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Prologue

	 

	Kyland

	 

	“YOU DON’T love me!” 

	The scream stabbed into his brain, the accusation like glass shards, shredding as they moved along. It was the farthest thing from the truth—he adored her. Throughout their nearly twenty-three years together, he’d done everything in his power to make her happy. To keep her safe.

	Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough. There wasn’t a danged thing he could have done to keep her safe from the silent killer invading her body.

	And her mind.

	“Charm,” Ky sighed her name, though it had a pleading tone to it. He hated days like these when a stranger inhabited his wife’s body. Unfortunately, those days had become the norm; the good days simply a pleasant surprise. Maybe it’s supposed to make me appreciate the good more.

	Today was a particularly bad day, worse than most. But then every day for the past month had been bad.

	And he knew it was only going to get worse.

	“Baby,” he pleaded as he tried to grab her flailing arms so she didn’t deck him like she had last week. Ky had no idea his wife could pack such a punch, especially since she was so thin now, but he still had the remnants of that black eye.

	Debbie, her nurse, rushed to the other side of the bed to help restrain the supernaturally strong woman. Never in his life could Ky have imagined Charmain being so violent, so incredibly angry. She’d always been such a meek and sweet person.

	Charm was the first person their pastor would call whenever help was needed in any of the children’s ministries. His wife was the woman others looked to for help and advice with marital or parental difficulties. She led women’s Bible studies, hosted church potlucks, counseled the younger women having difficulties adjusting to marriage. “A godly woman,” was the term always applied to her.

	And now… now, it was like she was demon possessed.

	“You know this is only going to get worse,” Debbie gritted out as she put her weight on Charm’s legs. Ky nodded, unable to find his voice in that moment. Everything was just… so overwhelming.

	The doctors had warned him about her condition, of the changes to her personality that would likely occur, said soon she wouldn’t even recognize her loved ones. Ky wondered if that would be better—to walk into the room and instead of death threats directed his way, to have a question of his identity on her lips.

	The personality change was one reason Ky had told their friends to quit coming by, even the pastor. The last thing he wanted was for them to remember Charm like this—cursing, screaming, hate-filled. He wanted… no, he needed them to remember her like she was.

	Charmain heaved her body then, trying to buck them off. Ky didn’t think she could possibly weigh more than ninety pounds, but she fought like the bulls he used to ride in college. Maybe even worse.

	Ky grunted when she kneed him in the ribs and he put a little more of his weight on her. He was careful, afraid that he was going to break her emaciated frame, but Debbie wasn’t as gentle when she climbed atop Charm’s legs, pressed her weight onto her chest and stuck a needle in her arm.

	He breathed a sigh of relief once the medication was injected. It wouldn’t take long for the sedative to calm his wife. Thanks to her credentials, Debbie had told him that she was able to get “the good stuff,” medicines strong enough to knock down one of those raging bulls Ky had been acquainted with. 

	He was so very thankful for Debbie, especially now that Charmain seemed to be heading downhill so quickly. Thankfully, their mostly useless insurance at least paid for in-home hospice, but that wouldn’t last much longer. Their coverage only allowed for ninety days and he didn’t want to think about what the future held.

	The next step in Charmain’s care wasn’t covered at all.

	Ky glanced at the younger woman who’d been living with them for almost three months. Debbie had been a godsend, taking over when he had to work or when he needed to take Lani to school, or to just spend some time with her, trying to help the ten-year-old cope with the loss of the mother she’d known.

	The mother she’d adored.

	Ky looked back down at his wife who was finally starting to calm down after the tranquilizer took effect. She was so very different now. Not just because of the screaming, cursing, fighting and violence that poured from her like a toxic venom, but she also looked like a completely different person.

	He hardly recognized the wife he married within her.

	Once vibrant, glowing with love that she poured out on everyone she came across, Charmain had most certainly fit her nickname. But now it was like looking at the complete reverse image of the woman he’d loved for two and a half decades.

	It pained him to think it, but now… now she resembled a gruesome Halloween decoration. Emaciated body, sunken eyes, thinning, stringy hair, grayish skin. She looked like she was pushing a hundred years, instead of the forty-one she’d just turned. Ky was honestly shocked sometimes when he walked into their bedroom and saw her lying on the hospital bed.

	Even though she was so different, he still loved Charmain. Sometimes, though, he worried that he was just in love with the memory of her. This “new Charm” was certainly hard to love by anyone’s standards.

	And that thought always made him feel immensely guilty.

	Ky carried a lot of guilt though. It ate at him like the cancer currently consuming his wife’s brain. The malignant tumor that chewed its way through her mind piece by piece, stole away the things that he’d so loved about his bride. And, like her cancer, that loss was incurable.

	Glioblastoma the doctors called it. Fancy name for a fast-growing tumor that was going to take Charmain from him and Lani much earlier than what should have been. The specialists said she had maybe ten months left, but that was nine months ago. There was just a blink of time left before the cancer took her away.

	What was left of her anyway.

	Ky had spent a lot of time on his knees the past few months asking God not to take her, to give Charm the miraculous healing that the prayer chain at church had also been praying for since the diagnosis.

	His wife had been such a faithful servant of Christ, the selfless Christian who always put others first, who gave the shirt and coat off her back, and who wore herself out trying to help. To do good.

	Ky had plead, begged, bargained, and at times even threatened God in his bid to regain his wife’s health. A miracle was her only hope. His only hope. But God didn’t answer, and now it was too late.

	And for that, Ky didn’t think he’d ever be able to forgive Him.

	Tears Ky didn’t think he had left in him filled his eyes. It was so unfair, so completely wrong, that a young girl should lose her mother. That a husband who adored his wife would have to soon say goodbye to the only woman he was ever going to love. And he wasn’t done loving her. Not even close.

	It was that thought that made him close his eyes and lean down to kiss his now peacefully sleeping wife. He imagined Charmain as she used to be—sparkling gray eyes, satiny peach-colored skin with a rose blush on her cheeks, a full-figure that he couldn’t keep his hands off of…

	But most of all, he imagined that she was the woman who used to love him back.

	 

	+++

	 

	 

	
Georgia

	  

	YOU’RE JUST jealous!” Georgia laughed. “I got it before you could and now you’re green with envy, just like this bear!” She held the little stuffed toy under the arm between her thumb and forefinger and wiggled it back and forth, taunting her friend.

	Jan rolled her eyes. “You can be a real jerk, you know that?” she muttered as she hip-checked her. Georgia just laughed.

	“Ladies,” Bethany interrupted them, “act your age. And pass the crayons.” Georgia pulled a box from the pile on her right and handed it to her friend across the table.

	They were at the end of the line and their boxes for Operation Christmas Child were overflowing with toys and other goodies. Georgia eyed her box doubtfully; she didn’t think the lid was going to close and tried to press the contents down some. For now, she just had to get a rubber band around the whole thing, because when the boxes were delivered, volunteers would go through the contents to make sure everything was on the approved list.

	As if reading her thoughts, Bethany held up a little rubber snake. “I still don’t see why we can’t put a toy snake in the boxes. It’s kinda hard to find stuff for little boys.”

	“Because in some countries snakes are considered evil,” Cindy, the OCC coordinator, answered with a smile from the table where she was working.

	“Snakes are evil,” Jan replied, causing laughter to ripple through the group, along with nods of agreement.

	Georgia tried to rearrange her box to make things fit better, but it didn’t help. So, she shrugged, balanced the lid on top, then put the rubber band around the whole thing.

	If God wants a child to have everything I packed in this box, then He’ll make it fit, she told herself.

	After they packed all the boxes they could before running out of items, the group moved into the church’s fellowship hall for refreshments. Everyone had brought something—mostly sweets—and Georgia sighed. Her diet wasn’t going too well, especially not with all the temptations put in front of her every time she walked into church.

	“You Baptists need to quit havin’ goodies every danged time we open the doors!” she hollered to the group. They all laughed and shook their heads.

	“’Tis the Baptist way.”

	“No one would show up if we didn’t have food.”

	“If you don’t like to eat, then you should join the Methodists.”

	“Says the Cookie Queen,” Cindy teased. She waved her hand at the goody table. “Pretty sure most of these were brought by you.”

	Georgia laughed; Cindy wasn’t lying. She’d gotten up before dawn to start baking for the OCC packing party, one of her favorite church days of the year.

	Forcing herself to skip the desserts, Georgia moved to the drink table to pour some tea, which she took to a nearby table. Bethany and Jan quickly joined her, their plates loaded with mouth-watering treats. Georgia groaned then leaned over and snatched a raspberry thumb print cookie off Jan’s plate. Her friend swatted at her hand.

	“The calories still count even if they’re stolen,” Jan told her. Georgia scrunched her mouth to the side and gave her the eye.

	“No, they don’t,” Bethany corrected as she sunk her teeth into a cupcake. She chewed thoughtfully, like she was getting ready to impart great wisdom. She waved her cupcake.

	“Stolen food doesn’t count, if you eat it in the dark it doesn’t count, and if you have a diet soda, that cancels out all the calories you’re eatin’.”

	Georgia laughed and said “I wish” while Jan threw a candy that looked like a haystack at their friend. Bethany snatched it and took a bite.

	“Oh yeah,” she said through a mouthful, “food used in assault doesn’t count either.”

	The ladies sat and chatted for quite a while, joking and teasing, enjoying the afternoon. But then Georgia looked at her phone for the time.

	“Oh shoot,” she said as she scooted her chair back and picked up her trash, “I gotta go. Gotta hit the store on the way home. I’m planning on making lasagna for dinner and need a few things.”

	Bethany leaned back in her chair, tossed her gray-streaked brown hair over her shoulder, then crossed her arms over her chest as she cocked her head to the side.

	“Ya know y’all are making the rest of us look bad, don’t you?” She shook her head. “Bob’s getting frozen pizza for dinner. No way I’m cooking twice in one day.”

	Georgia laughed as she threw her cup and plate into the trash. Despite her resolve to diet, she’d caved in and eaten her own plateful of goodies. She turned and walked back to the table to get her purse.

	“I don’t think making three ingredient fudge is exactly ‘cooking’,” she told her friend.

	Bethany shrugged. “Whatever. Still ain’t cooking dinner.”

	“Just be glad y’all have husbands to go home to,” Jan grumbled. Georgia smiled in sympathy as she leaned down to kiss her friends’ cheeks. Jan and her husband had divorced five years before. She’d always joked, “It was either that, or do time and the Lord Himself knows I don’t look good in orange.”

	Georgia said goodbye to a few others, then started to walk out. When she reached the door she heard Bethany say, “At least her husband is home to cook for. Bob is rarely home these days.”

	“Yeah,” Jan agreed, “but why wouldn’t Charles be home? Georgia is like the perfect wife.”

	“Yep. Proverbs thirty-one woman. Dang her.”

	Georgia grinned as she left.

	 

	+++

	 

	 

	 

	THE STORE was busier than usual, so it was later than she’d planned by the time she got home. Georgia decided to make shrimp tacos since they were faster and save the lasagna for another day. Charles liked to have dinner ready when he got home and she liked to please her husband.

	That thought made her grin as she put the ricotta and Italian sausage in the fridge. It did her heart good when her friends teased her about being the “Proverbs thirty-one woman.” That meant she was succeeding in pleasing her husband and keeping a happy home.

	It was a little easier now, keeping a happy home. Once the kids grew up and started their own lives, she found she had more time on her hands, which suited her just fine. That meant she had more time to volunteer at church, more time for the list of ministries she served with. And that list was very long.

	Once Lincoln graduated high school and moved three states away to attend college, Georgia had debated finally pursuing the career she’d put on hold in order to devote time to her family. But Charles had nixed that idea, saying that he wanted her at home, that he was more than enough for her to take care of. Georgia hadn’t argued; staying out of the workforce just meant more time to devote to godly projects.

	And to Charles.

	A small frown crossed her face then, unlike the grin she had earlier. She loved Charles almost to distraction and would do just about anything for him. But lately… lately he himself had been distracted. Distant. Like Bob, Bethany’s husband, he didn’t seem to have time for her. Didn’t act like he wanted to spend any time with her at all. He’d even stopped going to church on Sundays.

	Georgia had no idea what to do about it. She’d spoken with their pastor, but he’d just said that it was “probably a phase,” and advised her to keep doing as she’d always done. That “he’d come around.”

	She sure hoped so. It was awfully lonely being in a relationship with just one person present.

	The tacos were ready and in the oven keeping warm, so Georgia called Charles to see what time he’d be home. The shrimp would get rubbery if it sat in the warm oven too long. Plus, she wanted to take a shower before it got too late.

	His phone went right to voicemail, and she frowned when she realized he’d changed his message. Instead of the abrupt “You’ve reached Charles Devore; please leave a message” that had been his voicemail message for as long as she could remember, it was now, “Hey! Charlie here. Sorry I missed you but leave a message and I’ll get back to you.”

	Charlie? Never before would her husband allow anyone to call him “Charlie,” not even her. Georgia’s frown deepened.

	What the heck is going on with him?

	She wondered if he was suffering from some sort of midlife crisis… male menopause, as they called it. If that were the case, she hoped he didn’t come home with some flashy sports car. It wasn’t like they couldn’t afford such an extravagance, though; as a head partner in a leading CPA firm, Charles made more than enough money to fill several garages with whatever vehicle he wanted.

	But Georgia worried about her husband’s driving. He was often on his cell, handsfree of course, but that didn’t mean he kept his eyes on the road at all times. It was for that reason that she preferred he continued driving a safety-tested Volvo, and not a Ferrari or some such that was only built for speed. And for showing off.

	After leaving a quick, “Where are you? Dinner’s ready,” message, she decided to take her shower. If Charles wasn’t home by the time she was done, then she’d just eat without him, curl up with a good book, and enjoy some downtime.

	Another frown crossed her face when she walked into their bedroom. Georgia always kept the house spotless—something Charles insisted on—but the bedroom was a disaster. Drawers were pulled out, left hanging open. Hangers were on the floor of the walk-in closet and some of her clothes were lying beside them. Mouth hanging open, she moved toward the closet and peered in for a closer look.

	Someone, and she had to assume it was Charles, had pulled the suitcases from the top shelf, knocking storage boxes to the floor. Some of the lids of the boxes had come off, spilling their contents everywhere.

	Pictures she’d been meaning to put into albums were strewn about and she cringed when it seemed they’d been trampled on. The decorations for their bedroom that she changed out with each season or holiday had been kicked to one side and some of the glass ornaments had broken.

	A shiver went through Georgia then when the thought occurred to her that maybe they’d been robbed… and what if they’re still in the house?

	She spun on her heel and ran out of the closet, but stopped when she caught sight of the master bathroom. It was in the same condition as the rest of the bedroom—drawers opened, cabinet doors standing wide, her toiletries scattered, some broken on the tile floor.

	Robbers wouldn’t want anything from the bathroom. It was obvious Charles had packed. And done so in a hurry.

	She huffed out a distressed sigh as she struggled to understand what was going on. Did Charles have a last-minute business trip come up? That would explain the rush to get packed and the mess. While he demanded a spotless house, he wasn’t the tidiest person, leaving his messes for her to clean up. But he’d never created a disaster of the proportion she was looking at.

	Glancing around the bedroom once again, she noticed a piece of paper on her pillow. She huffed out a relieved laugh.

	“Well, at least he left me a note,” she said sarcastically as she moved to pick it up.

	Her hand began trembling as she read the words that would change her life forever.

	  

	Georgia—

	Just a note to tell you I’m moving on. I have someone younger, funner, prettier, and certainly in better shape. Sorry, darling, but you’ve let yourself go.

	I deserve better.

	Charles

	  

	She let the paper slip from her stiff fingers as she stumbled back and hit the plush carpet, hitting the nightstand on her way down. The pain from the fall didn’t really register.

	But she knew that, like the lamp and books from the top of the nightstand falling to the floor, her world had just crashed around her.
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	[image: Image]

	 

	 

	SWEAT TRICKLED down his face into his eyes, stinging like crazy. Ky stopped to take his hat off so he could run his arm over his face, not caring that his long-sleeved shirt was filthy, and he probably just wiped streaks of manure down his cheeks.

	Florida was a heck of a lot hotter than Montana had been. He thought after all the time he’d been there he would have acclimated by now. But he sure wasn’t going to complain. It was a chance to at least dig himself out of the hole the medical bills had put him into.

	The familiar twinge of pain hit him square in the chest then as the memory of Charmain’s passing crawled up into his mind and roosted like a hen on chicks. He thought he would be over her death by now, and he was, for the most part. It was mostly the memories of those last few horrible weeks that hurt the most.

	That, and missing his daughter.

	He sighed heavily as he bent to the shovel again, tossing manure into the dump wagon. Running the farm was hard work, but it helped keep his mind occupied. For the most part.

	Most nights, he was so darned exhausted that he couldn’t have forced a dream of Charmain if he’d wanted to. And that was worth sweating gallons and working himself to the point that he couldn’t lift his arm above his waist come evening.

	But the guilt never went away.

	His phone rang then. He propped the shovel against the wagon and pulled off his gloves so he could pull it out of his back pocket. Another sigh left him when he read the display.

	Speaking of guilt…

	“Hey Shirley,” Ky said, trying to sound more upbeat than he felt.

	“When are you sending money?” his mother-in-law snapped without so much as a “hello.”

	So much for niceties.

	Ky fought back the sigh that threatened to burst forth from his lips. He apparently sighed a lot, considering his boss had mentioned it.

	“As soon as I can. I give you everything I’ve got.” That was certainly true; he hadn’t spent a single dime on himself, other than for food, and that was even minimal. He’d lost a lot of weight since the move.

	“Well, it’s not enough. Maybe you should get another job,” came the snide reply. Ky couldn’t help the snort—the woman had no clue how hard he worked now. There was no way he could put in even more hours at another job. Not without dropping dead first.

	Shirley had become spiteful and hateful, traits that were certainly not like her. Ky had known the woman for over twenty-five years and the way she’d been acting since Charmain had died… well, it was like another person. She’d always been sweet, like her daughter, and kind. Another godly woman.

	But not any longer. Now she was bitter and just plain mean.

	He knew Shirley secretly blamed him for her daughter’s death. Like he’d somehow conjured the brain tumor and willed it to consume his wife—physically, mentally and emotionally.
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