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Chapter 1




“Mama, Mama, Mama!” Joanna cried from her blanket on the grass. 

“What, honey?” Sandra tried not to sound annoyed.

Joanna pointed at the field and began to chant, “Peter! Peter! Peter!” It appeared the coach had put Peter back into the game. At six years old, Joanna worshiped her big brother. Sandra thought probably this wouldn’t last forever. She pulled her sunglasses down out of her hair and onto her eyes so she could watch the game without squinting. 

Sandra had been sitting there in her folding chair for quite some time but hadn’t really had a chance yet to watch the game. She’d had her hands full keeping Joanna in sight and keeping baby Sammy from screaming. 

But now Peter was back on the field, so now she wanted to focus. 

A child on the home team, a portly youngster who seemed far too enormous to be in middle school, flattened one of Plainfield’s strikers.

The crowd behind her blew up. “How can you not see that?” one mom screamed. “Blow the whistle!” screamed another. 

Sandra looked at the referee to see how he was handling such unsolicited feedback and was alarmed to see that he appeared to be at least a hundred years old. Well, good then, maybe he doesn’t hear well. 

The play was long over, but the Plainfield coach was still screaming at the ref. Sandra was embarrassed. It was only their first game of the season, but they’d had several practices, and Sandra knew that Peter really liked his coach. She didn’t look forward to trying to explain to her ten-year-old why his coach was swearing at the referee during a middle school soccer game. 

Just when she thought he’d calmed down, there was another scuffle at the eighteen, and the Plainfield coach, as well as the Plainfield parents, once again disagreed with how the referee pronounced judgment. 

Sandra put her head in her hands. 

“Why is everybody so mad, Mama?” Joanna asked, reasonably.

“Not sure, honey,” Sandra said quietly.

Peter got the ball. Sandra held her breath. He looked so little out there, a fifth-grade-David amidst a battlefield full of Goliaths. Peter dribbled the ball toward the goal, and then it happened. One of the Philistines came for him. And flattened him like a bug.

There was no whistle. The crowd behind her erupted again. Peter started to cry. Sandra stood up. Her first instinct was to run straight out onto the field and comfort her baby, but he wasn’t her baby anymore. Not really. The coach certainly wasn’t extending that type of compassion to her eldest. 

“Come on, Pete, walk it off,” he said. 

She knew that Peter didn’t like it when people called him Pete. But he did pick himself up and hobble toward the bench. Sandra couldn’t help herself from going to check on him, but she did manage to restrain herself from cutting across the field. It wasn’t lost on her that no parent did that—ever. 

“Come on, Joanna, we’re going for a walk.”

“Is Peter okay, Mama?”

“Yes, I’m sure he’s fine. Let’s go.”

“Did the angels protect him?”

“Yes, I’m sure they did. Let’s go.” Her patience tank was running low. 

Finally, Joanna stood up and took her hand.

She tried to push the stroller with one hand, but the grass made this difficult. She wished, not for the first time, that they’d sprung for one of those fancy jogging strollers. “I’m going to need both hands,” she said, wresting her hand free of her daughter’s sweaty clutch. “Just stay with me.” Even with both hands, progress was slow. They crept down the touchline and then rounded the corner to travel the goal line. As they did, Sandra sneaked a look at the ancient ref. He didn’t look so good. Was something wrong, or was he just too old for this gig? 

Before she’d even finished the thought, the official wobbled a little and then his tall, lanky frame crumpled to the ground. 

Everything stopped. Joanna stopped walking. The coaches stopped screaming. The other, much younger, ref stopped and stared at his partner. The crowd fell silent. The kids stopped moving and most of them knelt to one knee, something they were trained to do when a player was injured. The ball rolled to a stop in the grass. Sandra looked around to find the closest adult and then realized she was it. Looks like I’m going to run out onto the field after all. 

“Stay here, honey. Stay right with Sammy.” She put her daughter’s small hand on the stroller handle, in the probably vain hope that this would tether her there.

Sandra was only twenty feet away from the fallen official, and it didn’t take long to reach him. His face was red, he was gasping for air, and he reached up for her as she knelt beside him. She took his wrinkly hand into her own. 

“You’ve got to … stop them … stop them …” he forced out.

“Stop who?” she said, alarmed.

“White,” he said and then closed his eyes.

Many had followed her lead. The field was filling with grown-ups. As Sandra felt for a pulse, another woman touched her on the shoulder. “I’m a nurse. Let me help him.”

Sandra moved out of the way, grateful that there was someone more qualified. As she headed back toward her children standing on the goal line, the other referee grabbed her by the arm, not nearly as gently as she would have preferred, if given a say.

“What did he say to you?” 

She yanked her arm away. “Nothing! Do you mind?” And she walked away, toward her family, wondering why she’d just lied to a soccer ref.








  
  
Chapter 2




“Mom, I don’t want to stop at the store,” Peter whined. “I’m so thirsty.” When she didn’t respond to that, he added, “and hungry.” 

“Well, if you want to eat anything—ever—we need to stop at the grocery store.”

“We have food at home!”

“No, actually, we don’t because you consume about six thousand calories per day. Don’t worry, it’ll be a quick stop.”

“You always say that, and it’s never quick.”

She yanked the rearview mirror down toward her face so she could look her eldest in the eye. “Did you just sass me? That sounded a little too close to sass.” 

He looked down, ashamed. 

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

It wasn’t that Peter didn’t have a point. Stopping at the grocery store with three children was a giant pain in the rear, but it was also a necessary evil. Their father had meetings and wouldn’t be home till late, so if they were going to eat, they had to buy food.

She pulled into the parking lot of the mega-grocery, dismayed to see that everyone else in the state of Maine had also decided to shop at this exact moment. It took her ten minutes to get her three children out of the minivan, the shopping cart disinfected, and her youngest strapped into said shopping cart. Then she noticed Peter was still in his cleats. “Peter!” she snapped. “You can’t wear those into the store!” Another five minutes passed as Peter located and changed into his flip-flops. It started to rain. She was grateful it had waited until after the soccer game, but she also wished it could have waited until they got home. 

They entered the store, and Sandra shook the rain out of her hair. “Okay, Peter and Joanna, you can each pick out one healthy treat.”

“If it’s healthy, it’s not a treat,” Peter mumbled.

“Fine, then don’t get a treat. You can eat Brussels sprouts.”

“Raspberries?” he said, his voice tinged with hope.

“Sure. That sounds delicious,” Sandra said as she sifted through the avocados.

They filled the cart. It looked like a lot, but Sandra knew it would only last a few days with Peter around. 

After twenty minutes in the checkout line, Sandra was able to purchase her wares. Then it was back to the minivan. The groceries and two oldest children were already in the van, and she was just buckling Sammy into his car seat, when a man’s voice behind her said, “Excuse me, ma’am.”

Startled, she slammed the van door shut as she whirled to face him. Her first impression put her at immediate ease. His appearance was the very opposite of threatening. He was just barely taller than she (and she stood only 5’ 3”) and he was a bit on the fluffy side. He looked to be about forty, yet he still had chubby baby cheeks. His short, curly brown hair clung close to his head, and he wore relaxed-fitting jeans and a faded T-shirt. “Can I help you?” she asked. 

“Sorry to bother you,” he said with perfect pleasantness. “I just need to ask you a question, and I know it’s going to sound strange, but it’s very important.” He paused.

“Okay?” she prodded.

“I need to know what the referee said to you before he died.”

“He died?” She hadn’t known that. They’d whisked him away into an ambulance so fast, she’d thought he’d had a good chance.

“I’m afraid that he did.”

A thought occurred to her, and she scowled at the pleasant parking lot interloper. “Did the ref send you?”

He scowled back. “The ref has gone to heaven, ma’am.”

She couldn’t help it. She laughed so suddenly that she snorted. What a strange way to remind me that he’d died. “I meant the other ref.”

“Oh!” her new friend said. “No, no, he didn’t send me.”

“Well, the poor old man didn’t say anything to me,” she said, again not knowing why she was lying, and opened her car door. 

Her new friend reached over her and shut the door. If anyone else had done this, it might have been scary, but she didn’t think this man could possibly scare her. Still, she found him quite rude. “Excuse me!” she said, but at the same exact time, he said, “You’re lying,” so she said, “Excuse me?!” again to defend herself against such an absolutely accurate accusation.

“You’re lying,” he repeated. “And that’s really okay. I understand why you’re lying”—

You do? Because I don’t.

—“but I really need you to tell me the truth. It’s important. And you can trust me.”

In an instant, an overwhelming, supernatural peace flooded over her. Somehow she knew this was true. She could trust him. But she still didn’t want to tell him her secret. “Who are you?”

“My name is Bob.”

“Well, Bob, I don’t know you. And it is raining. And I am not wearing a raincoat. And I need to get home before my ice cream melts.” She started to open the door again. Again, he put his hand on it and prevented her from doing so. This time, she tried to pull it open anyway, against his resistance, but the door didn’t budge. This small man is stronger than he looks. She looked him in the eye. His eyes were brown, soft, and gentle. “Get your hand off my car or I will tell my son to call the police.”

He didn’t move his hand. He looked in the car and said, “Your ten-year-old has a cell phone?”

“How do you know my son is ten, and no, he is currently playing a game on my cell phone. Last warning. I will tell him to call—” She stopped talking because she saw a police officer crossing the parking lot. She started to call out “Officer!” but Bob clamped a hand over her mouth so all she got out was “Off!” which was also appropriate in this case. She pushed him in the chest. “Do not touch me!” Then she tried to hail the cop again.

Again he placed his hand over her mouth, but this time he held it there and leaned in close to whisper to her. “Don’t do that! You’re just going to make a fool of yourself, and I don’t want to cause you any trouble.” 

He sounded sincere enough, but she couldn’t believe he could mean such words while he was actively trying to smother her. She brought her knee up fast, homing in on his groin area, but he seemed to know it was coming and twisted his hips to protect himself. She longingly watched the police officer getting farther and farther away. 

She saw a woman approaching a pickup parked nearby. Sandra widened her eyes at the woman as if to plead for help but the woman just looked at her as if she was looking at a crazy person and hurriedly got into her truck. 

“I will explain,” Bob said, “but you’ve got to promise not to draw any more attention to us.”

Sandra nodded quickly.

Bob removed his hand.

“They can’t see me,” he said. “Only you can see me.”

For several seconds, Sandra did not respond to this. Then she said, slowly, “I beg your pardon?”

“No one else can see me. Only you. Even your kids can’t see me. Actually, the baby can, but Peter and Joanna can’t. If they weren’t staring at screens right now, they’d wonder why their mother was standing in the parking lot talking to herself while their ice cream melts.”

Sandra looked through the window at Sammy, who was chewing on his fingers and grinning foolishly. Then she looked at Bob. “Why can Sammy see you?”

“All babies can see me.” He took a deep breath. “Sandra, I’m an angel of the Lord, and I really need you to tell me what Frank Fenton said to you before he died.”

Sandra burst into laughter. She tipped her head back and laughed at the sky. Raindrops splatted onto her closed eyelids. She hooted until she had to gasp for air. 

“Are you finished?” Bob interrupted. 

She looked at him through teary eyes. “An angel?”

He frowned. “Yes. An angel. Watch.” He held out his hand and his palm burst into flames. Then just as quickly, it went out. Bob looked bored. 

“Neat trick,” Sandra said dryly.

“Sandra, I know you are a believer. Can we not drag this part out?”

Suddenly, Sandra knew. A weird certainty flowed through her, and she just knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that this man before her was a heavenly being. This knowledge brought on another bout of laughter. “I’m sorry,” she managed between cackles, “I believe you, I do, I’m just … I’m just a little …” She tried to stop laughing. She had pictured angels before. This wasn’t it.

“It can be overwhelming to meet an angel face to face, I know. Now, please tell me what he said.”

“Why?” Sandra asked, trying to catch her breath.

“Why what?” She hadn’t known angels could look so annoyed. 

“Why do you need to know?”

“Because I’m an angel, that’s why.”

“But doesn’t God know? Can’t he just tell you?”

Bob looked embarrassed. 

“What?” she prodded.

“I’d like to handle this on my own, if possible.”

“I always get into trouble when I try to handle things on my own, without God. Are you in trouble, Bob?”

He flushed red. “I am not. But I have a job to do, and I would like to do it.”

“What job?”

“Will you puh-lease just tell me what he said?”

“Sure, as soon as you tell me what your job is.” She was rapidly growing more comfortable with this alleged angel.

Bob appeared to be weighing his options. Then he said, “It was my job to protect the souls involved in that soccer game.”

She gasped. “So you are in trouble!”

“I don’t know. That’s why I need to know what he said.”

She decided to stop torturing him. “He said, ‘You’ve got to stop white.’”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

And Bob was gone. There was no bright light, no puff of smoke—he just vanished. He just wasn’t there anymore. Sandra looked around the parking lot, suddenly self-conscious of how she must have appeared to everyone for the past several minutes. But no one seemed to be paying her any mind. She shakily climbed into the van, thinking her kids would chide her for taking so long, but they just continued to stare at their screens. “Peter?”

“Yeah?” He didn’t look up.

“Can you please put the phone away?”

Peter sighed dramatically and turned the screen off.

“Thank you. Now, can you please tell me what has happened in your immediate vicinity since we came out of the store?”

“Uh, we came out of the store, we got in the car, and then you told me to turn the phone off.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“Peter, you are grounded from all electronics.”

“What?” he shrieked. “Why?”

“Because your mother could have been murdered by a random lunatic, and you wouldn’t even have noticed. You would have just sat here until the phone battery died.”

Peter was quiet for a minute. Sandra could feel him fuming behind her. Finally, he said, “How long?”

“How long before the battery would have died? How should I know?”

“No, how long am I grounded?”

“Oh. That. Forever.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Sandra couldn’t wait to tell her husband about her supernatural parking lot encounter, but when the time came, she was scared to bring it up. She wasn’t sure if he would believe her. To her knowledge, he’d never doubted anything she’d told him before, but this? This would require a whole new level of faith in his wife.  

So, when they finally crawled into bed late that evening, Nate said, “You’ve been awfully quiet. Everything okay?”

She sat up and scooted back to lean against the headboard. “Actually, I wanted to tell you something, but I’m kind of scared to.”

He laughed. “Scared? You shouldn’t be scared. You can tell me anything. You know that.” 

She took a deep breath and then let it all spill out: “So what Peter didn’t tell you is that the referee ended up dying, and he said something to me before he did, but it wasn’t any big deal. But people saw him say something, and they thought it was a big deal. The other ref asked me what he said. And then I was approached in the grocery store parking lot by a man named Bob, only he wasn’t a man …” She took another big breath. “And this is the part I’m scared to tell you. He was an angel, Nate, an honest-to-God angel. As soon as he told me, I just knew it was true—”

She stopped. She didn’t like the look on Nate’s face. Amused. Condescending. Entertained.

“Fine.” She lay back down and rolled away from him. “I told you that you wouldn’t believe me.”

He gently shook her shoulder. “Hey, don’t do that. I do believe you.”

She looked over her shoulder at him. “No, you don’t.”

“Well, I’m not sure he was really an angel, but I believe that you thought he was.”

“Never mind. I’m sorry that I told you.”

“Hey, Sandra, don’t do that. Don’t pick a fight. I do believe you, but come on, the guy wasn’t really an angel. Angels don’t hang out at the Piggly Wiggly.”

They didn’t even have Piggly Wiggly stores in Maine, but Nate thought the name was hilarious and called all grocery stores Piggly Wiggly. When they’d first started dating, she’d found that adorable. 

She squeezed her eyes shut, wishing she could rewind time about twenty minutes. 

“Would you please finish your story?”

“That was it. That’s the end of the story.”

“An angel approached you and then didn’t say anything?”

“He asked me what the ref had said, and I told him.”

“And what did the ref say?”

“He said we had to stop the white team.”

“Why would he say that?” He sounded critical, as if she was making up a story that didn’t make sense.

“I don’t know,” Sandra said in a tone bordering on cranky. “I think he was delirious. The game was really physical, lots of elbows. Maybe he thought white was being too rough. The man was dying. His brain might not have been in tip-top shape.”

“Did he have a heart attack?”

“I don’t know. He was a hundred and five years old. I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I’m tired.” She closed her eyes again.

He took the hint, lay down himself, and turned off the light. “Good night,” he said. She didn’t answer. A few minutes later, he said, “We’ve got to get up early tomorrow. It’s my turn to teach Sunday school.” 

She groaned. Not because she didn’t want to get up early, although she didn’t. Not because she didn’t enjoy Sunday school because she did, but because she was frequently annoyed with how involved Nate was with everything and everyone other than his own family. He didn’t neglect them or anything; he showed up to the major events. But he seemed to find the day-to-day grind beneath him. But if the church, or his school, or the multiple nonprofits he volunteered for needed him, he was Mr. Service. She squeezed her eyes shut tighter, trying to rein in her thoughts. She didn’t want to mentally complain about her husband. She loved him. He was a good man, a good husband, a good father. And while mentally cataloging all his attributes, she drifted off to sleep. 








  
  
Chapter 4




“I’m sick,” Peter said.  

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Sandra replied, distracted. “I’ll call your coach and let him know you won’t be at practice this afternoon.”

“No!” Peter said quickly, and then realized he was betraying himself and said more slowly, “I might be better by then. Don’t call him yet.”

She looked at her son. “You’re going to church.” The look on his face concerned her. He looked more crestfallen than he should have looked from such a benign pronouncement. “Honey, why don’t you want to go to church?”

He shrugged and looked at the floor.

She gently lifted his chin toward her. His eyes came with it. “Sweetie, you know why we go to church, right?”

“Because there’s power in group worship, and because iron sharpens iron,” he recited dutifully, sounding too much like a robot.

She smiled, proud of his response even if it hadn’t come from the heart. “That’s right. So we need to go, okay?”

“Okay. Can I sit with you instead of going to junior church?”

This surprised her. “Of course you can. Why?”

“Junior church is for babies,” he said and walked away, presumably to get ready for church. 

Sandra went to refill her coffee mug, and Nate started hollering at everybody to hurry up. She looked at the clock. “We’ve still got plenty of time.”

“I can’t be late. I’m teaching today.”

She closed her eyes to avoid rolling them. “I know that. But we’re not going to be late. We’ve still got fifteen minutes before we have to leave.”

“I want to leave now, Sandra, so we’re not running in right at the bell”—

She hated it when he used school metaphors.

—“and so that I can be friendly and greet people when they walk in.”

Thinking that he could stand to be a little more “friendly” with his own family, she resignedly dumped her coffee into a travel mug and went to get the baby. 

Seven minutes later, Nate, in even more of a tizzy, climbed into the minivan’s driver’s seat and asked Sandra to hurry up with buckling Sammy in.

“Sorry, this thing has seventy-five snaps.”

“You use hyperbole too much,” he said, looking at his phone.

She had heard this complaint before, didn’t remember what hyperbole meant, kept forgetting to look it up, and so never tempered her use of it.

“Shoot!” Peter cried and reached to open the sliding door. “I forgot my iPad.”

From the front, Nate pressed a button that shut the door Peter had just started to open. “You don’t need to bring your iPad to church.”

“Dad, it’s got my Bible on it!”

Nate leaned back against the headrest and hit the button again to open the door. “Fine. Hurry up.”

Peter jumped out of the car and ran back inside. Sandra climbed into the front. “It’s okay. We’ve got plenty of time.”

“Doesn’t that kid own a print Bible?”

“Of course he does. He has like six of them. But all the kids are using tablets for their Bibles at church.”

“That’s just foolish. We don’t even let them have tablets in school.”

“I know, but this isn’t school.”

Peter reappeared and climbed back into the van. Nate started to back out of the garage before the sliding door had even clicked shut. 

“Thank you for hurrying, honey,” Sandra said over her shoulder. Peter ignored her gratitude. He just stared out his window like he was on the way to the coal mines.

Church was only a few miles away. They pulled into the parking lot, which wasn’t crowded yet, as many people didn’t go to Sunday school, and of those who did, the majority showed up late. Nate parked close to the door and then wordlessly jumped out and headed inside, leaving Sandra to unpack the children. Peter was helpful, though, and grabbed the diaper bag without being asked. Then he followed her to the nursery, while Joanna ran off to find her class. There was no one in the nursery yet. Of course there isn’t. Because we’re early. Sandra sat in a rocking chair. “You can head to class, Peter. I’ll wait for the nursery person to get here.”

“I’ll wait!” Peter chirped.

Sandra looked up, shocked. “What?”

“Dad’s teaching today. I know he wouldn’t want you to be late. So I’ll wait with Sammy if you want.”

Sandra looked at Sammy’s chubby, drooly face and then at Peter’s. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. Definitely.” He held out both hands for his little brother. 

“Wow, Peter. Thanks. You are a good big brother.” She handed the baby to him and got up. Peter immediately took her seat. Sandra left her two sons in the otherwise empty nursery, beaming with pride. 

No one had shown up yet for Nate’s adult Sunday school class, but they did start drifting in soon after Sandra joined him. She greeted her friends warmly, genuinely excited to see them.

Nate did a great job teaching the class. He was organized, a good communicator, and had a good sense of humor. Sandra admired him while he taught. She was proud of him. He’d taught high school math for ten years before becoming a principal. At first, he’d had no aspirations of going into administration, but then he thought it could be his gift to the world. There was so much need in the public schools, and he had such a servant’s heart. He was a good principal—a great one even. He’d made a lot of positive changes in their school district’s high school and was respected by all the teachers and most of the students and parents. Sandra hadn’t weighed in on the decision, had thought he probably knew best about whether to make the move from teacher to administrator, but she now believed he’d made the right decision.

When class finished, Sandra went back to the nursery to check on Sammy, and found Peter still there, holding his brother. “Peter! What are you still doing here?” The nursery was now full of tiny humans, not Peter’s favorite demographic, and Odetta, this week’s nursery volunteer, was also there, directing toddler traffic. 

“Oh, Sandra! Thank God for this little saint of yours!” she gushed, tousling Peter’s hair with her free hand. 

Peter blushed, and Sandra couldn’t believe he didn’t flinch away from her slightly invasive display of affection. 

“He has stayed with me the whole time, and he’s been such a huge help! Can he help more often? He’s been rockin’ babies and wipin’ hineys!” 

Sandra’s jaw dropped. Peter had never changed a diaper in his life. What on earth was going on?
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