come in here!”


	I could feel the tape barrier slap my back as I saw two paramedics come out from behind our car with a body on a stretcher. The body was covered with a sheet, except for the left hand, which was hanging down from the side of the stretcher. My eyes were drawn to that hand—it had disciplined me, guided me, and comforted me—my father’s hand. He was dead, I knew that. I could see the sparkle of the sun off his ring. I heard, as through a heavy mist, someone yelling.


	I woke to a squeezing pressure in my chest and stomach that gave every breath I took a raking pain.


	What’s wrong with me? I thought. I knew everything had gone black and silent, but I couldn’t remember why. I could hear now, but was still surrounded by darkness. My eyes were closed, but I lacked the strength to open them. I heard voices.


	“Miss, who is this?”


	“My friend, Gabrielle.”


	Why is Carmen crying?


	“What are you doing here? What’s wrong with her?”


	“We were on our way to the mall and we saw the accident and that’s her parents’ car,” Carmen said.


	“You mean the silver one?”


	“Yes!”


	“My God! They, ah, oh sh—They didn’t make it.”


	Carmen sobbed louder. “You mean—?”


	“They’re dead,” the voice above said.


	I sat up and something struck my head. I was in the back of a police car. Outside the open door, Carmen stood with a hand to her face, crying on an officer’s shoulder. With his right hand he patted her back and with his left he rubbed his forehead. His hands were so white I could see large freckles over his skin.


	I climbed out of the car and stood. The officer turned to me, his brown eyes sad.


	“I’m so sorry,” he said, “your parents—Are you all right?”


	His hand was on my shoulder, but I couldn’t feel it. I managed a slight nod to answer his question. Carmen collapsed against me and sobbed on my shoulder. I could feel the heat of her sobs and hiccups as she clung to me. My arms hung lifeless at my sides.


    

	  Chapter 


	  3


    The next thing I remember with any clarity is sitting on the couch in my house, surrounded by people wearing black. I heard whispering.


	“The poor child! Can you imagine?”


	“She hasn’t cried. Or anything.”


	“What’s she going to do?”


	I looked down and noticed that my fists had the appearance of carved ice against my black dress. Those hands must belong to someone else. That would mean it was a mistake that I was in this room listening to these people. A mistake. Yes. Horrible mistake. I closed my eyes.
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