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    For Steph, my beautiful brown eyes :)


Thanks to all my friends and family who read the story and offered input on the cover. Your advice and encouragement means the world to me!

      

    


As a postcard, it would be the perfect Christmas scene. Snow falling softly over a neat little block of townhomes. Unswept paths with no tracks in the yards, like everyone’s spending the day inside, tucked away in their snug little homes with their perfect families. Candles or wreaths in a few of the windows and music playing from somewhere, still clinging to the last fading strains of “heavenly peace.”

That’s how a postcard would show it.

Never mind that wives are already pestering their husbands to get the decorations down and most of the radio stations have switched back to the weekly top ten. Never mind that the sidewalks and streets in front of the building are covered in dirty slush piles left by shovels and plows. Never mind that the all-night Christmas prayer vigil I stumbled onto yesterday is over, and if the snow keeps up, I might have to sleep in a dumpster somewhere. Those things never make it onto the postcards. It’s not the stuff people want to see.

Why am I even wandering along the banks of this little creek, staring at the back of these townhomes like the picture is real? Like it could ever be for me? Why am I back in this town when I could be headed somewhere I won’t freeze to death even if I end up sleeping on a park bench?

Why do I even care anymore?

I can feel the tattered shreds of hope that I’ve clung to all these years slipping through my fingers like they’re caught in the icy wind.

Jesus loves you, and so do I. Remember that, Stephen. Promise me.

The words prick the numbness of my heart like tiny needles. I promised. Meant to keep it. And I tried. But it’s been ten years. She’s either dead or she’s forgotten. And if Jesus still loves me, He hasn’t shown it in a very long time. Is it my fault if I can’t hold on any longer?

Brown eyes bore into my memory, and I close my own to hold in the tears that no one will see. I promised. I have to try. At least one more time.

“Jesus, if You still want me, You’ll have to show me. And if not, then just—just let me forget her. Please. It hurts too bad.”

I open my eyes, run a hand across them, and then stuff it back in my pocket, turning to leave the way I came. That’s when a dog’s furious barking and a child’s frantic cries shatter the quiet moment.

I whirl around without even stopping to think and run toward the noise, but when I round the wall that shields the pair from view, I pull up short. The little girl is safe inside a low fence, and the dog is prancing on the other side, ignoring her and yapping at something in the top of a bent-over tree. No danger puts this straight in the none-of-my-business camp, and I really don’t need more trouble right now. I back up a step, and that’s when the girl sees me and flings herself against the fence with her little arms outstretched.

“Oh, my kitty, my kitty! You gotta help my kitty!”

She’s a tiny thing, bundled up in mismatched snow gear that makes her look like a rainbow marshmallow. A rainbow marshmallow with chocolate brown eyes.

If they were blue or green or gray or even purple, I might walk away. As it is, I’ve got plenty of arguments. My jacket’s too thin, and I need to get out of the cold. If there’s one thing I’m not, it’s a knight in shining armor. When her parents show up, they’ll probably slam the door in my face. But I must have a weird genetic defect or something, because I can’t resist those brown eyes. I never could.
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