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For my parents, who are together in Heaven.
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Dr. Paul Richmond looked around the exam room from the hard plastic patient chair. He resolved to be on time for his own patients in the future. 

Would Riley find an aneurysm? A clot? Some other reason for his hallucinations? She’d been the best in their graduating class and became a respected neurologist, while he opted for family practice.

The door opened, and he let out a deep breath. 

Riley walked in and held out her hand. “Hi, Paul.”

He grasped her hand. “Hi, Riley. Thanks for fitting me into your busy schedule.”

She set his MRI films on the desk in front of her and sat down. Her shiny black hair bobbed just below her chin as she gazed at him. “No problem. You’re always at the top of my list. How else would I have gotten through med school?”

His strained laugh echoed in the small room. “You helped me too. You’d have managed, driven as you are.”

“That’s me. But let’s talk about you. I looked at the films before I came in, and everything looks fine.”

“Nothing?” There must be a reason he kept seeing and talking to Amy even though she died two months ago.

“I’m sorry, Paul. I know you think there is a medical reason you keep seeing your daughter, but I can’t find one. We’ve done all the tests I can think of that would cause hallucinations.” Her soft voice held only sympathy.

“Maybe I’ve got some psychiatric problem? Is that what you’re telling me?” His loud voice cracked. “I know you’re doing what you can. I don’t believe I’m imagining her because of some need I have to see her again. I miss her a lot.” He lowered his head and stared at his hands clenched in his lap.

Riley wheeled her stool away from the desk and faced Paul directly, a few feet away from him on his own patient chair. “Have you thought there might be a third option? Something other than a neurological or mental problem?”

At her words, he raised his head. He didn’t try to hide the tears pooling in his brown eyes. “Such as?”

“That she’s really there?”

“What?” Paul was confused. “But you know she died in that car accident, Riley.”

Riley’s face showed a compassionate understanding. “I know. But I meant, what if she came back from Heaven?”

His confusion remained—a maelstrom of confusion—and he didn’t know what to think. His daughter was real? From Heaven? “What?”

“From Heaven. She’s been sent back to Earth to comfort you.” Riley waited while he absorbed the idea.

It took a few minutes of silence while he tried to wrap his mind around what she’d said. He’d always pictured Amy in Heaven with Samantha. They’d been in the same vehicle crash. They both died at the scene, and he couldn’t say goodbye to either of them. It seemed more likely he imagined seeing Amy than she was real and came back to comfort him. He missed Samantha as much as Amy. “Then why don’t I see Samantha? Why is it just Amy?”

“I don’t know.” Riley shook her head. “It’s only a thought, Paul. I know it might be hard to believe, but I’ve seen some interesting things in my life. I don’t think you’re hallucinating. You don’t hear or see anyone else. Amy only comes to you when you’re having a hard time and need some moral support. That’s what you said, anyway?” Her brows lifted in question.

“Right. Whenever I want to have another drink, she appears. But how would she even know? Even if she’s from Heaven, she can’t read my thoughts.” He didn’t even want to know half of his own thoughts since his daughter and wife had been killed.

“Have you thought about taking a vacation? You haven’t taken a vacation in a long time.”

Not since the Grand Canyon. But Riley didn’t need to say it out loud. The Grand Canyon trip turned out to be one of those magical vacations, exactly as the brochures pictured. One of those times that would be forever etched in his mind and heart no matter how much time passed or how many other things happened to him. Just him and Samantha and Amy. 

Any issues that came up on the trip, they laughed away. They relaxed for the first time since Amy was born and felt like a settled couple for the first time in their marriage. Paul’s position at the clinic and Samantha’s interior design firm were successful. Three weeks later, they were gone, and he was on his own.

“Paul, what are you thinking?”

“I don’t know what to think. Maybe I do need a psychiatric consult,” Paul said.

“Maybe. I can refer you to Dr. Ted Whitaker. He’s seen some interesting things in his life. It’s rumored he has visions himself.”

“What?” Paul felt his head about to explode. When he entered the exam room, he’d never have guessed Riley would suggest a psychic psychiatrist. Or that Paul really saw his daughter. “Do you believe in Heaven?”

“Of course. I grew up believing, and nothing I’ve seen has changed my mind. I’m betting Samantha and Amy are in Heaven. But that doesn’t preclude Amy from coming to see you now and then,” Riley said.

“And you believe I could be seeing my daughter for real, and not in my imagination?” He and Riley hadn’t discussed religion much in the time they were in med school. Every class they attended was scientifically based.

“Definitely. Look, Paul, I know this is hard to believe, and I’m not sure I should have even suggested it to you. See Dr. Whitaker. He’s a great psychiatrist. He won’t bring this up with you like I did. He’ll listen, and he’ll tell you if he thinks you’ve got a medical problem, or if he thinks you’re imagining your little girl into existence to comfort you, like an imaginary friend. Or if he thinks you have schizophrenia or any one of several conditions. You know them yourself. You’ve studied some of them and looked up the rest since this started happening. That’s all he’ll do. Unless you bring up the question yourself, he won’t bring up visions. 

“He’s a private man, and it’s not his way to push his opinions of visions onto others. Not many people even know about his visions. It’s a well-kept secret for obvious reasons, so please keep the information to yourself. If you don’t want to see him, then try Dr. Isabel Dacey. She’s traditional but not narrow-minded. She’ll consider all the angles and give you her honest opinion.”

Paul agreed to start out with Dr. Dacey. Riley said she’d send his test results to her; and if he changed his mind and wanted to see Dr. Whitaker, to let her know.

He stumbled out of the room and made it to his black Ford Escape. He sat in the driver’s seat, numb. No obvious reason. None. No reason why he saw Amy, except she might be real and from Heaven. 

“God, help me,” he prayed, banging his head on the steering wheel until he realized someone tapped his arm.

“Daddy.”

He turned his head to the right, and there she sat in the passenger seat beside him. She had on a pair of purple leggings, a lilac-colored short-sleeved dress, and white sneakers with butterflies on them. Her blonde hair was one long braid down her back. He thought she might be cold, as it was fifty degrees outside. Spring in Bismarck, North Dakota, remained chilly with occasional warm days. 

“Aren’t you cold?”

“No. It feels the same to me all the time. No matter where I am,” Amy said.

“Where do you go when you leave me?”

“All around.”

“All around where?” Paul asked.

“Here and there.” She shrugged.

“At the hospital?” He looked around outside his vehicle at the other cars in the parking lot, realizing someone might be watching his weird display. From the head banging to the talking to himself. No one was around. Just him and the big parking lot, with the cars and the trees with bare branches. Chilly, fresh, and wonderful when Amy visited with him.

“Yes. I see the new babies here in the hospital. And Hannah,” Amy said.

“Who is Hannah?”

“I don’t know for sure. She comes to see the babies sometimes and talks to Sheldon.”

“You see Sheldon?” He knew Sheldon Carlisle was the director of the NICU. Amy visited the very sick baby nursery. Why?

“Yes, I see him.”

“Do they see you?” Paul asked.

She laughed. “No, silly. Only you can see me.”

“Why? Why am I the only one who can see you?” He felt like the seven-year-old, not Amy. He had so many questions, and so few answers.

“Because God sent me here to help you.” She put her hand on his forearm again.

He felt comforted but afraid. Glad she was here. Yet afraid of when she would disappear again. “Did you see God?”

“Of course. He’s in Heaven.”

“Were you in Heaven?” Paul asked.

“Of course,” Amy said, as if his question didn’t need an answer.

Of course. Paul did believe in Heaven. He believed Samantha was there too, along with Amy. But Amy was here now. Alone. Confusing. 

“Do you leave Heaven to come here?” Paul asked.

“It’s not really leaving. Heaven is kind of here. Kind of there. It’s hard to explain. I blink, and I’m back in Heaven with the other kids.” Amy shrugged.

“So, how do you get here?”

She scrunched up her nose and pursed her lips. “I don’t know. I end up here with you sometimes.”

He could see it wasn’t going to be easy talking with her if he kept asking her how Heaven worked. “Are you a ghost?”

“Of course not, Daddy. I’m your little girl.”

“Of course you are.” He wanted to reach out and hug her, but he didn’t know if that was allowed.
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The sun shimmered across the brook as it gurgled through the middle of the emerald fields stretching out across the land. Orange and yellow daisies covered the fields on either side of the brook.

Amy, seven, and Joshua, eight, had their bare feet planted in the muddy bank beside the brook. There were no parents in the vicinity. It didn’t matter. They were in Heaven, where nothing bad happened. 

Amy giggled at the frog croaking in the brook. “He’s funny.”

Joshua laughed with her. “Watch his throat.”

Each time the frog croaked or swallowed, causing his throat to bulge, the children started giggling all over again. Soon they were watching other frogs leaping along the bank.

“Let’s see which one is the fastest.” Amy pointed to a little frog. “I bet he’s the fastest.”

Joshua picked out a fat bullfrog. “I bet he can beat your frog.”

“No way. He’s too fat. Watch.” 

They leaned forward in unison, but both of their picks decided to sit in the mud and croak. “Ribbit. Ribbit.”

Amy waved her hand at the little one she’d picked to win. It took one tiny jump and stopped.

Joshua took his turn, and his plump green frog took a giant leap. “Wow!”

Amy laughed. “You win.”

The children watched the multi-hued fish that were all colors of the rainbow swim in the crystal-clear water of the brook.
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HEAVEN

––––––––
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I haven’t seen my daughter, Amy, and I’ve been in Heaven for three months. Time doesn’t mean much here, since it’s forever, but somehow I know how much time has passed on Earth.

I thought I’d see Amy by now because, when I was on Earth, we were taught we’d see our loved ones when we got to Heaven. My Amy is the most loved of my loved ones.

Strangely, I don’t feel sad over her not being here. For some reason, I know she’s in a good place, and I’ll see her eventually. I may not be sad, but I am impatient. When?

My first day as a Gifter was a surprise. My name is Samantha Richmond. I don’t know what I expected to do in Heaven once I arrived, but it wasn’t giving gifts to people on Earth. Of course, I’m not the only Gifter. Many of us do this, and Gerard leads us.

Yesterday, Gerard shared one horror story. Well, he didn’t tell me what happened. He said I needed to watch the dates and times on the gifts and not be late. He said I didn’t want to end up like Kate. I agree. Although I have no idea what he is talking about or who Kate is. Anyway, this is Heaven. I doubt anything bad happened to her. She probably got moved to a different section.

My fellow Gifter is Lily Price. She’s three years older than me. She gifts houses but started in the hand tools section, so she knows what she’s doing. She’s been in Heaven for seven years. She died before Amy was born. I think she has seen Amy, but she’s never said anything to me.

I haven’t had a chance to ask her about Kate, as we’re kept busy. Of course, in Heaven, keeping busy isn’t a hardship. There’s no pain in my mind or body. I feel free. And best of all, I’m young. Does that mean I’m vain? I don’t think so. There’s so much love; even if I looked old, no one would care. Nor would I. Especially since there is no black feeling in my mind, and the sun shines in a glorious blue sky. The trees are emerald; the birds sing.

Yes, I can hear and see all that. Although the rooms where I work are filled with gifts, many round, square and odd-sized objects aren’t solid but luminous, variegated lights in strange shapes. Like fireworks shot into the sky and, in a bright moment, stop in place and levitate. I don’t try to figure it out. I just enjoy it. 

All the lighted, luminous objects are labeled with gold tags with dates and times. You would think we’re inside a big warehouse, but we’re outside. The luminous objects float in orderly rows and go on forever. When we give out the current gifts, more move in to take their place. They’re all suspended in space. Sometimes I look at the beauty of the colors and lose myself in the moment. Then there’s a little nudge somehow or other, and I know it’s time to give out another gift. 

I even get to see the receivers of these gifts. It’s beautiful—because I’m in the child gifting section, babies to seven-year-olds. God’s children.
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Hannah listened to the ideas being thrown out to fund new equipment for the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit. The meeting for fundraising had been going on for almost an hour. As the director of the foundation, she would end the meeting soon.

Featuring a family helped by the NICU topped the list, but they were having a hard time deciding which family. “Maybe we should include two families.” 

“Good idea.” The agreement came from the other three in the room: Sheldon Carlisle, Judy Henke, and Diane Carter.

“What else do we need to decide?” Hannah looked at her watch. Almost four. She had a few more things to finish in her office, and she could leave for the day.

“Nothing today. If we know which families we want, I can contact them and discuss whether they’re interested in helping promote by sharing their story at the fundraiser.” Sheldon got up from the table. As the director of the NICU, he worked hard to keep the department staffed with warm, caring people who could handle the stress of dealing with sick babies day after day.

Hannah left work and headed for the gym. She’d skipped working out the past few days, and the stress of the job was starting to get to her. Between work and her arthritis, she was achy and in need of exercise. She’d been diagnosed with arthritis at twenty-five and didn’t understand why her joints always hurt. Most of the time, it was under control, but stress made it worse.

She met her friend Thea at the gym. They spent a half hour on the treadmill and twenty minutes lifting weights. Neither talked much until they were on their way out.

“Monroe’s working late at the clinic. Want to get something to eat?” Thea asked as they exited the gym.

“Sure. I don’t have much at home and need to get groceries. What do you have in mind?” She followed Thea to the parked cars.

“The Golden Dragon?” Thea asked.

“Sure. I’ve been hungry for Chinese food for a while. I’ll meet you there.”

On the drive to the restaurant, she thought through the cases for the foundation. Would Dr. Paul Richmond be at the benefit? She heard he’d had a rough time of it since his wife and little girl died, but he was Casey Anderson’s doctor. Casey was one of the kids being recognized at the benefit, and usually their primary doctor would come to promote the foundation.

Hannah hadn’t told anyone she wanted to meet Paul, but she did. She found him attractive and interesting. She’d heard about his past. Everyone in the hospital knew. Of course, gossipers twisted the truth. Unless someone talked about their own experience, there was no way to know the truth from the lies. She’d like to hear his story firsthand.

She parked in the lot beside the restaurant, and Thea stood waiting at the door, bundled up in a coat with her arms tightly hugging herself. The sun sank behind the horizon, and the wind picked up speed. Without the direct sun, the cold gusts penetrated her skin.

Once they were seated, the waiter took their order and left.

“What’s up?” Thea asked.

“Nothing new. We met about the NICU benefit today.”

“Was Sheldon there?”

Sheldon was a close friend of Thea’s husband, Monroe. Thea volunteered at the local food pantry, and Sheldon invited Thea to help there.

Hannah smiled. “Yes. He and two of the NICU nurses. The whole plan is working out. The only problem is going to be getting Dr. Richmond involved. I don’t know how things stand since his wife and daughter died.”

“You’ve never met him, have you?” Thea asked. She and Hannah met at a local charity and remained friends. Thea also worked at the hospital as a child psychologist and had patients in common with Paul.

“No. He’s never been involved in the foundation since they hired me. I’m sure he must have referred some of his patients to you for psych evaluations though.”

“Yes. A few. He’s easy to work with.” Thea’s eyes lit up. “You’re interested in him.”

Hannah could feel the heat rising on her cheeks. “Well...”

“He’ll come to the fundraiser if that’s your question. Invite him to a meeting about the NICU. Ask him in front of Sheldon. He won’t say no then.”

“Would he say no otherwise?” Hannah asked.

“I doubt it, but I’m sure you’ve heard his wife and daughter died a few months ago in an accident. He hasn’t taken any time off from work, but who knows what he’s feeling these days about being in the public eye.”

“That’s for sure,” Hannah said. “You have a good idea, though. I’ll invite him to the meeting, or Sheldon can.”

“Chicken.”

“You’re right. Sheldon will get a positive response. Paul doesn’t know me.” Hannah concentrated on her egg roll.

Thea laughed. “You’re right. And then you’ll get to meet him.”
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Classes were done for the day at St. Gertrude’s Elementary School. With the children dismissed for the day, Beth Garvey enjoyed the peace in her third-grade classroom as she sat at her desk grading math papers.

She’d been teaching at the school for four years. Her husband Jeremy taught English but didn’t find helping kids fulfilling like she did. His goal to be a published writer had been put on hold while he worked at a job with regular pay.

Her dream to be principal at St. Gertrude’s Elementary School could still happen. She knew her younger age could be a detriment, and she might be seen as inexperienced, but she also knew she had a good shot at the job. She’d earned her master’s degree and PhD in a short amount of time.

Jeremy’s sudden wish to have another child could put a snag in the whole plan. He wanted her to put her dream on hold until she had the baby. He also wanted to stay home and watch the baby, which was fine with her. 

Except, where would the money come from to pay all the bills, especially the school loans and the medical bills for having the baby? If she got the job as a principal, they could probably financially afford to do it. And if Jeremy sold some of his writing, that would help too.

Jeremy’s lack of ambition added to the other problem with the whole plan. Sure, he wanted to write. But he hadn’t written in a long time. Not since Brad died. So, what were the odds that even if he stayed home with the baby, he would actually write? And was the baby a replacement for Brad? Jeremy must know somewhere below the surface that one child couldn’t be replaced with another. They would still miss Brad.
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