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CHAPTER 1
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The leaves rustled in the trees, a sure sign of autumn.

Ruby stood up from the table and stretched. Time to get back to work. She smiled at her employer. “Thanks for the cinnamon rolls.”

“Well now.” Connie bustled to the table to clear Ruby’s dishes. “If Grandma Lucy’s still asleep and doesn’t need anything, you’re welcome to sit a spell longer and keep me company. My back’s about wore out, milking all those goats today. Care for a game of cards?”

Ruby smiled. She had never worked for a kinder woman. God must have heard her when she asked him for a better job than her position as a floor nurse at County Hospital.

It was the first real answer to prayer she’d experienced in the few months she’d been a Christian. She got up from the table after promising a round of rummy later. Connie’s son had recently moved to Costa Rica to become a full-time missionary, and she knew Connie was starved for company.

Ruby was hired to take care of Connie’s aunt, but when Grandma Lucy was having a good day, Ruby spent more time keeping Connie company in the kitchen than she did using her nursing degree. She loved her new job. Grandma Lucy had been the one to lead Ruby to Christ when Ruby was stitching up her forehead at County Hospital last summer. It was hard to imagine how different her life would be if Grandma Lucy hadn’t fallen that night. So many things had improved on the one hand.

On the other ...

Ruby’s cell phone chimed to sound off an incoming text. 

Free tonight? Movies in Wenatchee. I’ll pick you up at five. Girls’ night only.

Ruby stared at the message from her best friend. She and Jessi had known each other since kindergarten, walked with each other through every major life event, including Ruby’s graduation from nursing school and her mother’s battle with cancer. Even though Jessi was as staunch an atheist as Ruby had been just a few months ago, she never made Ruby feel bad for converting.

Never turned her back on her.

If only the same could be said about others ...

Ruby shook her head. She didn’t need to wallow in self-pity. She shot a quick text back to Jessi.

We’ll see. Might have to stay late to help with dinner.

There was no way to guess if Grandma Lucy would wake up from her afternoon nap with enough energy to preach at Ruby for three hours straight, mixing heavy doses of prayer into her sermons, or if she’d be so out of it she’d start asking for her dead ex-husband.

It was painful for Ruby to see her in that condition. The night they met, Grandma Lucy had appeared so strong. So powerful. That’s what had drawn Ruby toward her in the first place. While getting her forehead stitched up, Grandma Lucy spoke as if she’d known about all of Ruby’s secret longings, the late nights she spent wondering if there was any higher purpose in a universe that appeared so chaotic. 

Ruby still couldn’t explain how the transformation had happened so quickly. So thoroughly. Grandma Lucy said that was just how the Holy Spirit worked, but what Grandma Lucy didn’t understand was how Ruby had been antagonistic to any idea of religion for so many years. Even her best friend Jessi, who once jokingly purchased an ordination certificate from an online atheist “church,” would have been more likely to turn to Christianity than Ruby.

What had this old woman done to her?

And if Ruby had the opportunity to do it all over again, knowing what she would lose, realizing what she would have to give up if she gave her life to Christ, would she make the same decision twice?



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


CHAPTER 2
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“Time to wake up.” Ruby touched Grandma Lucy’s shoulder. The old woman looked so tiny when she slept, like a white-haired toddler taking her afternoon nap.

“Grandma Lucy?” she repeated.

“What time is it?” she mumbled.

Ruby held her breath. The next ten seconds would be the decisive ones, the time it took for Ruby to find out if Grandma Lucy would be herself and quote Bible verses all evening from her prayer chair or if she’d spend the night confused and weak, unable to remember her niece who’d lived with her for so many years, asking about relatives who’d been dead and gone for decades.

Before he ran off to become a missionary, Connie’s son took Grandma Lucy to some place in Seattle, a memory clinic specializing in dementia, but at the time of her appointment Grandma Lucy had been completely lucid. She claimed divine healing. The day Ruby started working at Safe Anchorage Farm just a few months later, Grandma Lucy didn’t even remember the night she got her stitches.

Grandma Lucy sat up in bed with a groan. “Why’s my back hurt?”

“You’ve probably been lying down too long without rolling over. You want to get in your wheelchair?”

She shook her head. “No, take me to my prayer chair. I’ve got some things to talk to God about.”

Even when Grandma Lucy forgot her own children, she knew that her life’s greatest work was to rock away in that sitting room, praying for loved ones whose names she couldn’t even recall.

“We’ll go to your prayer room soon,” Ruby told her. “But first, let’s go use the bathroom, and then Connie made you a little snack to have with your medicine.”

Oops. She shouldn’t have said that. 

Grandma Lucy shook her thinning head of white hair. “No medicine. I feel fine.”

Ruby had learned not to argue. “All right. Well, how about a cinnamon roll?”

Grandma Lucy’s face lit up like a preschooler’s on Christmas morning. “Now you’re talking.” She rubbed her hands together. “I love cinnamon rolls. Did Mom make them?”

Ruby was busy putting the brakes on Grandma Lucy’s wheelchair and didn’t answer.

“They smell delicious.” Grandma Lucy inhaled deeply, even though Connie had been working at the Safe Anchorage gift shop and hadn’t cooked a thing since yesterday, when she’d spent the entire morning cooking to prepare for Grandma Lucy’s upcoming birthday party. “There’s nothing like fresh bread rolls straight from the oven. You smell that yeast?”

Ruby nodded and wheeled the chair up to the bedside. “It will be delicious, I’m sure.”

Grandma Lucy cocked her head, and Ruby guessed what she was going to ask even before she said the words. “Is that you, Nora?” 

She didn’t have the heart to remind Grandma Lucy her daughter Nora had been killed by a drunk driver decades earlier. “No, I’m Ruby. I’m the nurse you led to Jesus at County Hospital.”

“Really?” Grandma Lucy looked pensive. “So we’ve known each other a while?”

“Just a few months. I started coming over for tea and prayer, remember? You’d sit in your rocking chair and teach me about Jesus.”

Grandma Lucy nodded. “Did you know that when a sinner repents, even the angels in heaven rejoice?”

“You’re the one who taught me that. Come on. Let’s get you out of bed.”

Grandma Lucy was lighter than the bulky wheelchair. She didn’t need it always, but with her memory acting up, Ruby didn’t want her trying the walker. Not today.

“Thank you.” Grandma Lucy’s voice was soft when she patted Ruby’s hand. “Aren’t you a sweet thing to help out an old woman like this. What’s your name?”

“I’m Ruby.” It was a good thing Ruby had babysat and nannied her way through nursing school. All that work with children had given her a heavy dose of patience.

Grandma Lucy continued to pat Ruby’s hand. “And are you a born-again believer, Ruby? Do you know the Lord Jesus as your personal Savior?”

“I do. You’re the one who taught me.” Remember? she was about to say but stayed quiet and wheeled the chair toward the door.

“Where did you say we’re going?” Grandma Lucy asked.

“Into the kitchen to get a snack.”

Grandma Lucy inhaled loudly. “Well, it smells delicious. Did Mom make bread rolls?”
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CHAPTER 3
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“I’m telling you, girl,” Jessi exclaimed as she sped with Ruby toward Wenatchee, “we totally need to get you out more. This is the first time you’ve left that farm in what, like a month?”

Ruby rubbed her throbbing temples.

“Headache again?” 

Ruby shrugged, downplaying her discomfort. “Just a little one. It’s not too bad.”

“How many headaches did you get when you were still working at County?”

Ruby didn’t answer.

“So I heard from Mace yesterday.” Jessi glanced at Ruby out of the corner of her eye. Ruby wished she’d keep her focus on the road.

Jessi drummed a little beat on her steering wheel. “Sounds like he’s got a pretty light semester, which is perfect for him. I honestly have no idea how he’s made it this far already.”

Some people might not find it all that much of an accomplishment to be a sixth-year senior who hadn’t flunked out of college yet, but Jessi’s brother Mace was a special case.

Ruby didn’t reply.

Jessi glanced over at her. “What’s wrong? You’re like a fish out of water after it’s done flopping.”

Ruby tried to straighten down her windblown hair. It could be the middle of winter, and Jessi would still be driving with the windows down. “I’m just tired.”

“That old quack have another one of her bad days?” 

Ruby tensed. I will not get into another fight with Jessi, she repeated to herself like a prayer.

Jessi shrugged. “Well, I swear I’d trade you jobs any day of the week. Tell you what, those little brats at the daycare are always screaming so loud that I come home with a migraine every night.”

Ruby knew for a fact her best friend had never suffered a migraine in her entire life but didn’t want to argue.

We will not get into another fight.

Jessi groaned dramatically. “And then there’s all the older kids coming in the afternoons now, bringing home all their back-to-school germs and everything else. I swear I’ve caught five different colds in the past week.”

Ruby didn’t point out the medical implausibility of her statement. We will not get into another fight.

“Anyway, Mace seems to be settling in well. I swear, it’s not fair that he got all the brains in the family but he’s wasting it all just to party hard in Spokane. I’m twice the worker he is, and what have I got to show for it? A stupid associate’s degree that means squat and a job at a snot factory.” She swatted Ruby’s leg playfully. “Come on. I’m talking to you. What are you thinking about?”

“Just Grandma Lucy.”

Jessi snorted. “That old bat? Seriously, you know I’m only saying this because you’re my absolute best friend in the entire world and we’ve gone through literally everything together, but this woman has kind of got you bewitched. Know what I mean?”

We will not get into another fight, Ruby repeated to herself while Jessi continued talking over the roar of the wind outside.

“Seriously. Like one minute you’re just your normal, average self. And by average I don’t mean average like that. I’m just saying you’re who you’ve always been, then you come home from one little night shift at County and tell me you’re giving this whole Jesus thing a try, and you know me. I was like, hey that’s awesome, whatever tickles your goat, know what I mean? But then next thing I know, you’re going over to her house to spend time talking about who knows what, then you’re breaking up with my brother ...”

“Mace didn’t have anything to do with this,” Ruby snapped, forgetting her well-rehearsed mantra.

Thankfully, Jessi was too absorbed in her own soliloquy to argue. “I mean, hooray Jesus and all, I hear he’s got some really awesome things to teach us about loving each other and stuff, and wasn’t Gandhi sort of like a Christian? Like not a Christian Christian because I think he was a Hindu, or maybe it was Buddhist, I don’t know. But I mean, I think he read a lot of Jesus’ teachings and stuff, so hey, if it’s good for Gandhi, it’s gotta be good for all of us, right? But you’re kind of carrying it a little far, don’t you think?”

“I don’t know,” Ruby mumbled. Why did she have to live in a small town like Orchard Grove, where if you wanted to get any real entertainment you had to drive at least an hour and a half to arrive anywhere?

Jessi took in a deep breath before jumping into the next round of her monologue. “I mean, you remember when I got all into those billionaire romance novels, and you finally told me I was wasting my brain cells? And I listened to you, right? Or that summer I thought it’d be cool to start smoking but you talked me out of it before I got too addicted? That’s what friends do for each other, right? You think it was fun listening to you tell me how degrading those novels are about women getting beat up and slapped around? But you stood your ground, and I eventually came to realize you were right. Out go my trashy romances, or at least most of them. Next you tell me you’ll never let me ride in your car if I smell like smoke. Out go the cigarettes before I ruin my lungs and die of cancer. Because that’s what friends do.” She enunciated each word with even more melodrama than normal.

“So think of this as your own personal intervention.” While her best friend railed on, Ruby just wished she could tune out her words. Jessi didn’t know what that first conversation with Grandma Lucy did to her, how much hope it poured into her soul. Jessi didn’t know about how much Ruby had been struggling until that night at County. She didn’t know how far Ruby had slipped into despondency and despair, how lonely she felt even when she was surrounded by friends.

Grandma Lucy had changed everything.

No, Jesus had changed everything.

Why couldn’t Jessi be happy for her and leave it at that?

“I’m not telling you to stop believing. I’m just like the Journey song. It’s not my place to decide what you’re supposed to think about God or religion or anything like that. That’s totally against everything I stand for. And hey, if this whole church-girl act is working out for you, all the more power to you. But isn’t it the Bible that says everything in moderation? No wait, maybe that was Gandhi. Or Martin Luther King. I forget now, but that’s beside the point, although now that I think about it, wasn’t King a Christian too? So I mean, yeah, let’s be all for team Jesus if that’s what’s working for you now. But I’ve always said religion’s like underwear. Some people like boy boxers, and some go for the bikini briefs. If you’re going on a hot date you might choose something with a lot of lace, and then there are people who go totally commando, and that’s perfectly fine too as long as you don’t go announcing what you’re wearing to the world, right? Like those desperate girls who wear a thong with their hip huggers. Get what I’m saying?”

“Not really,” Ruby mumbled.

“I’m just saying that some things like your underwear and your religion are between you and the washing machine and not too many other folks. Unless of course we’re talking about that hot date. Which brings me to my last point.”

Ruby rubbed her throbbing temples. Not Mace. Please don’t bring up Mace.

“You and my brother. You two have been destined for each other since the day we all met. You know that, right?”

Ruby should have known Jessi wouldn’t shy away from bringing him into this very one-sided conversation.

“And we promised each other when the two of you started dating — again — that no matter what happened with you and Mace, it wouldn’t get in the way of our friendship, the whole sisters before misters thing and all that. I hate to put it this way, but you kind of sort of broke his heart. And you know me. I’m not one to be melodramatic or anything, but he was pretty devastated by it all.”

Ruby shook her head. Whatever Jessi thought it was that had split her and Mace up, she was wrong.

Dead wrong.

She grabbed Jessi’s cell phone and plugged it into the car speakers. “I’m really tired. Mind if we just listen to some music for a while?”

“Be my guest.” Jessi shrugged, and Ruby turned on their favorite 80s rock playlist.

Two minutes later, Jessi was shouting Don’t Stop Believing at the top of her not-quite-so-musical lungs, and Ruby was leaning back in her seat, praying her headache would go away, wondering if she’d made a mistake to hang out with Jessi tonight in the first place.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


CHAPTER 4
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Ruby woke up the next morning, her headache just as fierce as before. When Connie asked her to quit her job at County to take care of Grandma Lucy, it took time to warm up to the idea. Ruby had never done in-home nursing before, and she wasn’t sure how much she loved the idea of living where she worked. There were financial considerations too. Connie agreed to pay her out of pocket for the first two months while they waited for all the insurance paperwork to get filed, but if the state came back and decided Grandma Lucy wasn’t sick enough to require round-the-clock care, Connie couldn’t afford to pay her indefinitely. If Ruby had been searching for financial security, she would have never left County.

On the other hand, she had grown to love Grandma Lucy, the eccentric old woman who had led her to Christ. On her good days, Ruby was basically paid to sit and learn more about Jesus, and when Grandma Lucy wasn’t as lucid, Ruby was happy to repay the favor by watching over her. 

She’d had a hard time making up her mind back then, but once she and Mace broke up, there wasn’t much choice unless she wanted to bunk up with Jessi. Close as the two girls were and had always been, they’d tried the roommate thing their first semester of college and vowed to never put their friendship through such a strain again.

Fortunately, after moving into the small attic room at Safe Anchorage’s bright red farmhouse, she realized how much she appreciated the convenience of getting out of bed and being ready for work by the time she made her way downstairs.

Of course, living with her employer also made it more difficult to separate work from pleasure, which is why she appreciated her nights out with Jessi. Until Jessi spent the entire ride both to and from Wenatchee lecturing her about her new faith in Jesus.

Oh, well. At least they were still talking. Ruby had been afraid when she and Mace broke up that she might lose Jessi too. She was thankful that her fears were unfounded, but she still longed for simpler times when it was her and Mace and Jessi all together, staying up until two or three in the morning drinking coffee and playing stupid board games or driving around Orchard Grove like they were high schoolers again, looking for parties to crash.

On her way to the bathroom, Ruby stopped at the sound of a familiar voice coming from the greenhouse attachment that had long ago been converted into Grandma Lucy’s personal prayer room. Ruby lost count of how many nights Grandma Lucy had tried to make it to her prayer room, risking broken bones and fractured hips just to sit in her rocking chair. Sometimes Ruby wondered why Connie didn’t let her just sleep there. Wouldn’t it make things that much easier?

The lights were on, so Ruby poked her head inside. Grandma Lucy was rocking so hard it was a miracle momentum didn’t throw her out of the chair. She was covered with her favorite prayer quilt, her hands raised toward heaven.

“Lord, you are the God of the ages, the Lord of hosts, the King of the universe. There isn’t a single sparrow that falls to the ground apart from your will, not a single word on our tongues that you do not know. You have searched me and you know me. You know when I sit and when I rise. You raise me up to soar with eagle’s wings so that my youth is renewed like the dew of heaven. You feed me your holy manna, you fill me with your sacred Word, you anoint me with your Holy Spirit.

“My mind is yours, gracious Father, and even though the devil wants to keep me in confusion, you are a God of order and discipline. I declare that I am not a slave again to fear, but you have given me a sound mind so that I may know and testify to what you have done. Even the darkness will not be dark to me. The night will shine like the day, for dark is light to you, and I am convinced that no weapon forged against me will prevail.” She balled her hand into a fist. 

“You hear that, old devil you? This old mind of mine belongs to the Lord, and you can’t take away my clarity. Not today. For greater is he who is in me than he who is in the world, and even the demons shudder at the powerful and holy name of Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world. And did you sleep well last night? You’re certainly up early, aren’t you?”

It took Ruby far longer than it should have to realize Grandma Lucy was staring straight at her.

She stepped into the room. “Hi, Grandma Lucy. Are you having a good morning today?”

She chuckled. “Any morning spent in prayer is a good morning.”

Ruby glanced at the clock. “How long have you been here?”

“Not long. Just a few hours, I’d guess. I’d normally go out to the goats. That’s where I used to pray at night so I wouldn’t bother anyone else, but you know, Connie’s put that contraption on the doorknob, and I can’t for the life of me figure out how it works. I know four foreign languages, but I can’t figure out a simple baby lock.” She laughed softly. “Guess Connie wants to keep me from freezing my tail off outside, is that it?”

“We just don’t want to see you get hurt.”

Grandma Lucy’s eyes twinkled. “Well, that’s sweet of you, I’m sure, but what would have happened if I hadn’t taken that fall and needed stitches in my forehead? What then? You wouldn’t have sewn me up so good, I would have never had the chance to share such joyous news as the gospel with you, and you’d probably still be working at that hospital, doing your night shifts, going home to that atheist boyfriend you were with ...”

“Are you hungry?” Ruby interrupted. “I think Connie’s making some cinnamon rolls.”

“I know. I’ve been smelling them rise for the past hour or two. Makes my mouth water so much I’m just about to die of thirst.”

“Well, let me get your wheelchair, and then we’ll find you a glass of something to drink.”

Grandma Lucy shook her head. “Nope. I won’t be needing that chair today. Not after God’s touched my body and made me strong.”

Ruby took a step forward. “Your walker then. You stay there, and I’ll go get it.”

Grandma Lucy scowled. “Now, what have we been talking about when we pray together each afternoon? If the Son has set you free, he’ll make you free indeed, right? So what kind of witness would I be to you if I allowed you to get me some contraption to help me walk even after Jesus Christ himself has ministered to my spirit and made me strong?”

“I know you’re strong. I just think you should get your ...” Ruby jumped forward as Grandma Lucy stood up, holding onto the unsteady arm of her rocker for support. Her knee buckled, and Ruby reached her hand out to guide her gently back into the chair, bracing her foot against it to keep it from sliding.

Grandma Lucy looked up sheepishly. “Did I ever tell you the verse that says pride cometh before the fall?”

Ruby tried to offer a comforting smile, and Grandma Lucy whispered in a voice half her usual volume, “Maybe that wheelchair isn’t a bad idea after all.”
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CHAPTER 5
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“Grandma Lucy, do you want another cinnamon roll?” Connie asked. “I made plenty to get ready for your birthday party.” 

It had taken Ruby a few weeks living here to realize that Connie had and always would preside over mealtimes. Ruby’s only job was to eat as much of Connie’s homemade cooking as possible and help Grandma Lucy cut her food if necessary.

“Got the morning news?” Connie’s husband asked, handing her yesterday’s paper with one hand and reaching out for the new one with his other. Ruby had been living here for months and couldn’t remember a single time Connie’s husband had spoken directly to her.

“It’s going to be a special day.” Connie was still standing, which wasn’t in the least unusual. By Ruby’s best approximation, Connie sat down during a meal once or twice a week and never for more than two or three minutes.

“More coffee?” she asked her husband, already standing over him with the pot in hand.

He grunted and held up his mug.

“So,” Connie continued with her announcement, “I’ll be at the gift shop this morning working on some plans for Grandma Lucy’s birthday party, then after lunch we’re having that nice young man from Seattle come by. Remember him, Grandma Lucy? He called a few days ago and said the two of you had a good talk about the Lord.”

“Of course. You’re talking about Elliot, the cancer doctor, right?”

Connie smiled proudly. “You remembered. That’s good.”

“He’d be a hard one to forget. That young man is hurting. I’ve been praying for him every day since we met in Seattle. It was when I went in for those silly memory tests, and Elliot was there in the cafeteria, and I just knew God was telling me to go over there and talk to him.” She shook her head. “Such a hard, sad life.”

Ruby wasn’t sure she’d ever get used to these strange, random visitors who stopped by Safe Anchorage, people who had run into Grandma Lucy weeks or months or sometimes even years ago to tell her how she’d led them to Christ or how God had answered some special prayer she’d prayed for them. For a retired missionary, she was certainly still letting God use her to lead people to salvation. Last year, Grandma Lucy had fallen so ill the doctors thought she was going to die in the hospital, so she recorded a video urging every last one of her friends and family members who weren’t yet saved to accept Jesus into their hearts. Connie had shown it to Ruby one night. The message gave her chills.

“I’m just so thankful you’re having a good day,” Connie said, pouring more tea into Grandma Lucy’s cup.

Grandma Lucy smiled. “It’s always a good day when the Lord’s in control.” 

Ruby didn’t say anything. Did Grandma Lucy recall that yesterday she’d forgotten Ruby’s name? That she thought her mom was still alive baking bread rolls in Connie’s kitchen?

Nobody around the table seemed to have the heart to tell her.

Connie wiped her hands on the sides of her checkered apron and gave a big smile. “Well now, who’s hungry for more rolls?”
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CHAPTER 6
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Elliot Jameson couldn’t remember the last time he was this nervous. It’s just a simple, informal visit, he told himself as he made his way down the winding dirt road. 

He hoped his GPS wasn’t steering him wrong. He’d had no idea Orchard Grove was this small a town until he got here.

Nearly four months had passed since he first met that fiery old woman with her white hair. He had been finishing up an eighteen-hour shift. All he’d wanted was a quick fruit salad then a few hours’ sleep before he came back to start it all over again.
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