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CHAPTER 1

“There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”

Galatians 3:28

“Hey, sorry I’m late.” Kennedy gave her roommate a quick hug and glanced around the foyer of the church. “How’s everything been going here?”

Willow ran her hand through her bleached hair. “Aside from the constant fighting, you mean?”

“Who’s fighting? The kids from youth group?” Kennedy glanced around at a few of the teens who were helping set up for the upcoming Truth Warriors conference.

Willow fingered the neon-green tips of her hair. “Pastor Carl’s bringing in nearly a thousand men to talk about the definition of biblical masculinity. You get one more guess to tell me who’s making the loudest fuss about it around here.”

“Nick?”

Willow smiled. “I swear if I weren’t so in love with that man, I’d have duct taped his mouth shut by now.”

“What’s he saying? Or do I really want to know?”

“Oh, it’s nothing that would surprise you. The typical. How chauvinistic it is to have a conference like this when it’s the patriarchal society that’s kept women oppressed as sex toys and domestic slaves for millennia.” She rolled her eyes, accentuating the green eyeliner that perfectly matched her hair. “The funny thing is I agree with just about everything he’s saying. At least on principle. But he’s taking it all out on Carl, who might be a little old-school, but everybody knows he’s the most kind-hearted, warm, fuzzy, teddy bear of a Christian you’ll ever meet. There’s not a mean-spirited bone in that man’s body.” She shook her head again. “Well, you know how worked up Nick gets.”

“Yeah. Where is he now?” Kennedy asked.

Willow glanced down the hall. “Just keep your ears open. I’m sure you’ll hear him soon enough.”

As if on cue, Nick and Carl emerged from the sound room behind the sanctuary.

“And that’s something else,” Nick was saying. “You’ve got to open your eyes and see what this is doing to the community. You’ve got protestors threatening to march, maybe even block the entrances. You’ve got the police telling the church to tighten security and expecting St. Margaret’s to foot the bill. You’ve even got the college kids around Cambridge so worked up they’re writing their op-eds. I mean, even if you did feel strongly that this conference would be a benefit to the men who come, aren’t you concerned about the way it’s putting the church in such a negative light in the public eye?”

Kennedy and Willow exchanged smiles. Listening to Nick argue theology or politics with Pastor Carl was so common it was hardly more than background noise.

Kennedy glanced around, trying to figure out where she and her roommate might be needed. The girls were juniors now, back on campus after a wonderfully relaxing summer off. Kennedy’s course load was the lightest it had ever been, only eighteen credits. In addition to her science classes, Kennedy was taking two English courses, including one in dystopian literature. Her schedule opened up time for her to get more involved in church, like helping with the after-school Good News Club and volunteering at St. Margaret’s for special events like this conference.

Her roommate Willow was at the church now even more than Kennedy was, but of course her flourishing romance with the youth pastor had more to do with that than anything else. Still, it was amazing to watch how fast Willow’s faith had matured. Kennedy didn’t like to admit it, even to herself, but she often had to combat unexpected feelings of envy. Not just because Willow had found Nick. Anybody who spent more than two minutes with them knew they were a perfect match. In spite of the pain Kennedy had experienced in her own love life, it was difficult to begrudge her friend that happiness.

What made her jealous was how real Willow’s relationship with Christ had become in just a few short months. Before her conversion, Willow’s idea of fun on a Friday night involved multiple parties, multiple partners, and multiple illicit substances, but now she would invite Nick over to their dorm room where he’d sit in Willow’s oversized beanbag chair strumming his guitar, and the two would sing worship songs before playing one of Willow’s shooter games on her PC and ending the night in prayer.

Kennedy had never seen anyone change so dramatically. Willow was still just as outlandishly dressed, just as free-spirited with her hair and jewelry. She was just as committed to her veganism and yoga and classic rock music as she’d been before her salvation, but there was something else now, too. A depth, a maturity that made her seem at times like an entirely different person. Willow had developed a deep love of the Bible, especially the poetry books of the Old Testament. She spent as much time in Isaiah and Psalms as Kennedy had all semester with her reading list for her lit courses. Kennedy wouldn’t be surprised if by Christmas break, she’d be the one asking Willow questions about prayer or worship or witnessing instead of the other way around.

“... not trying to pick a fight here.” Carl’s booming voice interrupted Kennedy’s thoughts. She hadn’t followed all of his argument with Nick, but apparently the two were far from any type of resolution. “But you have to realize that what I mean when I say biblical masculinity has nothing to do with what feminists talk about when they say misogyny or patriarchy. Is it true that some men and some entire church movements over the centuries have twisted certain passages of Scripture to keep women subdued? Unfortunately, yes. Does that mean that we throw out the doctrine of the inerrancy of Scripture and cut and paste the verses in the Bible that are acceptable to us in the twenty-first century? Absolutely not.”

Nick followed Carl toward the hall, his blond dreadlocks streaking behind him like a bed of undulating snakes. “You’re not listening to me. I’m not saying we throw out certain parts of Scripture. I’m just saying that there were undeniable biases in Paul’s day that may have colored what he wrote.”

“Oh, yeah?” Carl turned around. He’d lost about fifteen pounds since he was diagnosed with diabetes. His wife told Kennedy in confidence that he was “as prone to mood swings as a fourteen-year-old girl” now that he was forced to such a strict diet. When Kennedy noted the annoyance in Carl’s generally good-natured tone, she wondered if Sandy was right. “So tell me, Mr. Theologian. Tell me just how it is that you know with so much certainty which verses are God-breathed and inspired and which are simply guidelines meant to be followed in Paul’s day but thrown out in ours. Because I’m sure itching to know how the Holy Spirit’s revealed all this to you without breathing a hint of it to the rest of us who’ve spent our lives studying it.” Carl brushed past Kennedy and Willow without looking at either of them.

Nick was nearly jogging to keep up his pace. “If the Bible’s true for all people and at all times, then why don’t you make every single woman who steps foot into St. Margaret’s wear a shawl or handkerchief or other kind of head covering?”

“I don’t have time for this.” Carl waved his hand in the air. “I’ve got the press hounding me about this stupid protest, and I’ve got to get the church ready to receive a thousand men this weekend. To top it all off, my sugar levels are all over the map. I took my insulin but haven’t had time to eat lunch yet thanks to all your incessant ...” He turned around in the hallway. His shoulders drooped, and Kennedy noticed a hit of gray around his temples she’d never seen before. “Could we just finish this debate another time? I’m asking you as a friend in the Lord. Please?”

Nick sighed. “Ok. I’m sorry. I get so worked up over this kind of stuff.”

Carl put his hand on Nick’s shoulder. “I know, son. I know. And that’s the way God wired you. I can appreciate that. It’s just like Ecclesiastes says though, there’s a time and place for everything. Understand?”

Nick nodded.

Carl extended his hand. “Brothers?”

“Yeah. Brothers.” 

Carl excused himself, and Nick turned around and offered Willow a sheepish smile. He walked up to her and pecked her on the cheek. “How’s my girl?”

“First of all, I’m nobody’s girl.” Willow grinned and swept one of his unruly dreadlocks out of his face. “Other than that, I’m fine. But are you sure you want to get Carl so worked up? I mean, he’s on blood-sugar medication and heaven knows what else. You need to be careful, or you’ll give the poor man a heart attack.”

Nick didn’t quite meet Willow’s gaze. “Who, Carl? He’s strong. He can take it. He’s been handling me for years.”

Willow kissed him on the cheek. “Just remember your manners, all right?”

He took her hand and squeezed it. “Will do.” He nodded to Kennedy. “How’s it going?”

“Pretty good.” Kennedy didn’t know why she felt uneasy. Carl and Nick fought all the time. It was one of the great mysteries of St. Margaret’s Church how the two of them got along well enough to work together in the first place, although according to Sandy there was a long, complicated back story that allowed each of them to overlook so many of their inherent differences.

“You ready to get to work?” Nick asked.

Kennedy nodded. “That’s what we’re here for. How’s it going so far?”

Nick looked around. “Great. At the current rate, we should be ready for the conference in about six months.” He let out a laugh that nobody else shared then cleared his throat. “Ok, how do you both feel about stacking chairs in the sanctuary?”

Kennedy glanced down at her tennis shoes, which were in perfect working condition. “Sounds good.”

“All right.” Nick gave Willow one more light kiss. “I’m gonna go talk to Carl.”

Willow wrapped her arms around him to lock him in place. “Give him some time. He’s under a lot of stress, and you can’t blame him for that. The media’s treating this whole conference like it’s some convention for wife beaters or Klan members. And on top of that he’s got you to deal with. Let him cool down a little.”

Nick nuzzled his face into her hair. “I’m not going over there to argue. I’m going to apologize.” He laughed at Willow’s incredulous expression. “What? You don’t think I’m capable of saying I’m sorry?”

“Oh, sure you are.” She laughed. “I can hear it right now. Carl, I’m sorry that I chose such a bad time to bring up the fact that this conference you’ve spent the past half year planning is actually nothing more than a bunch of misogynists getting together to come up with new ways to keep women subjugated like they’ve been throughout human history.”

Nick let out a chuckle that didn’t sound as convincing as he probably hoped it would be. “No, it’ll be a real apology. Promise.”

Willow rolled her eyes. “If you say so. Don’t let me stand in your way.”

After a few more kisses and endearing exchanges, Nick made his way down the hall toward Carl’s office. 

“Come on.” Willow took Kennedy by the elbow and adjusted her long-feathered earrings. “Those chairs aren’t going to stack themselves.” 
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“Is this about as high as you think we should go?” Cocking her head to the side, Willow stared at a column of chairs the girls had pushed against the wall. “Dude, I really shouldn’t have worn these shoes.”

Kennedy glanced down at Willow’s open-toed platform sandals. “Think you’d be more comfortable if you just took them off?”

Willow shrugged. “It’s all right. My own fault, really, my punishment for being vain.” She smiled to show Kennedy she wasn’t serious. “Ok, should we start the ones on the other side now?”

Kennedy didn’t want to admit how tired she was. Apparently, reading books all day and working in science labs didn’t require that much muscle. She wasn’t built for pushing, stacking, and moving hundreds of chairs in a single afternoon. Although she appreciated Nick’s commitment to gender equality, she wouldn’t have complained if he handed this job over to a bunch of the teen boys from his youth group.

She sat in one of the chairs. “I just need a short break.”

Willow plopped down beside her even though Kennedy was sure her roommate could keep up this kind of manual work for hours. Who would have thought yoga built up such impressive endurance? Of course, Willow labored all summer around her parents’ farm in rural Alaska. Kennedy had spent the first several weeks of her vacation at the Winters’, learning how to milk goats, catch unruly piglets, and muck out chicken stalls. It was no wonder Willow was so fit and toned.

Kennedy leaned back in the chair she was sitting in, panting slightly. In a way, it actually felt good to be breathless for a reason other than an imminent panic attack. After her month in Alaska with Willow, Kennedy had flown back to the East Coast where her parents rented a little cottage so they could spend the rest of the summer in Cape Cod. Her mom and dad needed a break from their missionary work and overseas printing business, and Kennedy was thrilled for some time off her grueling academic schedule. While at the Cape, her parents found a psychiatrist who decided to write Kennedy a prescription for her anxiety. The medicine could take quite a while to fully incorporate into her system, and they’d already had to adjust the dose a couple times, but so far Kennedy was hopeful the worst of her PTSD was behind her. What really convinced her parents to take her to the psychiatrist wasn’t the panic though, but the depression she’d fallen into after what happened last spring. Kennedy was glad that the medicine allowed her to get out of bed each day. She was thankful the drugs helped her progress past the stage where walking from one room to another was enough to sap all the energy out of her system, but in a way, she wondered if she shouldn’t rely on her pills so much. Ironically, Dominic was the only Christian she’d been close to who was against prescription meds for things like anxiety or depression, and it was losing him that dragged her to the point where she had to accept a little psychiatric help.

“Should we go find Nick?” Willow asked.

“Hmm?” Kennedy had been busy brooding and wasn’t paying attention.

“I said should we find Nick? See if he has another job for us to tackle for a little while? My feet are killing me. I could use a change of pace, and it looks like you could, too.”

Kennedy grinned. “How about I give you my shoes and cheer for you while you finish?”

Willow stood. “Come on. Let’s go see what he’s up to. If I find out he’s goaded Carl into another one of his arguments ...”

“I think Carl’s just as guilty as Nick when it comes to that.”

Willow shrugged. “I guess you’re probably right. Well, let’s make sure neither one is misbehaving, then.”

They walked down the hallway, and Kennedy noticed Willow limping slightly in her platform sandals. They slowed their pace when they got closer to Carl’s office and heard Nick’s angry voice on the other side of the closed door.

“... bunch of wife-abusing, fundamentalist pigs.”

Kennedy and Willow glanced at each other. Unfortunately, Kennedy couldn’t say she was surprised to find the two had resumed their fight. 

“You know that’s not fair, and you know that’s not what we stand for.” Carl’s voice was steady but just as elevated as Nick’s.

“Of course you won’t admit that’s what you stand for. But what are you doing to change the status quo? What are you doing to elevate the women in our church to their proper place? Do you know how long it’s been since you’ve called on a woman to offer the opening prayer? The opening prayer! It’s not like you’d be asking her to preach from the Bible, heaven forbid. Or are you going to tell me that women are barred from praying in church?”

“I never said that.”

“No, but you spend so much time focusing on the verses that say women should be silent in church, that they shouldn’t teach or hold positions of authority. Have you forgotten all the women Paul addresses at the end of his epistles, women like Priscilla or Lydia who were just as involved in ministry as the most active of men in their day? Or maybe you’ve forgotten his instructions that when a woman prophesies in church, she should do it with her head covered. You don’t seem to care what women do with their hair these days. You’re fine saying that was just a cultural suggestion for the people of ancient Corinth, but Paul obviously didn’t have a problem with a prophetess addressing the congregation. So she can prophesy, speak the very words of God, but she can’t be one of the ushers who stands in the aisle to collect the offering basket?”

Kennedy shifted her weight uneasily. “Maybe we should come back later,” she mumbled.

Willow sighed, her disappointment etched clearly in her expression. “I hate when he gets so worked up. I mean, I see what he’s doing, but this isn’t the way to change anybody’s mind.” She shook her head.

Kennedy took Willow gently by the arm. “Come on. We’ve had our break. Let’s see how many more chairs we can stack up.”

Willow glanced once more at the door to Carl’s office. Carl’s reply was too low to hear, but Nick’s response was even more vehement than before. “You keep Willow out of this.”

Both girls stopped and turned around.

Nick’s voice was so loud Kennedy was surprised the walls of the hallway weren’t vibrating. “This has nothing to do with who I do or don’t plan to marry.”

“Marry?” Kennedy stared at her roommate. 

Willow fingered her feathered earring. “That’s not supposed to be common knowledge yet.”

Kennedy couldn’t believe what she was hearing. 

“I told you to keep her out of this,” Nick yelled. “This isn’t about her.”

Kennedy tugged on Willow’s arm. “We should go.”

Willow nodded but didn’t move. Something crashed in Carl’s office. Kennedy flinched.

“Get out.” Carl’s voice was low and steady the first time but escalated when he had to repeat himself. “I told you to get out.”

Kennedy would have preferred to run down the hall, but Willow’s silly sandals only allowed the two of them to get a couple feet away from the door before Nick barged out, slamming it shut behind him. “That man!” He started when he saw Kennedy and Willow. “Oh, I mean, umm ... what are you guys doing here?”

“Wanted to see where you were.” Willow seemed perfectly content to let Nick hear the annoyance in her voice. “And how’s good old Pastor Carl doing?” she asked with sarcastic sweetness. “Did he appreciate your little apology?”

Nick shook his head. “Don’t ask.”

Willow placed her arm on his shoulder. “Come on. You know I’m just giving you a hard time. You wanna talk about it? Would that help make things better?”

He shook his head. “You won’t believe that kind of bull-headed arrogance. Makes me so mad.”

“Come on.” Willow laid her head against his shoulder. “Let’s go to the library or something, ok? Kennedy, think you could give us a few minutes?”

“Of course.”

“Come on.” Willow spoke soothingly. Like a mother comforting a petulant toddler. “Let’s find someplace quiet, and we can talk about whatever you want, all right?”

Kennedy watched them turn down the hall, unable to explain the deep level of sadness, an ever-tumultuous sea of emptiness that crashed around her. 
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When Kennedy reached the sanctuary, she was more than grateful to find some of the youth group students stacking up the last of the chairs. She walked back to the main entrance looking for someone who might have work for her.

“You here to set up?”

She turned around to see Dawn, Carl’s middle-aged secretary.

Kennedy gave a brief smile, which wasn’t returned. “Yeah, I was just wondering if there were any jobs for me to do.”

Dawn rolled her eyes. “Plenty of jobs, I’m sure. It’s figuring out which ones need to get done first that’s the big problem.”

Kennedy didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know Dawn all that well, and even though their past exchanges had been cordial, Kennedy never felt perfectly comfortable around her.

“I’m sure Nick will have an idea of how you can help. I’ve got to meet my husband for lunch.” With that, Dawn swept past.

Kennedy looked around at all the half-opened boxes in the foyer. It was strange. She’d never thought before of how much work went into planning one of these big conferences. She remembered her dad attending something like this back when they still lived in the States. It was so long ago she could hardly remember any details. What stood out most in her mind was how after one men’s event, her dad had come home, knelt in front of her, and asked her to forgive him for not being the kind of father he should have been. She didn’t know if things changed after his emotional speech. She just remembered the way his words had terrified her. Back when the world was black and white, when there were good guys and bad guys and it was so easy to tell one from the other, she thought that her father’s apology put him on the same level as the villains in her Saturday morning cartoons. 

What surprised her now was how many people were scandalized at the thought of the Truth Warriors conference. Back as a kid in New York, she recalled several events like this one. Nobody thought much of it, but she remembered listening to announcements year after year, hearing testimonies of men when they returned home from these sorts of conferences and announced before their God, their family, and their church how encouraged they’d been and inspired to embrace their calling as humble, loving, strong leaders. What was controversial about that? When protestors threatened to march in front of the church if Carl didn’t cancel the gathering, she initially thought their complaint was that it was a men’s-only event, which seemed ironic since who would bother complaining or boycotting a church that put on a weekend women’s retreat?

As the controversy escalated, she skimmed enough news headlines to understand there was more to these protestors’ grievances than simple gender-based exclusion. They complained against anything patriarchal, especially traditional religious mores. The feminists were afraid that an all-male conference whose stated goal was to encourage men to embrace their God-given roles as the heads of their families would send waves of oppression cascading throughout the church.

At first, Kennedy had stayed on the sidelines of the debate. She knew enough to understand that women’s roles in today’s society were freer than they’d ever been, at least in the United States. Leaders in the women’s movement in the past had suffered and worked hard, and as a result, Kennedy could get a driver’s license, register to vote, attend medical school, and become a top-ranking, respected doctor in whatever field she decided to enter. Of course, there were still many parts of the world where girls weren’t given these sorts of opportunities, and one of her hopes for her future was to use her position as a doctor to travel to other countries offering health care and educational opportunities to girls and women trapped in these backwards settings. But that was as far as she’d ever considered feminism or the women’s rights movement. She wasn’t ready to go out and burn her bra or make the world bow down to her because she had two X chromosomes, but she certainly didn’t want to take her educational and vocational opportunities for granted either.

As far as a woman’s role went, Kennedy had grown up in a traditional family. Her mom kept house, and her dad worked long hours. But Kennedy knew plenty of other godly, Christian couples where both spouses held gainful employment. She figured those sorts of decisions could vary from one family to the next. She certainly didn’t want a pastor to tell her the only job she could do was stay home and have babies, but she also didn’t feel like she needed a whole army of angry feminists marching or making women feel bad if they chose to focus on their children instead of their careers.

Which is exactly what they’d done to Sandy. Sandy, the most maternal, godly woman Kennedy had ever met. But because she wasn’t using her college degree to earn money as a “productive” member of society, the Harvard editorial team had ridiculed her in last week’s edition of the student paper. All because she was a stay-at-home mom married to a pastor who dared to host a Truth Warriors conference at his church. Did these students know how many foster children Sandy had saved from a life on the streets? Did they know how much time she devoted every week volunteering for different causes? Just how did these editors define what productive meant anyway? Kennedy had never known a harder working woman.

“That you, Kennedy?”

She turned around to see Carl and Sandy’s son Woong wandering the St. Margaret halls. “Hey, bud. What are you doing?”

“I’m supposed to be helping set up for the conference thing, except most of the time the jobs are too big for me, so I’m mostly just walking around.”

“I’m a little lost myself.” Kennedy was amazed at how fast Woong had grown. He’d gained half a foot over the summer alone. This fall, the Lindgrens had decided to pull him out of Medford Academy and teach him at home. Sandy had a feeling he was older than they initially guessed based on his scant orphanage records. She figured that homeschooling would allow him to excel past his assumed level in some areas (like science, where his curiosity had proved to be his most valuable asset) and would allow her to give him individualized attention to catch up on his weaker subjects like math and reading without the stigma of performing beneath a certain grade level.

Woong let out a loud sigh. “Hey, you know if they got any snacks? I’m hungry.”

Kennedy shook her head. “Sorry, bud. I haven’t seen anything around here. Maybe you should ask your mom.”

He frowned. “No, she went into the prayer room with one of the teens. I don’t know which one, but she was crying, so that means they’ll be in there for hours. But it’s ok. Hey, you know what? My dad was in a really big fight. I could hear him yelling all the way from the other side of the church. Did you hear it, too?”

Kennedy smiled at the slight exaggeration. “Yeah, sometimes even grownups get into arguments.”

He shook his head. “No, this wasn’t just the kind of thing where they talk angry and then lie and tell you they weren’t really fighting. I’m talking about a real, actual fight. Like in those Jackie Chan movies. You ever seen him?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean the old Chinese man who does kung fu and beats up all the bad guys ten at a time and then puts on his glasses and smiles real big.”

“I know who Jackie Chan is. I meant why do you think that’s the kind of argument your dad was in?”

Woong stretched himself to his full height. “I heard it. You know. Fighting sounds. Like oof and pow and ahh and things like that. And at one point a whole bunch of books fell over. Or something else real heavy and loud, but it sure sounded like books to me even though I couldn’t see it on account of the door being shut.”

Kennedy still hadn’t decided if Woong’s imagination had taken over or if there was really any reason to be concerned. She knew that Nick could be quick tempered when he was debating issues of social justice. She also suspected Sandy was at least partially right when she said Carl had been grumpier than normal although Kennedy wasn’t certain if that could be blamed on the diet or not. But still, Nick was the most committed pacifist she’d ever met, and even though Carl could be intimidating, she doubted he had actually hurt a living being since his days as a professional NFL linebacker decades earlier. She figured Woong must be exaggerating, and who could blame him — stuck here wandering the church with nothing to do but stay out of people’s way?

She felt in her pockets. She still had a few coins from when she’d bought her ticket for the T ride to St. Margaret’s. “Hey, want to come with me to the vending machines? I’ll find you a snack, and then after we’ve had something to eat we can look around for a job for the two of us to work on. How’s that sound?”

Woong eyed the coins in Kennedy’s hand. “How much money you got there, anyway?”

“Enough for you to get one thing.”

He let out a melodramatic sigh. “I guess I’ll have to be content with that.”

When they turned down the hall toward the vending machines, Nick was running toward them and almost knocked Woong over. “Have you seen Sandy?” he blurted without a hint of apology.

Something was wrong. Something wasn’t right. 

“Sandy,” he repeated. “I need to know where she is.”

Kennedy’s synapses hadn’t connected her tongue to her brain quite yet. She stared at Nick’s hands.

His wet, blood-stained hands.

“Holy macaroni!” Woong exclaimed. 

Nick ran his fingers through his hair. More blood. Smeared all over.

“What happened to you?” Woong asked.

“Go find your mom.” Nick wasn’t looking at either of them. He was panting. Totally out of breath. “Find your mom, and tell her it’s an emergency. Hurry.”

Woong shrugged and darted off.

Kennedy kept staring, but at least now she’d found her voice. “What happened?”

Nick doubled over. For a minute, Kennedy thought he was going to be sick. “There’s blood everywhere. It’s ...” He swayed, and Kennedy had to put her arm under him to keep him from crashing.

She lowered him to the ground. His face was ashen, a grayish pallor. Sweat beaded on his forehead.

He shook his head, smeared with blood. “Everywhere,” he repeated in a whisper.

What was it? An accident? Did one of the teens get hurt? Kennedy lowered her face to his, trying to snap his brain to attention. “What is it?”

He held his head in his hands. “I tried to stop the bleeding. I tried to call for help.”

“Help with what? Who’s hurt?” 

Nick let out a sigh. His whole body reeked. She knew people could get nauseated at the sight of blood, but she didn’t know they started to smell bad, too.

“Carl.” Nick blinked. “He’s unconscious.”
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By the time Kennedy left Nick in his puddle of queasy nerves and ran to Carl’s office, Sandy was rushing down the hall from the opposite direction. “What is it, honey?” she asked Kennedy, breathless.

“Carl.” Kennedy could barely get the word out.

Sandy rushed into the room, and Kennedy followed right after. Nick hadn’t exaggerated. Apparently, neither had Woong. One of the bookshelves was toppled over, leaning precariously against the desk. Carl was on the floor at a painfully awkward angle, blood pooling beneath him.

Sandy dropped to her knees and scooped his head into her lap. “Carl? Darling? Can you hear me?” Her eyes were wide, but her voice held no trace of the panic and fear that gripped Kennedy’s heart. “Sweetheart? Do we need to call you an ambulance?”

Sandy glanced over and looked at Kennedy. “Do you have your phone on you, dear?”

Kennedy reached into her pocket. Had she been stupid enough to leave it in her backpack at a time like this? No, there it was. Thank God. “I’ve got it.”

She had already started dialing 911 when Sandy said, “Call the paramedics. Let them know he’s a diabetic. I wonder if something went wrong with his medicine. He was supposed to eat his lunch, but he’s been so busy getting everything ready for this conference, and he’s ... oh, my poor, precious darling.” She stroked his cheek with the back of her hand. Either she didn’t notice or didn’t care that her dress was stained. Kennedy tried to figure out where he was bleeding from but couldn’t tell from her vantage point. Were there any gloves in the area? Anything sterile?

Sandy kept stroking his cheek, crooning softly.

“Please state the location of the emergency.” Thankfully this dispatcher, unlike others she’d been forced to talk to in the past, sounded more like a human than a robot.

“I’m at St. Margaret’s Church on Elm Street. We need medical care. Our pastor here’s bleeding. We don’t know what happened.”

“Is the patient conscious?” 

“No. He’s lying on the floor. There’s a big pool of blood, maybe nine inches in diameter. Maybe more.”

“Is he breathing?”

Kennedy stopped. Why hadn’t she thought to check? She stared at his chest. “Yes, he’s breathing.” Praise the Lord.

“And the source of the bleeding?” the dispatcher asked.

“Don’t forget to tell them about the diabetes,” Sandy interrupted. “He took his insulin a full hour and a half ago.”

Kennedy had a hard time keeping up two conversations at the same time, especially with her heart racing so fast and her lungs threatening to close in on her.

“I think it’s from his head. It’s hard to tell.” She glanced at Sandy’s dress. Was the blood continuing to pool on her lap?

“Don’t forget ...” Sandy began.

“He’s got diabetes,” Kennedy blurted.

“Is he on any medications?” the dispatcher asked.

Kennedy’s lips quivered, but thankfully her voice remained steady. “He takes insulin. I don’t know what else. But his wife is here. She could tell you.” She held out the phone to Sandy. “Do you mind answering a few of their questions?”

“Of course not.” She took the phone with a dignified kind of grace. “This is Sandy Lindgren speaking.”

Kennedy didn’t listen to the rest of the conversation. She tried to remember what other basic first-aid measures she should take while they waited for the ambulance. Slow down the bleeding. That was the first priority. But how? And with what? She didn’t even know where he’d been injured. Something Woong said ran through her mind. A real, actual fight. Like in those Jackie Chan movies. It couldn’t be that though. There had to be another explanation. Nobody would ever hurt Carl. Nobody ... 

She shoved those thoughts aside and opened his desk drawers. A devotional by different Puritan authors. Several folders filled with handwritten sermon notes. No first-aid kit anywhere.

“I don’t think so.” She heard Sandy’s voice over the pulse raging in her ears. “His sugar was a little higher than normal this morning, something like 185 when he first woke up if I remember right. Or maybe that was last night. That’s right. Last night was 185. This morning was 192. I told him he should take one of his pills, but he said he’d check it again after breakfast, except he always forgets ...”

Kennedy searched through his desk. More journals. More books. Another drawer filled with nothing but photographs of his dozens of kids and grandkids. 

“Oh, you know,” Sandy went on as if she were chatting with a friend over tea. “The big white horse one. They’re for diabetics. You’d recognize it if you saw it. Shaped like a long oval, have a little number on the side ... no, I’m afraid I can’t remember the name.”

Kennedy wasn’t sure if she would scream or pull her hair out. How could Sandy stay so calm in the midst of this madness? Even if Carl weren’t hurt, his office was as chaotic as Murphy’s Law itself. Books scattered everywhere. His bust of Charles Spurgeon had been knocked to the floor and now resembled an ancient ruin more than the nineteenth- century preacher. She knelt down and rummaged through the mess. At this point, she didn’t even know what she was looking for. Medicine bottles so they could tell the paramedics exactly what Carl was taking? Gloves so she could check his injuries without risking infection? A church the size of St. Margaret’s would have a first-aid kit somewhere. But wait. What was ... 

“The bleeding?” Sandy asked the dispatcher. “Well, let’s see. I’ve got his head on my lap, and it looks like there’s some blood on me now, so I wonder if maybe he got dizzy when his blood sugar dropped and fell and hit his head.” She paused. “Well, I’m glad to hear that.” She pulled the phone away from her ear and whispered to Kennedy, “The ambulance is only a few minutes away.”

Kennedy stood frozen over the object she’d found. She didn’t dare touch the thing but stared at it with a mix of both horror and incredulity. She tried to find the words to tell Sandy what she’d discovered.

“I’m sorry, what was that, dear?” Sandy asked. 

Kennedy pointed to the heavy bookend. The bookend that was partially chipped and had bright red blood streaking across it.

“I said tell them to send the police, too. This might not have been an accident.”



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


CHAPTER 5


[image: image]




Sandy shook her head while Kennedy helped her to her feet. “I can’t believe someone would have done this on purpose.”

The paramedics had just managed to get Carl onto the stretcher. Kennedy grimaced when she looked at him lying there. Her pastor was always so strong. Confident. But now he looked weak, and it wasn’t because of the extra weight he’d recently lost. One eye was starting to swell. Cuts and scrapes streaked across his face. His hair was matted with dried blood, but at least he wasn’t bleeding as much as at first.

“Nobody had any reason to do this,” Sandy whispered.

Kennedy wrapped her arm around her shoulders, doing her best to ignore the stains on Sandy’s clothes. “Don’t worry about that right now. What matters is the ambulance is here, and they’re going to get Carl the care he needs.”

“He’s such a good man.” Sandy’s voice caught. “Such an honest, godly man. Who would want to hurt him?”

Kennedy wished she could say it was still unclear if somebody had hurt him or not, but that wasn’t the case. After taking one look at the scene, the first responder had radioed in to confirm that this was an attack. The police were on their way, and everyone at the church was ordered to remain on the premises. The officers would want to ask questions. Try to figure out what happened, who would have hurt someone as loving as Carl.

“Will you be following us in your car then, ma’am?” a first responder with thick glasses asked. “We’re about ready to take your husband to Providence.”

Sandy sniffed slightly and tucked her braid over her shoulder. Unruly strands of gray hair hung in sweaty clumps around her forehead. She smoothed out her dress. “I’m not leaving him. I’ll go with you.”

The paramedic glanced at one of his partners who shrugged. “It’s all right with me. She can give us a better medical history on the way.”

Sandy tilted up her chin. “Thank you. I just need to find my son.”

The paramedic cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, we don’t have that kind of room. If you two want to follow us to the hospital in your own vehicle, that would definitely be ...”

“I can drive Woong,” Kennedy offered.

“Mom?” The high-pitched voice in the doorway made Kennedy start.

“Oh, my baby.” Sandy rushed toward Woong and hugged him while he made a valiant effort to squirm free.

“What’s going on?” he asked. “Someone told me Dad got hurt, but I knew he must be lying because Dad wouldn’t ...” Woong stopped when Sandy moved him out of the way to make room for the two men transporting the stretcher. “Holy macaroni.” Woong’s face scrunched up. “What’s wrong with Dad?”

“Shh.” Sandy buried her cheek against his hair. “It’s all right, son. Daddy had a little accident, and these nice folks are going to take him to the hospital so they can make him all better. Would you like to ride with Daddy in the ambulance, son?”

The paramedic cleared his throat. “I’m afraid there won’t be room for both of you, but you’re welcome to follow us and meet us at the ...”

Sandy shook her head and stared down at him. “That man you’re transporting is the father of my son. He’s his only living male relative he’s got left in this world, at least so far as we know. And so I’m going to tell you again. We are going to ride to the hospital with his father. Together.”

He shook his head. “Not gonna work. I’m sorry. We’ll need all the space we can get, and if something happens in transit ...”

“Like what?” Sandy interrupted. “What would you expect to happen? What could go wrong now?”

Kennedy was busy studying Woong’s scrunched-up face and put her arm around Sandy. “Let me drive you, ok? It’s the least I can do to help.”

Sandy hadn’t taken her eyes off her husband. 

“It will be all right,” Kennedy whispered, hoping she was speaking the truth. “Come on. You and Woong get your things ready, and I’ll meet you at your car. Do you know where the keys are?”

“Carl usually keeps them in his pocket.” Sandy’s voice trembled.

After a quick explanation and a little help from the paramedics, Sandy took the car keys from Carl’s pants and handed them to Kennedy. “I can drive myself, you know. You don’t have to do this.”

“I know.” Kennedy offered what she hoped was a reassuring smile. “But I want to. Just think of it as a thank you for all the ways you’ve been there for me in the past, all right?”

Sandy frowned. “Ok. I’ll meet you at the Honda. It’s in the usual spot.” She gave Kennedy a quick hug and turned to her son. “Woong, honey, do you have anything you need to take with you? Did you finish that math assignment I gave you earlier?”

Kennedy slipped out while Woong gave an excuse about losing his workbook. She had to find Willow. Had to tell her that she was driving Sandy and Woong to Providence.

Had to tell Willow about Carl’s brutal attack.
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By the time Sandy and Woong emerged from the church, Carl’s ambulance had already left. Kennedy knew there was no way to keep up with an emergency response vehicle with its sirens on, but she still wanted to get Sandy and Woong to Providence as soon as she safely could. She was glad for the chance to drive the two of them. Not only did it give her something practical to do, a tangible way to help in this horrific crisis, it would also mean she’d get the most recent updates on Carl’s condition. She couldn’t imagine having to sit and wait at St. Margaret’s wondering about Carl.

The paramedics had worked professionally and efficiently to prepare Carl for transfer. Nobody gave Sandy much of a prognosis, at least nothing more than the fact that he was stable enough to transport to the hospital, but Kennedy had picked up on enough nonverbal cues to fear that Carl was going to need more than some stitches and Band-Aids once he got to Providence.

Or maybe she was just being paranoid. It was a bad semester for someone she loved to get a head wound, given the fact that her neuroscience class was basically a crash course in the scariest, most horrifying types of brain injuries and abnormalities known to modern science. If you were a student reading a textbook or listening to your professor’s lecture, the subject matter was fascinating. If you were a young woman driving your worried friend and her scared-silent son to the hospital after her husband suffered some kind of traumatic head injury, it was a curse. Kennedy’s mind reeled with all the knowledge she’d gained, with all the worst-case scenarios floating around in her memory banks. It was one of those moments when ignorance could easily be compared to bliss.

Carl’s favorite local talk show was on the AM radio. The host was yelling angrily about the protests and marches feminists had planned against St. Margaret’s if the church didn’t cancel the Truth Warriors conference.

“What is it that’s so offensive to these feminists with their combat boots and camo pants, huh? What’s so threatening about a religious event whose primary goal — in fact, its only stated goal — was to teach men to be more humble, compassionate defenders of the faith? I’ve got feminist leader Sandra Green in the studio with me, and I know I, as well as many of you, would love to hear her answer to these questions.”

“Well, Chris, here’s what I have to say to that.” Sandra’s voice was low and scratchy, like a woman who’d chain-smoked for half a century. “We certainly have no problem encouraging compassion and humility in a Judeo-Christian setting. Even a gathering that intentionally excluded women wouldn’t be considered threatening as you put it if that was all there was to it. In other words, it’s not the stated goals of the conference that are troublesome. It’s the undertone, the subtext. The Truth Warriors movement assumes that anyone on this planet who presents as male has some type of divine right, some manifest destiny to subdue and subjugate anyone and everyone who presents as female. That’s what we find so disturbing. That’s why we urge anyone who ...”

Kennedy turned the radio off. When she stopped at a red light, she glanced over at Sandy. “Are you doing ok?”

Sandy nodded but her lip was trembling. She turned around to look at her son. “How about you, darling? Are you still my big, brave baby?”

In the rearview mirror, Kennedy saw Woong scowl and cross his arms. “I’m not a baby,” he mumbled, “and I’ve never been scared a day in my life.”

Kennedy tried to think of something to say. Sandy was always so good in situations like these. Always had the right words, the right encouragement. But now, Kennedy felt about as lost as all those boys in Lord of the Flies right after they crash-landed on their deserted island.

“Well, honey, have you been praying for your daddy?” Sandy asked Woong.

“Yes,” he grumbled from the backseat.

“Let’s do it out loud this time. It’ll make Daddy happy to know that we’ve been talking to God about him, and if the injuries are real serious ...” Her voice caught, and she coughed quietly.

“If the injuries are serious,” Kennedy finished for her, “our prayers can help him recover faster.”

“Yeah, whatever,” Woong mumbled.

Kennedy figured it was time to jump in instead of passively wait for Sandy to have a teaching moment with her son. “You shouldn’t talk about prayer that way,” Kennedy told him. “Don’t you remember when you got so sick last spring? It was God who helped you get better, you know.”

“No it wasn’t. It was the doctors. If it was God who healed me, he woulda done it without having to put that medicine in my arm that burned every time they made it drip into my blood.”

Kennedy realized that she probably wasn’t in the right emotional state of mind to dive headfirst into a theological landmine with an inquisitive boy like Woong.

“Well,” she tried again, “sometimes God uses doctors, and sometimes he uses miracles, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t pray because prayer always makes a difference even if we don’t always see what that difference is.”

Even as the words came out of her mouth, Kennedy realized they lacked both conviction as well as common sense. Hadn’t she learned, hadn’t she matured enough to realize that those sorts of pat answers kids hear in Sunday school do nothing to prepare them for the trials and uncertainties of life?

But what else could she say?

Apparently, Woong’s brain was working at least as fast as hers and dissecting her haphazard arguments as quickly as she was able to voice them.

“So you’re saying God might make my dad get better if I pray, but he might not. And maybe he’ll do it by some miracle, or he might just let the doctors do what they’re supposed to do anyway. So what’s the point of talking to Jesus about anything at all if he’s already got his old, stubborn mind made up?”

“Woong,” Sandy snapped and turned around in her seat. “You don’t ever talk about our Lord and Savior that way, you understand me, child? If your dad were here and he heard you talk about his precious Jesus like that, what do you think he’d ...”

“Well, Dad’s not here.” Woong answered back with just as much vehemence in his squeaky, little voice. “He can’t hear me say things like that because ... because ...” He sniffed loudly and tried to choke down a small sob.

Sandy let out her breath. “Oh, my sweet baby, it’s ok to be sad. It’s ok to be worried about Daddy. I’m worried too, son.”

Woong was crying softly with his fists balled up against his eyes.

“It’s ok, little pumpkin,” Sandy crooned and then began to pray. “Oh, dear sweet Jesus, comfort to all who mourn, protector of all the weak, the one who grants peace and courage to the scared and helpless, you are my King. You are my shield and my fortress and my salvation. You are the stronghold of my life. But I confess that even though I know these things about you, I don’t worship you the way I should. I’m so frail, so easily given to fear. But I will yet praise you, my Savior and my God, feeble though my worship is. I bring it to you, Lord, all of it. The fears, the doubts, the dread. Father, you know just what’s going on in my Carl’s body. You know exactly what needs to be fixed, and you know exactly how to do it. So go now and heal him, Lord Jesus, please. As much as we might try to be brave, the truth of the matter is that Woong and I just wouldn’t know how to live without that man. So go be with him now, Lord. And while you’re healing all his wounds, come and fill us up in this car with your presence, too. Fill us up with the joy of your salvation, the joy that comes from knowing that neither death nor life, neither the past nor future, neither angels nor demons can separate any one of us from your perfect, eternal love. We ask this all in Jesus’ name, and we give you all the glory and power and praise. Amen.”

Sandy reached back and rubbed Woong’s knee. Kennedy couldn’t tell if he was still crying or not. She didn’t hear anything, but she had to keep her eyes on the road as she pulled in front of Providence Hospital.

“Do you want me to drop you off at the entrance and Woong and I can come find you after we park?” Kennedy asked.

Sandy stared out her window. “What’s that? Did you say something, sweetie?”

Kennedy repeated herself.

“That sounds like a good idea.” Sandy still hadn’t answered the question, but Kennedy assumed she meant that she wanted to be dropped off. She pulled the Lindgrens’ Honda in front of the emergency room exit.

“Woong and I will be right behind you.” Kennedy gave Sandy’s hand a squeeze before she got out. “And I’ll be praying for you. I’m sure Carl’s going to be just fine.”

Sandy frowned and said in a whisper only Kennedy could hear, “I wish I could be so sure of that myself. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”
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“Why does everybody who gets sick go to the same hospital?” Woong asked once Kennedy parked.

“What do you mean?” She got out and opened Woong’s door so he wouldn’t bang it against the cement pillar in the parking garage.

“What I mean is folks at hospitals are getting all kinds of different germs, so why don’t they have one hospital for all the broken bones, and one hospital for all them folks with diabetes, and some other spot for the ones having their baby and so on?”

Kennedy locked the doors to the Honda and had to remind herself that Woong was too big to hold her hand. “That’s a good question. I guess it’s just easier having everything all together, so if the doctors need to give the patients X-rays or something it’s all right there.”

“Yeah, but I’ve been thinking, and now what I’m wanting to know is how come when all the bad stuff happens it always starts with folks coming here to the hospital or ending up here?”

“It does seem like that’s the case, doesn’t it?” Kennedy was glad she found a spot not too far from the entrance. She wasn’t sure she had the patience for Woong’s version of twenty thousand questions.

“Know what else I’m wondering?” he asked as they made their way to the sky bridge that connected the parking garage to the main building.

“What’s that?” Kennedy was prepared for anything from a theological discussion about the possibility of extraterrestrial life to an observation about the mating rituals of the giraffes at the zoo.

“What I’ve been wanting to know is how come Mom got mad at me in the car? I wasn’t trying to be disrespectful to God or stuff and nonsense like that. I really wanted to know.”

Kennedy had been so worried about Carl’s condition she couldn’t remember exactly what Woong had said or done.

“Because I’ve been thinking,” he went on, “and what I’m wondering is how come we’re supposed to pray that God’s gonna heal my dad, only if he doesn’t, we’re supposed to just say, Ok, that must not have been the thing God wanted to do. Because what I’m saying is if God’s gonna do what God’s gonna do, then why should we have to pray about it so hard, know what I mean?”

Kennedy was having a difficult time focusing. She still wasn’t sure if these occasional bursts of mental fog were one of the side effects from her anxiety meds or just a sign of the anxiety itself. One thing she’d learned over the past two years was that as soon as she felt like she’d gotten the upper hand on one of her PTSD symptoms, another one — just as bad or sometimes even worse — was waiting in line, ready to move to the forefront.

“And here’s the other thing,” Woong said as they got onto the elevator to the main lobby. “Don’t you think it’d make God mad if we ask him to heal a Christian? What I mean is don’t all the Bible books and all the pastors say that it’s better in heaven than it is on earth? And wouldn’t God know that so wouldn’t he want a Christian to go to heaven and be happy forever? So when we pray like Mom did for God to heal folks that are saved, what’s keeping him from getting angry at us for being selfish-like?”

Kennedy knew that this wasn’t a question she could brush off like the others. “First of all, God tells us we can talk to him about anything. And it’s not selfish to want to keep from losing somebody we love. Jesus cried when his friend Lazarus died, even though he knew he was going to raise him back to life. But even more important, nobody’s talking about your dad going to heaven. Lots of people have to ride in ambulances, but that doesn’t mean they’re so sick or hurt you have to worry about them dying.”

Woong didn’t respond. They got off the elevator, and Kennedy led him toward the ER. She’d been to Providence so many times by now there was no need to ask the volunteer behind the welcome desk for directions. 

“Come on, bud. Let’s find your mom and dad and then you’ll see that there’s no reason to think about anyone going off to heaven.”

Even as she said the words, Kennedy prayed that she was right.
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Kennedy stared at her phone when it rang at her. It was a local number, but it wasn’t in her contacts list. “Hello?”

“Hi, I’m calling from the T station. Can you hear me?” The voice was familiar, but she couldn’t place it.

“Yeah. Who’s this?” She’d only been in the ER waiting room for a short time. Sandy had come to take Woong back with her a few minutes earlier. At that point, there was still no word on Carl’s condition.

“It’s me. Ian.”

“Who?”

“Ian. Ian McAlister.”

“Oh.” Kennedy pictured the journalist with his shock-red hair. She couldn’t remember how long it had been since she’d last spoken with him. Over a year probably. Why would he be calling her?

“Hey, I wanted to talk to you about something. Is now a good time?”

Ian was the kind of journalist who seemed to know every local headline a second or two before it happened. Had he already heard about Carl’s attack? Kennedy wouldn’t be too surprised to find out he knew even more than she did, although she could never guess who his sources were or how he got his information.

“I’ve got a couple minutes. Not very long.”

“I understand. You getting ready for a class?” Ian’s voice was casual, but the familiarity in his tone made Kennedy uneasy.

“No. I’m, well, I’m at the hospital with a friend.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. Nothing too serious, I hope?” He sounded polite without being pushy.

“I hope not, too.” Kennedy didn’t want to give him any further details.

There was an awkward pause before he went on. “Well, I guess now’s probably not the best time to talk then, but I wanted to sit down with you to discuss your article that came out today.”

“What article?” Kennedy wondered if he’d called the wrong number. Did he think he was talking to someone else, maybe? 

The roar of a passing T car in the background made Ian shout. “The one in the Harvard Voice. Your column on the feminist movement.”

“Oh. That.” Last week, the staff of the Voice had published an op-ed about the Truth Warriors conference at St. Margaret’s. It was the same bandwagon every other liberal news outlet in Cambridge had jumped on. Let’s complain about the pastor who hosts a conference for men to talk about male leadership in the home and church. 

The only reason Kennedy wrote back to the editorial team was because they had personally attacked Sandy. In their editorial, they made her out to be some beaten-down housewife married to this megalomaniacal pastor who wanted to keep her barefoot in the kitchen and a perpetual slave to a never-ending line of children and grandchildren. Kennedy wrote a short email, no more than three or four sentences long, defending her friend and almost immediately received an invitation to print a seven-hundred-word rebuttal in the forum section of the Voice. So much had happened between now and then that she hadn’t even realized her article had gone to print.

“It’s caused quite a stir on campus from what I can tell. Which maybe is what you had in mind.” Was Ian accusing her? His tone was indecipherable.

“No, I just wanted to see them treat Sandy better in the future.”

His voice softened. “I can respect that. Their original article did hit a little below the belt if you want my opinion.”

Kennedy waited. She still couldn’t figure out why the journalist was calling her. Ian had graduated from Harvard years ago. Why did he care what students there did or didn’t print in the paper?

“Anyway, I wanted to know if I could ask you a few questions. Maybe get your take on what it’s like to be a conservative student on a campus like Harvard. It can’t be easy, I’m sure.”

Kennedy didn’t know what to say. She’d never considered herself all that conservative before, especially not compared to people like Carl or her dad. Up until now, she hadn’t even felt like her column for the Voice was taking a political side one way or the other. She just wanted to point out that Sandy did a whole lot more than sit around darning socks for her husband like the Harvard editors insinuated.

Kennedy’s phone beeped at her. Willow was calling.

“You know what,” she said, “I’ve got to run. There’s a lot going on right now, but maybe we can talk soon.”

“Breakfast tomorrow?”

Kennedy was fumbling with her phone, trying to disconnect with Ian before Willow hung up. “Ok, maybe.” She ended the call before either of them could say good-bye and hoped that she hadn’t missed her roommate. “Willow? Hello? Are you there?”

No response.

“Can you hear me?” she asked.

Was that someone sniffling?

“Willow? What’s wrong?”

She let out a small sob.

Kennedy’s abs tightened, and the all familiar quivering returned to her gut. “What happened? What’s the matter?”

“It’s Nick. The detective came to ask him what he knows about Carl’s accident.” It took a few sniffs and another suppressed sob before she could continue. “They think he’s the one who attacked Carl.”
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Kennedy had to stand up. Had to move her legs. She paced back and forth along the far wall of the ER waiting room where she hoped not too many patients and visitors could overhear. “What do you mean they think Nick did it? That’s ridiculous.” She tested her words, surprised they didn’t come out a little more forcefully.

“I know, but everyone heard them fighting. That’s the thing. And that dumb detective doesn’t know him. He doesn’t care. I tried explaining to him that Nick and Carl have fought for years and never once did it turn violent, but he was all like, I’ll question you if I’ve got any time after I’m finished with your boyfriend, and he just lifted his little coffee cup in my face and basically told me where to go.”

Coffee cup? That sounded familiar. “Is it Drisklay?” Kennedy asked.

“Is what drizzling? Outside? No, it’s been perfectly clear all day.”

“No, I mean the detective. Is his name Drisklay?”

“I don’t know.” Willow’s voice was agitated, but at least she wasn’t crying anymore. “His name could be Tutankhamen for all I care. I just want him to leave Nick out of this. He had nothing to do with any of it. Everyone knows that.”

Kennedy believed her, but she also had to admit that with as loudly as Nick had been arguing with Carl, it would be amiss for the detective to fail to at least ask him a few standard questions. She thought about how bloody his hands were when he stumbled down the hallway of St. Margaret’s. 

“What should we do?” Willow asked softly.

“Just try not to worry for one thing. Drisklay’s a pain, but he’s not an idiot. He’ll question Nick, and he’ll do a thorough enough job that it’ll be obvious he didn’t have anything to do with the accident. And then you can talk to the detective yourself and tell him the same thing. Nick and Carl fight all the time. Everyone who spends more than five minutes at St. Margaret’s knows that.”

Kennedy was trying to lighten the mood, but Willow didn’t laugh.

“I just hate thinking of him in there being treated like some terrorist suspect or something ...”

“That’s not what’s happening. It’s going to be all right. Drisklay’s just doing his job. It’s not personal, and Nick has absolutely nothing to worry about.”

“You sure?” Willow sounded so hopeful. So trusting.

Kennedy took a deep breath. “Yeah. I’m sure. This will all blow over. You’ll see.”

Willow sighed. “I hope so. What’s the news on Carl?”

“No news yet.” Kennedy checked the time. It hadn’t even been ten minutes since she arrived.

“Well, you know we’re all praying for him. We got the whole youth group together. All the teens and the helpers, and we spent our time in the sanctuary praying for Carl. You should have been there. It was really special.”

Kennedy’s throat was sore. “I bet it was.”

“You doing ok? Not feeling too anxious or anything? I mean, of course we’re all nervous, but you know what I’m saying.”

“No panic attacks,” Kennedy told her, deciding to take the direct approach to Willow’s question. “Nothing like that.” Maybe her pills really were helping. She thought about what she and Woong had talked about, how sometimes God heals people through miracles and sometimes through medicine. It still counted as healing because it still came from God, right?

She shouldn’t feel guilty, should she?

“Kennedy!”

She turned at the sound of the voice from the opposite side of the lobby. “I better go,” she told Willow. “Sandy’s here.”

“Let me know what you find out,” Willow said. “The worst part is just waiting around like this.”

“I know. I’ll be sure to call you right back or at least send you a text. Gotta run.” Kennedy ended the call, disappointed to find she only had one-and-a-half bars of battery life left. She didn’t think she’d been talking that long, but it didn’t matter. She hurried over to Sandy and Woong. “What’s going on?”

Sandy’s face was calm and serene, but her voice trembled. “Well, we’ve got some good news, and we’ve got some bad news.”

Kennedy braced herself.

Sandy kept Woong pressed against her side, only this time he didn’t try to squirm away but rested his cheek against her side, hiding part of his face in the folds of her dress. Sandy cleared her throat. “So, the good news is we got him here so fast, and the ambulance crew did such a good job tending to him on the road. He really couldn’t have received any better care.”

Sandy’s use of the past tense sent Kennedy’s whole body into a dizzying spiral. 

“I better sit down.” Sandy scooped Woong onto her lap and buried him against her shoulder. He didn’t pull away.

Kennedy had no recollection of moving but realized she was sitting down now, too.

Sandy stroked Woong’s head with one hand and wiped her cheek with the other. “It’s harder than I thought it would be to say this.”

Kennedy’s throat was almost entirely swollen shut or she would have found some way to offer Sandy a word of comfort or encouragement.

Sandy sniffed and continued to caress her son. “By the time the ambulance got him here, Carl had stopped breathing. The man I talked to wasn’t sure why. Said it might be from blood loss or maybe something like shock.” She cleared her throat again and lowered her voice. “He said it might also be the result of brain injury. They won’t know more until they run some tests, but they’re getting him hooked up to life support. Or maybe they’ve finished by now. I didn’t ask how long it would take.”

“Did you get to see him?” Kennedy asked.

Sandy shook her head. “No, this is all from the paramedic I talked to, one of the ambulance crew. He’s the one who let me know about how he stopped breathing on the road. Those folks saved your daddy’s life.” She spoke into Woong’s head of black hair. “We’ve got to remember to thank God for them every single day. You listening to me?”

Woong nodded but kept his face hidden.

Kennedy reached out and touched Sandy’s arm. “What can I do?” she asked. She couldn’t remember any time all year when she’d felt so helpless.

Sandy grabbed hold of her hand. “You can pray with me. And we’ve got to pray hard.”



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


CHAPTER 10
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Kennedy had never spent so long praying for one person before. She’d always had a nagging suspicion that interceding for others was a lot harder than certain pastors and Bible study leaders made it out to be. Even so, she never guessed how exhausting it was to spend that much time in focused, fervent prayer. Kennedy figured they’d prayed at least forty-five minutes and maybe a whole hour, interrupted only a few short times when the nurse popped out to let Sandy know what was happening. Carl’s condition hadn’t changed. Once he got stabilized on the ventilator, the doctor wanted to monitor him for a little while longer in the ER and then send him to the ICU. Sandy took the news with her typical grace, but Kennedy wanted to jump up and scream to the entire hospital that it wasn’t fair.

Carl shouldn’t be here. He shouldn’t be on a ventilator. He couldn’t be. He was so strong. It wasn’t as bad as the nurse made it out. It just wasn’t possible.

And each time the nurse left, Sandy would invite Kennedy again to pray. Woong had gotten past his clingy stage and was antsy, so Kennedy showed him how to play Scrabble on her phone. The battery died just a minute before they ended their prayer. If it hadn’t, she had a feeling Sandy could have gone on for another full hour of devoted intercession. As it was, the fact that her phone battery held its charge for even that long was some small miracle, or at the very least an unusual and unexpected blessing.

Sandy stroked Kennedy’s arm and smiled gently at her. “Thank you for praying with me, sweetheart. It did my soul a world of good.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” Kennedy was trying to guess if the softness in Sandy’s features was just her regular, warm expression, or if she really did look different after their time in prayer together.

Sandy stood up with a quiet groan. “I guess I’d better go ask the nurse if there’s any news. Maybe we can go back and see him soon.”

Kennedy was afraid Sandy would ask her to come, too. Of course, she’d go if that’s what Sandy wanted, but the thought of seeing Carl so weak, laying there paralyzed with a machine doing all his breathing for him, made Kennedy feel like she was about to suffocate.

Brain damage? Not someone like Carl. God wouldn’t let something happen that was so senseless. Such a waste. And because of what? Some hoodlum? Who would attack a person like Carl? Who would want to hurt him? All he did was love people. Love people, take strangers into his home, and share the gospel with everyone around him. Not the type of guy you’d expect to be walking around with a target sign on the back of his head reading attack me.

Kennedy squeezed her eyes shut. There was no energy left to ask God for anything. She just had to trust that he had heard her prayers earlier. Now all she could do was wait. Wait and try to offer Sandy some moral support. Woong, too. He’d been pouting ever since the phone battery died, but he was too old to play with the little toddler toys, and there was nothing else in the waiting room but magazines and TVs.

While Sandy went to talk to the nurse, something on one of the screens caught her eye. It was a scene from Harvard right outside the student center. She blinked so her contacts wouldn’t be so dry and tried to focus on the small words. She’d have to stand up. Just as well. It was time to give her legs a stretch anyway.

“I’ll be right back,” she told Woong and walked closer to the television.

“Harvard administration is trying to track down the culprits responsible for a slew of graffiti incidents across campus. It seems as if the attack is a backlash to a conservative newspaper article printed in the student paper, the Voice, in which a Harvard junior defends the traditional role of the stay-at-home mother.”
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