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CHAPTER 1
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Abby glanced at Mark as she packed her suitcase that sat on their bed. He lounged in the armchair on the other side of the bedroom, his dark hair tousled from running his hand through it constantly as he worked. Half the time he watched her, and half the time he looked down at the laptop he held.

“Are you sure you don’t want to come with me? You can work remotely.” Abby added another pair of jeans to her suitcase. She’d debated how many shorts and jeans to pack based on the forecast being in the seventies and low eighties—and on the insect population on her parents’ farm in North Dakota.

“I’ll fly out to Chokecherry Valley like we planned for a few days next week. I’m deep into this project and need to be free from distractions. We have to get it done this week.”

She walked over to him and planted a kiss on his cheek. “I’ll miss you. North Dakota is a long way from Texas.”

He laughed. “The time will pass quickly. It will give you a chance to spend time with your parents before I get there.”

“I know. You’re always so loud while you’re working on that computer.” She looked around the room to see if she’d missed anything. 

“Do you think you’ll see Paul while you’re there?” Mark closed the laptop and studied her expression.

“Maybe. He stayed at Mom and Dad’s house for a few months, so I imagine they get along pretty well at this point.” She wasn’t sure how she would feel about seeing him again. She’d been so mad at him at Samantha and Amy’s funeral. 

She didn’t know if she still blamed Paul, or if she was over her anger at him. Time would tell. She closed the top of the suitcase and zipped it shut. “Let’s have breakfast, and then you can drive me to the airport.”

She stepped over to the mirror and took one more look at her smooth, brown, shoulder-length hair. She’d applied a quick swipe of eyeliner and mascara. Good enough for the plane ride. Picking up her purse and carry-on bag, she left the bedroom.

Mark went over and lifted her packed suitcase from the bed. He followed her out of the room and down the stairs. “You didn’t have to make breakfast today.”

She laughed as he set the suitcase down by the front door and followed her into the kitchen. “I didn’t make anything. Either you make something, or your choices are fruit, yogurt, or cereal.”

“I think there might be a boiled egg or two,” he said, rummaging around in the fridge.

“I’m having yogurt and a banana.”

He passed her a yogurt. “What if you do run into Paul?”

She finished taking the lid off the yogurt container, and then looked up. “I don’t know. Why are you so concerned?”

“I just don’t want you to get upset.”

“You mean like when I screamed at him at the cemetery, when they buried my twin sister and my little niece?” She heard the bitterness in her own voice and realized she had a long way to go to forgive Paul, even though he hadn’t caused the car accident. She had wanted someone to blame, and Paul was the scapegoat. He wasn’t even in the vehicle when the accident happened. 

“Like that,” Mark said pointedly. “You’ll be okay. Just call me any time. You know I’m able to be interrupted most of the time. I only have to be at the office a few hours today and tomorrow.”

“Thank you. You may regret that offer.”

Mark got up from the table and gave her a hug. “You’ll be okay. Call me if you need to. I’ll be joining you in North Dakota soon. I love you.”

“I love you too,” she said. Maybe she should have told him about quitting her job yesterday, and all the things she had been thinking about recently, but she didn’t want to deal with his reaction before she visited her parents in North Dakota. She needed the time to get her feelings sorted out. She was relieved about the job but felt guilty she hadn’t told him how bad the situation had gotten at work. 

Anxiety pressed against her chest as she thought about the future. She and Mark had drifted apart. She wasn’t afraid they’d separate, but she did need them to connect again. At this point, she was too confused to even talk about her feelings. A week on the farm would relax her and take her out of her current thoughts enough to get some perspective. 

They’d have plenty of time to discuss everything when Mark joined her in Chokecherry Valley. She knew procrastination wouldn’t be a good thing. Mark would just have more reason to be upset with her.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2



[image: ]




Abby got off the plane in Bismarck, North Dakota, not knowing who to expect to meet her. She wasn’t sure if both her parents would be picking her up at the airport, or if it would just be one of them. Summer at the farm was a busy time. The forty-five-minute drive out to her parents’ farm by Chokecherry Valley would add more time to the trip. 

She looked forward to seeing them and spending some time relaxing out in the country. Houston had become so busy, and the job at the hospital where she worked had been extra demanding lately.

She sat down in the waiting area of the airport and checked her phone. Then she caught a glimpse of her dad’s graying head. His tall stature was easy to see, although the airport traffic had thinned of people fairly quickly once they reached the waiting area. Then she saw her mother walking beside her father and rushed over to hug them.

“It’s so good to see you.” Abby felt a guilty twinge that she’d only been back once to see them since her sister and niece’s funeral in January. 

“Hi, Love,” her mother said, hugging her back.

She got the same treatment from her father, and then they went to get her luggage.

“You both look great,” she said.

They were looking much better than when she’d seen them in March three months earlier. Her father stood upright instead of emphasizing the slouch he’d developed since the funeral, and he had a summer tan that made his complexion look even darker than usual. Her petite mother smiled and looked more rested. 

Abby had hated to leave them last time she visited, but she had to get back to her nursing job in Houston. At least she had these two weeks with them now.

“We caught a break this spring when Paul stayed with us and helped out with the calves and the spring planting.” Her mother smiled at her. “He helped a lot.”

“Now, Nina,” her father said. “Paul grew up on a farm before he became a doctor, so of course he knew what to do. And he has helped me some over the years.”

Not often, Abby wanted to say, but she held her tongue. She wasn’t going to disrupt her parents’ peace over her own anger at Paul. “Is he back working at the hospital now?”

“Yes,” her mother said. “He’s working full time and seems to be doing okay. He’s met a nice young woman. Her name is Hannah.”

“Isn’t it a little soon for him to be dating?” She regretted the snippy tone, but it was too late to take it back. Abby felt irritation on her sister’s behalf. Did Paul feel he could replace Sam so easily?

“They’re taking it really slow.”

“Too slow if you ask me,” her father said.

“Frank!” Her mother playfully tapped him on the arm. “Not everyone proposes on the first date, like you did.”

“When you know, you know.” He hugged her.

Abby was pleased to see that they were doing so well, and some of the guilt of her neglect eased a little. She still needed to get back to see them more often though.

They left the airport and reached the pickup. Abby lifted her suitcase and carry-on into the back area of the extended cab and slid onto the seat.

“You could have sat in the front seat and talked to your dad while he drove.” Her mother got into the passenger seat in the front.

“That’s okay. I can be a back-seat driver from here and talk to you both.”

Their drive to the farm was mostly on the highway and then about five miles on country roads. They didn’t pass through the town of Chokecherry Valley, but the farm was only about three miles from the town. There was a grocery store, bar, community hall, St. Anne’s Church, and a small café. For anything more, they would have to travel to one of the bigger towns in the surrounding area, or travel to Bismarck. 

Abby figured Chokecherry Valley would have anything she needed at the little grocery store. Her parents tended to keep all the basics well stocked at their house.

When they got to the farm, her father carried her suitcase up to her room. Her parents had remodeled her room and Samantha’s when they had both gotten married within a year of each other. Her room didn’t feel the same as when she grew up, which was a little sad, but it helped that Samantha’s room had also changed. 

She and her parents didn’t need constant reminders that Samantha was gone, even though the thought wasn’t far from Abby’s head for long, and she doubted it wasn’t far from her parents’ thoughts either. It was hard to think she wouldn’t see her sister on this trip. 

She sent a quick text to Mark that she had arrived, and everything had gone okay. She’d call him that evening before she went to sleep.
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I’m a Gifter. God has me gifting children to parents on Earth. I love doing that. I even get to go to Earth once in a while to help with a birth. My name is Samantha. My daughter is in heaven too, and she was at the hospital talking to another child at the last birth I attended. Ever since then, I see her often in heaven.

I got to attend little Chloe’s birth. Her mother, Madison, lives in Chokecherry Valley, and Madison’s mother knows my mother. I wonder if I’ll be in Chokecherry Valley again? I never know why God sends me where he sends me. It’s just that suddenly I’m attending a birth and giving out comforting vibes to the mother. 
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Abby spent the rest of the afternoon unpacking and just talking with her parents. They had arrived at the farm from the airport about 4:00 p.m., and there wasn’t much time to do anything else. She helped her mom prepare the evening meal of meatloaf, potatoes, green beans, and blueberry pie. 

After they’d eaten, she helped her dad with the outside chores, and then they talked for a while before bed. Abby didn’t tell them the real reason she’d taken two weeks to come visit in addition to seeing them. She was tired of working in Houston and thought a career change would help, but she needed the time away from Mark to get some perspective. 

She was even thinking of moving out of Houston, and that would be a big change for Mark. She was ready for the change, but would he be interested in moving? She didn’t know, and she needed to figure out a way to talk to him about it. Their marriage had developed a divide due to their constant work schedules, which she didn’t like.

Her dad sent her off to bed at 10:00 p.m., saying she made him tired just watching her yawn. She laughed and said goodnight to her parents. Once she settled into the queen-sized bed in her old room, she lay there for hours, unable to sleep, but too uninterested to get up and retrieve one of the books from her suitcase to read. She’d called Mark, and they each ran through their uneventful day before hanging up. 

Now, as she lay awake, she kept going through make-believe conversations with Mark about quitting her job. Since they were simply hypothetical conversations in her own head, she had no idea if they’d bear any resemblance to what the actual conversation would be once she started talking to Mark.

#

[image: ]


After only a few hours of sleep, she woke early and heard her parents already moving around getting ready for the day. Days on the farm started early. She showered, dressed, and joined her mom in the kitchen. Her dad had already gone out to start the farmwork for the day.

“What’s your plan for today?” her mom asked.

“I’m going to help you with whatever you need.” Abby took a grapefruit from the counter and poured herself a cup of coffee.

“I have to be in Chokecherry at ten to meet with the Community Helpers group. There are five of us meeting this morning, and we’re going to be working on a drive for donations for a family who lost their home in a fire. I think we have a few other things on the agenda, but Melissa keeps track of that. She’s our secretary.”

“That sounds like a good idea. I’ll go with you.” Abby finished her grapefruit and sipped her coffee.

“Are you sure? This is your vacation, Love. Do you really want to come to this meeting?” Her mom finished wiping the counter and folded the dishcloth in half before putting it across the double sink.

“I’m sure.” Abby shrugged. She sure didn’t want to sit around the house wondering any longer about mythical conversations with Mark, or what she wanted to do with the rest of her life. Talking about someone else’s problems would be good for her and take her mind off her own troubles.
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