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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.

Her cell rang. She knew it would be Jeremy asking if she was ready to go home.

She realized she’d been contemplating the future too long and hadn’t finished grading the papers. She packed them up in her satchel to take them home. It would only take her a half hour anyway, and Jeremy could cook while she graded papers. Of course, he might have his own papers to grade.

She answered the phone. “Hello.”

“You ready?” He sounded stressed.

“Sure. Meet you outside?”

“Yeah.” He hung up.

She looked at the phone before putting it in her purse. What was up with him this afternoon? Could be a student, a parent, something else. No way of telling. Jeremy was usually an easy-going guy.

When she got outside the building, he had the truck parked in the circular drive of the school, a little past the doors. The cool air revived her as she walked to the truck. She opened the truck door, got in, and buckled the safety belt. “Hi. Tough day?”

“So-so.” He started the truck and drove around the circle to the exit. 

She waited two more blocks. “What happened?”

“Steven didn’t show up again today. We notified the police.”

“And?” This was pulling teeth in a big way. Steven chronically skipped school. Why did it bother Jeremy so much today?

“He wasn’t home. His grandmother hasn’t seen him for two days.”

“Today’s Monday. He’s been gone since Saturday night?”

“Yeah.”

“And she didn’t think to call the police sooner?” Beth asked.

Jeremy shrugged as they waited at a red light. “You know how she is.”

“She thought he’d be home and didn’t want to cause problems for Steven.”

“True. But she loves him and feared what might have happened to him the whole time he was gone. The police are following some leads. I don’t know what we’ll find out. On the plus side, this is a small town. News travels fast. If something bad happened, we’d already know.” 

“He’ll show up like he always does. Do you want to do fast food tonight?” She cared about Steven, but she didn’t know what else to say.

“What if he drags Tyler into drinking? Maybe he already has.” Jeremy tapped his fingers on the steering wheel as he drove.

“Tyler is fine. He wants to go to med school. He’s not going to mess that up by following in Steven’s footsteps.”

“Ever since Brad died, he’s been different.”

Beth took a deep breath, waiting for the pain to pass. She missed their youngest son so much, and Jeremy rarely spoke about him. He’d taken her by surprise when he mentioned him now. “He feels guilty.”

Jeremy shrugged. “It’s not his fault.”

“But that’s not how he sees it. He says he should have been driving because Brad just got his license, and the streets were icy.”

Jeremy didn’t disagree out loud, and Beth didn’t ask him what he thought. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know yet.
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When Dr. Isabel Dacey came to the waiting room to get him, she was nothing like what Paul expected. When Riley told him Dr. Dacey was traditional, he’d expected a woman in her fifties or sixties. Dr. Dacey looked about twenty-five, but Paul knew that wasn’t possible. She had to be at least in her forties considering her medical degrees and experience.

She led him back to her office, and he took a seat across from her. She leaned against her chair and studied him. “What brings you here today, Dr. Richmond?”

“You can call me Paul. Didn’t Dr. Adira send you the information and the MRI results?”

“Yes, but I’d like to hear it from you.”

He swallowed and took a deep breath. It had been one thing to open up to Riley, whom he’d known for years, but he didn’t know Dr. Dacey. He put that against the fact he felt like he was going insane, and he needed to know. “I keep seeing my little girl, Amy. She’s dead.”

“I see.” Her expression remained calm. She read his chart, and Riley told her the other information. She knew the score. Riley kept the visions out of her reports as he requested. Dr. Dacey wouldn’t do the same. Anonymity was over as far as records went. 

“Dr. Riley sent you the lab and test results. She told me nothing showed up in a physical sense to explain it, and she suggested I see you,” Paul said.

“You’re concerned about hallucinations, and rightly so. There can be a lot of explanations and treatment options.”

“I’m not interested in taking drugs.” Paul thought about the testing he agreed to when the clinic let him come back to work after his alcoholic rehabilitation program had been completed. They weren’t going to go easy on him a second time. Medications would be the last resort.

“Let’s see what happens.” Her face remained neutral. “Tell me more about Amy.”

“Amy’s an amazing girl. She could read by the time she entered first grade. Longer stories like Goodnight Moon. She loved any kind of stories and said she was going to be a doctor like me when she grew up.” He stopped talking, willing the tears away. He took a deep breath.

“She went to work with my wife Samantha until she was old enough for kindergarten. Samantha was an interior designer. When work made that impossible, she left Amy with my mother-in-law. Samantha’s parents live on a farm about an hour away, and they loved having Amy visit.”

Dr. Dacey didn’t take notes while listening as Paul continued, “Amy spent her evenings with me when I was home.” He thought about the times he missed telling her good night when he worked late or drank too much and got home after Amy was already sleeping. 

“What were you thinking about then?”

“Amy going to bed before I got home from work.”

“And how did you feel about that?”

“Guilty. I felt guilty. Like I should have been there for her all the time. Especially now when it’s too late to change.”

“Was it possible to be home sooner?”

“Part of the time, yes. Part of the time, no. But maybe they wouldn’t have died if I had been home more often.”

Dr. Dacey nodded. “What happened in the accident?”

Paul shifted on his soft padded chair. “I try not to think about it.”

“But you asked the police what happened, right?”

“Yes. They told me it was a drunk driver.” He closed his eyes.

“There’s something you don’t want to tell me about the drunk driver, isn’t there?” Dr. Dacey leaned forward, encouraging him to continue.

He couldn’t. “No. I didn’t know him.”

“I heard you didn’t want them to prosecute him.”

He shook off the shock. “How did you know?”

“I read the coverage. The reporters were intrigued by that bit of news.”

“And lots of Mothers Against Drunk Drivers were mad at me.”

“Right. But you had your reasons.”

So, she already knew about his drinking problems. How? For some reason, the reporters missed that piece of information when they reported on the accident that killed his wife, daughter, and a young man. He didn’t know how his privacy held during that time. 

“I had my reasons.” He wasn’t going to tell her about the other people he’d met while he went through treatment. Not today anyway. It had nothing to do with seeing Amy.

“Tell me when you started seeing Amy after her death.”

Paul thought back. “About a month ago, she first appeared. She’d suddenly appear out of nowhere. She didn’t talk to me. After a few weeks, she’d start saying my name, and we’d talk a little bit, and then she’d disappear. Lately, she seems to have more control over how much time she spends with me and seems to be able to go places as she pleases, and it doesn’t surprise her when she finds herself with me. She’ll say she has leave, and then she’s gone.”

Dr. Dacey didn’t show any skepticism. “You’re thinking like she’s learning how to navigate?”

“Yes.”

“But you’re also afraid you’re going crazy, imagining Amy visiting you, and she’s not really there.”

“Yes. That sums it up.”

“Do you see Samantha? Or anyone else you know who has passed away?”

“No. Just Amy.” He waited for her response, clinging to the hope she had some reasonable answer.

“Have you dated anyone since Samantha’s death?”

Why did she want to know? He hadn’t, but he didn’t see any reason why they needed to get into it this session. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“Do you have any close friends you confide in? I’m trying to see what kind of support system you have.”

That made sense. “I talk to my father-in-law.”

“In any depth?”

“Occasionally.” Frank was a rock despite his daughter and granddaughter having died. He and his wife, Nina, lost as much as he had. “He understands.”

“But nobody can totally understand what you’ve gone through, Paul.”

“Agreed. Thank you for putting it that way because that’s the way I feel. How can anyone know what it’s like to lose their daughter and wife at the same time, except for someone else it’s happened to?”

“Are you thinking of anyone in particular?”

“No, I don’t know anyone else it’s happened to.”

“Do you have any siblings?”

Her question caught him off guard. She was thorough, that was for sure. “A brother and a sister.”

“Do you talk to them?”

“We’re not close.” Thinking about his brother Alex irritated him. Alex wouldn’t let him visit him in jail. And it was his fault his sister Ashley wouldn’t talk to him. Not after the way he’d treated her when he was drunk. When he had his life together, he needed to make amends with her.

“What do you and Amy talk about?”

Glad she’d changed the subject, he said, “Not much. She tells me she loves me. She talks about seeing other kids where she’s at. She mentions playing with them.”

“Does she seem happy or bothered in some way?”

“Happy. She always seems happy, which makes me glad. She’s concerned more about me and my feelings. It’s disconcerting.”

“In what way?”

“She’s my little girl. She’s dressed in the purple leggings and shoes with butterflies she always wore, but sometimes she acts older than me. Like she knows things, things I don’t know yet.”

“Which is probably true, if she’s visiting you from Heaven, don’t you think?”

Paul had one of those surreal moments. Those moments when he looked at himself from outside, seeing himself sitting here with a psychiatrist, talking about Amy as if she really visited him and was alive in a different way. His mind froze there.

“Paul?”

He realized Dr. Dacey was watching him. “Just feels weird talking about her. Like I’m going to go home and see her.”

“But you probably will, isn’t that right?”

He thought about that.

“How often does she visit you?”

He noticed she didn’t say “appear to you.”

“This week, every day,” Paul said.

“And before that?”

“A few times a week.”

“So, there must be some reason why she’s suddenly visiting you more often,” Dr. Dacey said.

“It’s like she’s trying to comfort me.”

“Do you need more comforting lately?”

“I’ve been thinking more about drinking lately. She always comes to me when I’m ready to take a drink.” He thought about going to a bar the day he left Riley’s office. He’d decided since there was nothing physically wrong with him, he should go and get hammered. But then Amy appeared. And he hadn’t wanted to disappoint her.

“Let’s talk about your drinking. Are you going to AA, or do you have some other plan to make sure you don’t start again?”

He lowered his head. “No.”

“Let’s plan now. Do you have a sponsor?”

“I haven’t connected with him for a few years,” Paul said.

“Now seems to be a good time.” She started tapping on her keyboard. Soon a paper spit out of the printer beside her desk. She handed it to him. “Here’s a list of AA meetings. Choose one.”

“Now?” He was a little put out by her attitude. Hadn’t he come here to talk about Amy?

“Now. The sooner the better.” 

He looked at the list. Maybe this one at 7:00 a.m. “Tomorrow morning at Christ the King Church.” He almost asked, “Are you happy?” but refrained.

“Great. And your sponsor?”

She was hard-headed, which he guessed he needed right now. “I’ll try him tonight.”

“And if he’s not available?”

“I’ll get a new sponsor tomorrow.” Paul didn’t want to, but he figured if he wanted her help, he’d have to walk through these steps.

“Just because you do this doesn’t mean you won’t see Amy again. I don’t think she’s coming to see you only to help with your drinking.”

His relief at that statement made him light-headed. Convinced the only reason Amy came back to him was to keep him sober, he was afraid if he got help, she wouldn’t return. He hadn’t admitted that to himself until this moment. Hadn’t realized it on a conscious level. “You don’t think, when I get help, she’ll disappear again?”

“I don’t.”

“What’s causing me to see her?”

“I don’t know, Paul. I think we’re going to need to give this some time and talk about it. You filled out the questionnaires I gave you, and everything seems completely normal. I don’t see any signs of schizophrenia or any other disease process like that, or biological mental issues. Dr. Adira covered the complete range of neurological tests, and everything seems to be in order. Your tests show you’re suffering from depression, which is normal under the circumstances.”

“I told you. I don’t want medication.”

“I don’t think that’s necessary at this time, but I’d like you to come for two appointments a week for a few weeks, to be sure. I’d like you to go to regular AA meetings. Every day if you must.”

“Sure.” He would. He didn’t need to fall back into the well again from drinking.

“Keep the list with the meetings, and plan ahead.”

“I know what it can do to a person’s life.” Samantha taught him that years ago.

“How long has it been since you drank?”

“Almost two years,” Paul said.

“Let’s make it two.” She stood up. “Do you want to come again in a few days?”

“Sure.” Why not? What other choice did he have besides Dr. Ted Whitaker, and he wasn’t ready to go there yet. “I’ll set up an appointment on my way out.”

She shook his hand and ushered him through the door.

He couldn’t figure out if he’d been helped by the visit or not. She’d focused more on drinking than Amy. But he brought up the drinking himself, and if he were the doctor, he would have followed up on that too. If he started drinking again, no one would be able to help him until he stopped. Better not to start.
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Beth took the leftover chicken from the table, covered it with plastic wrap and put it in the fridge. She looked at the papers sitting on the couch, then plopped down beside them and grabbed the remote. Clicking through channels, she finally settled on a mystery and picked up the batch of papers and her marking pen.

Halfway through the show, she heard the shower as Jeremy cleaned up from his exercise. He’d spent a half-hour on the treadmill before they’d eaten, and he’d been in a better mood throughout dinner. She could tell he was worried about Steven though.

Jeremy appeared in the doorway ten minutes later. “I’m going out.” He put on his sneakers.

“Just a minute.” With ten minutes left in her show, they hadn’t identified the murderer yet. 

He stood there waiting, juggling his keys from one hand to the other. 

She’d have to watch the ending later. She clicked on the recorder to record the ending and leaned forward on the couch. “Where are you going?”

“To find Steven.”

“You don’t know where to look. He could be anywhere. Bismarck has lots of places for him to hide. He could be with friends.”

“I know most of them. I’ve looked for him before.”

“I know.” She held back her fear. Steven went to some shady places. There were news stories of knifings every day. “He’ll be fine.”

“What if he’s not?”

“What are you going to do? He’s not going to listen to you.”

“Maybe he will.”

“Stay here.”

“Maybe Tyler’s with him. I have to go.” He stood there a little longer, and when she couldn’t respond with a negative, he walked out the door.

She plopped back onto the couch with a grunt. What had gotten into him lately? He was obsessed with Steven and ignored Tyler’s pain.

Jeremy seemed convinced he could make Steven turn over a new leaf. As if it would turn back the clock and save Brad, but it was too late. And when Steven didn’t give up the rough life, what would Jeremy do? 

As she distractedly watched the end of the mystery, Tyler returned. After grabbing an apple from the fridge, he went to his room without a word. She continued to worry about what was happening with Jeremy. Where was he? 

Two hours, a pint of ice cream and half a bag of chips later, Jeremy finally returned home. Beth looked at him, relieved to see him in one piece, even if the scowl on his face didn’t bode well.

He shook his head. “No luck.”

“I’m sorry, Jeremy.” 

“I know you care, but sometimes you don’t show it,” Jeremy grumbled.

She dug her fingers into the couch. “What does that mean?”

“I mean you don’t care about what I care about.” He nudged one shoe off with the toes of his other foot. He did the same with his other shoe. He set his keys on the end table and sat on the recliner.

“What are you talking about? Of course I care. I care about Steven.” She did care about Steven. She just cared about Jeremy more and didn’t want Jeremy to get hurt. Physically or emotionally.

He leaned forward, his hands clasped, hanging between his spread legs. “You didn’t come with me.”

Her mouth formed a circle. “You wanted me to come with you? You never said.”

“I never used to have to tell you. You’d come.”

She shook her head.

“We’d do everything together.”

She couldn’t comprehend what she heard. “Jeremy, we didn’t do everything together. You went hunting. I didn’t go with you. You took off for weekend camping trips with your buddies. I didn’t go with you.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about.”

“Then what do you mean?”

“You’d be there for me.”

“I’m here for you.” She hadn’t left him. She hadn’t even suggested leaving him. Sure, they were going through a rocky patch over the baby thing.

“It’s about the baby, isn’t it?” she asked.

He hung his head. “I want a baby with you. Is that too much to ask?” He looked at her again.

She turned her face away from him. She couldn’t think with his brown eyes pleading with her. If she said yes, she’d have to give up her plan. The principal’s job was going to open soon. She knew it. She couldn’t fight morning sickness and gain thirty or forty pounds and learn a new job. She looked back at him. “I want one too.”

“When?” Hope flickered in his eyes.

“As soon as I get the job.” She took a deep breath. There, she’d decided. 

“What job? Have you applied for something?”

“The principal job I want. No, it’s not open yet,” Beth said.

His eyes dulled. “So, it’s not even posted yet.”

“No. But it will be soon.”

“How can you know?” Jeremy asked.

“I just know.”

“And you said, ‘As soon as I get the job.’ What if you don’t?”

That stung. “I have as good of a chance as anyone else.”

“What if you don’t get the job, Beth? What then?” Jeremy’s question hung in the air.

Why was he pushing her? “I don’t know. I’ll try for another one.”

“How long?”

“How long what?”

“How long do I have to wait?” He didn’t stay for her answer.

She heard him stomping around in the bedroom, getting ready for bed. When she got in bed beside him an hour later, she could hear his steady breathing. She didn’t fall asleep for hours.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 8



[image: ]




The morning sky turned light yellow as Paul drove to work. The lights of a few morning commuters shone as cars came toward him on the street, passing and leaving the semi-dark morning quiet again. He liked this time of day before he got busy with patients and coworkers.

His thoughts centered on Hannah. Ever since Amy mentioned her, he knew he had to find out more about her. Sheldon Carlisle agreed to see him at the end of the day, and Paul planned to stop by the NICU on his way to his office. If Amy saw Hannah in the NICU, then Sheldon would know who she was. Only visitors and staff were allowed into the NICU to prevent anyone from stealing a baby, so Hannah had to be staff. Amy would have told Paul if Hannah had been there to visit a baby.

While St. Gertrude’s Medical Center wasn’t a small hospital, it was a small community, and he was aware of a lot of the staff. Especially the nurses. He would see them sometimes when he stopped by to see his patients. Even though there were now hospitalist doctors who specialized in inpatient care, Paul would sometimes see his own patients in addition to the hospitalists.

Paul entered the staff lounge to get some coffee, pleased to see a fresh pot ready to fill his mug. Someone arrived before him. Staff agreed the first person to arrive made the coffee and hot water for tea.

His nurse, Danielle, entered his office behind him and started running through the phone messages from patients, noting his instructions as they went. Finished with that, he looked through his scheduled patients for the day. Most were familiar to him, and he looked up a few of their charts to view labs and other results. 

He wanted to ask Danielle about Hannah but decided against it. He trusted Danielle to keep quiet, but he didn’t want them to be overheard. Time got away from him, and he didn’t get to the NICU that morning. He would wait until the afternoon meeting with Sheldon to find out what he wanted to know.

He was distracted throughout the day, waiting for the meeting. It was the first step in finding out why Amy would be able to see Hannah, Sheldon, and the babies in NICU. He didn’t like not understanding what was going on with him or with them. He was acting as if Amy was real. Like she wasn’t a hallucination of his grieving mind. He decided that was the only way to get through each day. 

Sometime he would know what was going on. For now, he would go to AA like Dr. Dacey suggested. He’d treat Amy as if she were alive when he got to see her, and he would see what was going on with the NICU involving Amy. Especially Hannah.

Sheldon’s office was on the NICU floor, and Paul arrived before him for the meeting. As Sheldon kept his office door locked for security reasons and didn’t have a secretary, he waited in the hallway.

Paul heard steps behind him and turned to see Sheldon striding toward him, his bald head gleaming under the fluorescent lights. He stood somewhere around six feet tall, about the same as Paul.

“Thanks for waiting.” Sheldon held out his hand, and they shook. He pulled out his key and unlocked the door. 

The light automatically came on as they entered, and Sheldon gestured to the chairs in front of his desk. “Have a seat. I’ll be with you shortly.” 

He dropped his briefcase on the desk and opened his top drawer, pulling out a folder before he sat. “I’m glad you called to meet with me. As I said on the phone, I have a favor to ask of you about our next fundraiser.”

“I’m not sure how I can help. I’ve never had anything to do with fundraising before now. What were you thinking?” Paul was getting a little nervous about the idea. He’d kept out of the spotlight since Samantha’s death by going to work and then going home for the night. He’d occasionally stop at the gym, but that was about it for a social life. He wanted to be home and remember Amy and Samantha. And drink. Although he’d resisted the urge and followed Dr. Dacey’s directive to get a new sponsor and attend meetings for alcoholics.

“We’re having a benefit dinner that features two patients who were helped by the NICU. One of the patients is now a patient of yours, a one-year-old named Casey Anderson.”

“Definitely one of my patients. She’s doing well, thanks to the NICU’s early intervention here when she was born.”

“And she continues to do well because of you. We’d like you to be at the benefit if possible.” Sheldon’s expression was sympathetic. “I know you’re trying to keep a low profile, but this would help the hospital out if you could attend.”

Paul hesitated. The NICU was important, but he kept to himself and preferred to stay out of the spotlight. “Who’s spearheading the effort for the benefit?”

“That would be Hannah Johnson. She’s our director of the foundation here at St. Gertrude’s Medical Center.”

Paul kept his lips from turning up into a smile. Meeting and spending time with Hannah was practically being gifted to him, but Sheldon certainly wouldn’t understand at all if Paul smiled at Hannah’s name. Paul hadn’t even met her yet, and he didn’t need Sheldon’s curiosity. “I don’t think I’ve ever met her.”

“She’s a terrific addition to the foundation. I believe she’d been with us about a year now at the hospital. She’s an upbeat person, and though this is the first time I’m working with her directly for the NICU’s benefit, we’ve talked about other fundraising efforts she’s done for the hospital. I think you’ll like her and find her easy-going.”

“I’d like to meet her soon, then. I’ll be happy to help with the fundraiser. Although not as excited to attend the actual benefit, I’ll be there. I believe in the NICU, and that’s what matters right now. I can get through one evening facing the public.” He smiled wryly.

Sheldon nodded. “We’ll keep it as painless as possible. You can count on Hannah to make you feel comfortable. She’s great at events like these.”

“I’d like to meet her when it’s convenient for her.” Paul couldn’t believe his luck.

“We’re meeting tomorrow about the benefit. Would you be able to come to the meeting? It’ll be at seven in the evening because of the people who need to attend. They can’t all leave work during the day.”

“I’d like that. I’ll be there.”

They shook hands again, and Paul left, elated at the conclusion of the meeting and excited to meet Hannah.
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Hannah spent the day wondering about Dr. Paul Richmond. She’d seen him around the hospital occasionally and wasn’t sure why she was interested in meeting him. Would he be willing to help with the fundraising benefit? His part in the proceedings would be limited to a few comments during the meal and visiting with possible donors during the pre-dinner drinks. He would be free to leave after the meal.

If she hadn’t wanted the Andersons to take part in the benefit, he wouldn’t have needed to be involved. He already told Sheldon he would do it, so why was she worried he’d change his mind? His family’s death a few months ago would no doubt keep him from being in a party mood. Hannah sat in the conference room a few minutes early for the 7:00 p.m. meeting, trying not to worry. 

Sheldon, Judy, and Diane all came in together, laughing at something one of them said. As they stood by the table, Dr. Paul Richmond entered the room. The others on the committee knew him from working in the NICU.

“Hello,” Dr. Richmond said to them.

“Hello,” they chorused as Hannah stood up to meet him.

“Hannah, this is Dr. Paul Richmond,” Sheldon said.

Dr. Richmond held out his hand, and Hannah shook it. He had a firm grip that sent warm tingles through her hand. She smiled and cleared her throat, so her voice wouldn’t squeak like a teenager’s. “Hello, I’m Hannah Johnson. Thank you for coming this evening.”

“As I mentioned, Hannah’s our foundation director,” Sheldon explained. “Judy and Diane are part of this committee since they work in the NICU. Now that you’ve met Hannah, let’s get comfortable at the table and start the meeting.” 

They all sat down, and Sheldon continued, “I talked to Paul, and he’s agreed to be at the benefit and speak briefly to the crowd.”

Hannah nodded, relieved he hadn’t changed his mind. She’d been worrying for nothing. “Let’s hope there’s a crowd.”

“I have no doubt with your management, there will be,” Dr. Richmond told her.

She smiled at him, pleased by his compliment. “Thank you for the vote of confidence. I hear you’re a popular doctor among your patients, so you’re probably right. They’ll come to hear you speak. Did Sheldon tell you we’re celebrating two families during the charity event?”

Dr. Richmond nodded as a brief flash of sadness appeared in his eyes and then disappeared. “Yes. I understand the other family’s doctor will speak first, and then it’s my turn. Is there something specific you want me to talk about? Of course, I’ll promote the NICU and explain a bit about how it helped Casey. I’m assuming Sheldon will be doing a longer speech about the NICU.”

“That’s right,” Hannah said. “You could give a few examples of how Casey benefited from the NICU, and how that gave her a better start in life. Maybe add how it even gave her a chance to live. That would be great.” 

She felt nervous around Dr. Richmond. He was attractive and had a kind manner. Perfect for a child’s bedside. She’d glimpsed the sorrow in his eyes a time or two, though his manner was quite pleasant. He smiled easily and often. She wanted to get to know him better, but he had suffered a double loss and might not be interested in socializing yet.

Sheldon slid a few sheets of paper across the conference room table toward Dr. Richmond. “Here are some notes I thought might be helpful. Hannah put them together for you. They will give you some idea of what other people have said at fundraising benefits to inspire people to donate. You can pick and choose or use them as a starting point.”

Dr. Richmond glanced down at the papers and then at Hannah. “Thank you. These notes will help. I’m not much of a public speaker.”

“I’m sure you’ll do fine,” Hannah said.

He turned to Diane and Judy. “You two are quieter than usual. When I see you at the NICU, you’ve usually got something to say.”

Diane glanced at Judy. “You all seem to have it covered. If there’s anything we can do, ask. That’s why we’re here.” 

“You helped a lot with the planning we’ve already done. The night of the benefit, you’ll be there to keep things running smoothly, along with Hannah,” Sheldon said.

He looked at Paul. “Hannah can give you her contact information if you have questions later.”

Hannah dug a business card out of her day planner. “Here’s my card. Feel free to call any time, even if it’s after hours. I realize, as a doctor, you don’t exactly have time during the day.”

“Thank you.” He took the card from her. “I’ll call if I have questions.”

She hoped he’d have a question or two, so she’d have a chance to talk with him again. She chided herself. She was not a teenager with her first crush.
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Tyler wasn’t sure what to do next. Every time he came out of the school after practice, he found Dr. Richmond glaring at him from his vehicle in the parking lot. Tyler hadn’t told his parents, and he didn’t want to let them know. Dr. Richmond was hurting. He understood because he hurt too.

He missed Brad every day. He wanted to find someone to glare at also, but unlike Dr. Richmond, he blamed himself. He felt he should have prevented his younger brother from getting behind the wheel. If he had been the one driving, maybe Brad and Dr. Richmond’s family would be alive. 

He knew intellectually the accident wasn’t his fault, but he felt guilty anyway. He started going to a counselor, though he hadn’t told his parents that either. They were hard to talk to since Brad’s death. It was like they were too busy with their own grief to see he had his own to deal with. And he had been the one in the car with Brad. He had some lingering pains the doctors thought would disappear in a few more months. He had been lucky to escape with his life. He’d been the only one of the four in the accident to live. Some luck.

Sometimes he wished he had died with his brother. He told the therapist that, and the therapist was okay with Tyler’s feelings. He couldn’t get that understanding at home. His parents couldn’t seem to put aside their own problems long enough to help him with his. He missed his mother’s empathy. 

His parents’ fights were starting to get to him. He wanted them to get along again and life to go back to the way it was before the accident.

“What are you doing?” Steven sat across from him at the library.

“Waiting for time to pass. I don’t want to go home yet.”

“Why don’t you want to go home?” Steven pushed his hair out of his eyes. “If I had parents like yours waiting for me, I’d be home more.”

“Not anymore.” He knew Steven had only his grandmother at home, and she was strict. Steven rebelled all the time. Tyler also knew his dad spent a lot of time looking for Steven to make sure he was okay. “I know you think Dad’s some kind of hero.”

“At least he seems to care about me. Most of the teachers think I’m a loser.” He slumped further into his chair.

“That’s not true. They think you don’t care. They know how smart you are. I wish I were half as smart. I have to study twice as hard as you. I don’t think my dream of being a doctor is going to happen.” He threw a resentful glance at Steven. “You could probably ace the entrance exams for med school. I’m going to be studying all hours to get in. Plus, I need a referral from a physician.”

“Why don’t you get Dr. Richmond to send a letter? He owes you for everything.” Steven stared at him.

“He doesn’t owe me. The accident was my fault. I shouldn’t have let Brad drive.”

“That’s not true.” He sat up straight, emphasizing his point.

Tyler slid from his chair and grabbed his laptop. “I don’t want to talk about it. Do you want to get something to eat?”

“Sure. Where do you want to go?”

“Arby’s okay with you?”

“Sure.”

Tyler wanted to talk to Steven about him disappearing in the evenings. He didn’t want his dad to have to go searching for him in some of the places where Steven went. Maybe Tyler could get him to at least text to let him know where he was. That way Tyler could keep better track of him for his dad. Maybe that would make him feel better.
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Despite his busy schedule at the clinic, the afternoon dragged on for Paul as he waited for Hannah. They were going to go out for coffee for the first time, and happiness zinged through him. When he left the building, Tyler Garvey waited for him in the parking lot. He stood beside a small car, one of the few among a lot of SUVs and pickups.

Tyler looked like he was trying to decide whether to approach Paul or not, but finally moved toward him at a slow pace. “Hi,” he said.

“What do you want?” Paul’s pulse raced. The white-hot rage running through his veins made his vision hazy.

The hesitancy on Tyler’s face intensified. “Just to talk for a minute.”

“We have nothing to talk about, do we?” His fists clenched. He wanted to punch this kid, even though he knew his response was out of all proportion to the situation. Tyler posed no threat. He took a deep breath.

“I wanted to say I’m sorry for your loss.” As he spoke, Tyler’s hesitancy vanished. “I know how hard it is to lose someone you love. I wanted you to know I want to be a doctor too. My friend Steven said I should ask you for a referral.”

The white haze intensified. “You want to get a referral from me? After your brother drove the car that killed my wife and little girl? You want me to do that?” Paul’s voice rose to a roar.

“I thought...” Tyler stopped and took a step back as Paul stepped forward.

“You thought what?” Paul continued to yell and raised his fist. “I would help you after everything that happened? If it weren’t for your brother—” He felt a tug on his shirt, and he looked down. Amy stood there. She stared at him mutely.

When he stopped yelling, he caught a glimpse of Tyler’s confused expression. Then Hannah stood beside him too. No one else looked in Amy’s direction, so he assumed no one could see her. When he looked down again, Amy had disappeared.

“What’s wrong?” Hannah asked. She smiled uncertainly at Tyler.

“This is Tyler Garvey. He was the passenger in the other car.” He spoke calmly, and the release of adrenaline left him shaky. He wiped his hand across his forehead.

Hannah didn’t ask which car.

“I’m leaving.” Tyler backed away, warily watching Paul. Then he slid into his car and zoomed out of the parking lot.

“What was that all about?” Hannah asked.

“He wanted a referral to medical school and thought I would give him one.” Irritation rushed through him again, but he held himself under control. “I don’t know why he thought I’d give him one.”

“Maybe he thought you owed it to him after everything that happened.”

He didn’t understand the expression on Hannah’s face. He was tired of people alluding to something he couldn’t grasp. It seemed to be a common occurrence lately. “Do you still want to go for coffee?”

“Yes,” Hannah said. “I’ll need to drive separately because I’m meeting Thea at the gym afterwards.”

“Okay.” 

They each headed to their own vehicles. Paul covertly glanced around for Amy, but she was gone for now. He didn’t like that she saw him when he lost control of his anger. Even if she lived in Heaven, he didn’t think she needed to be aware of the painful realities of life on Earth. However, she’d probably seen more than him since she was in Heaven. She seemed to be able to come down to Earth a lot, and if she visited the NICU, she’d probably seen some of those parents in distress over their sick children.

Why did Tyler think he would give him a reference for medical school? Paul didn’t understand what was going on with the kid. This wasn’t the first time he’d seen him in the parking lot, but it was the first time Tyler approached him to talk.

He got into the pickup and left to meet Hannah.
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Paul pulled up to Myrtle’s Coffee Shop and smiled. He’d been looking forward to seeing Hannah all day. For the first time in a long time, he was interested in something other than seeing Amy. He’d barely gotten through the days at work, only to get home and find himself with too much free time. 

His AA sponsor told him to find something to do in the evenings, so he started researching the life of Moses. Although his interest mostly kept him occupied, his focus wasn’t the best, and he found his mind drifting. While at work, engaged with the patients, his focus returned, which was good. He needed something to fill his hours, and his patients deserved his full attention.

Hannah drove into the parking lot in her black Honda CR-V, and he got out of his vehicle to meet her. She opened the driver’s door with a smile. “This is nice. I like it here.”

Myrtle’s Coffee Shop had been there fifty-some years and probably changed owners from the original Myrtle. The place was far enough away from the hospital, and Paul hoped they wouldn’t run into any hospital staff. He wanted to have a nice cup of coffee and a quiet talk with Hannah. He found her personality soothing, and she seemed to smile a lot—something he needed right now. He probably wasn’t the best company for her, and that bothered him. 

They entered the coffee shop together and went to the counter to order. They stood there in comfortable silence until their drinks were ready. While she picked up some napkins from the dispenser beside the counter, he carried the drinks over to a booth.

“Is this okay?” The booth had a view out the side window of the café. They could see people walking along the sidewalk outside.

“It’s fine,” she said and slid into the booth. “I haven’t been here for a while.”

“Me either. I haven’t been getting out much.” He shouldn’t have added that last sentence. He sounded desperate. Setting her tea on the table in front of her, he slid into the seat across from her and took a sip of his drink.

She didn’t seem concerned at the allusion to his wife and daughter. “It’s good to go out occasionally. Even if it’s coffee and tea with a friend.”

He wanted to change the subject fast. He refused to talk about Samantha or Amy today with Hannah, although he suspected a time would come when he would. In the short time he’d known her, he found her to be a good listener, and he reminded himself not to take advantage of her kindness. “Tell me something about Hannah Johnson, other than where she works.”

“I like to paint with acrylics for fun,” she said. “I’m especially bad at animals, so my friends like to guess what I’ve painted whenever there’s an animal in the picture.”

He laughed, surprised at himself for enjoying a simple story. “You must be good at painting something. What’s the best painting you’ve done?”

“I once painted a terrific-looking fence. One of those fences out in the country that’s wooden and old and falling down. The only problem was the fence was twice the size of the barn.” She laughed. “My dimensions weren’t all great, but the fence would have looked good if I’d left the barn out of the picture.”

“I’d like to see that picture.” He’d also like to spend more time with her. “My in-laws live on a farm, so I’m used to those old fences.”

“Sometime when you come by my house, I can show you some of my atrocities. Don’t be concerned about hurting my feelings. I know they’re bad, but I love to paint. It relaxes me, and when I’m doing it, my concentration keeps me from thinking of other things.” She took a sip of her tea.

He wondered what thoughts she needed to avoid. It sounded like maybe she needed a distraction from something too. Just like he did when he studied the time of Moses. He hoped it was simple stress relief for her, and she didn’t need the diversion for something major. Relaxation was a necessary part of everyone’s life.

The rest of their time at Myrtle’s Coffee Shop passed quickly, and they parted, agreeing to meet again the following week at the same place. The NICU benefit was two months away. It would be an excuse to stay in contact with her through the spring months. 
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Tyler didn’t intend to approach Dr. Richmond again. Something was going on with him he didn’t understand. When the doctor blamed Brad, there was something strange about it. Almost like he didn’t know what happened at the accident scene. 

Tyler found that hard to believe. He, himself, asked the paramedics to tell him everything that was going on at the time. While the events were hazy, he knew what caused the accident. Dr. Richmond must have asked for details too, but he must have blocked out some important ones.

Maybe Hannah knew what was going on with the doctor. She might also help Tyler find someone else who could give him a reference for medical school. He would say some prayers for Dr. Richmond when he stopped by the church later. 

He hadn’t told his parents or Steven he’d started going to sit in the church during the day when he didn’t have class. It calmed him, and for some reason, he felt close to Brad there. It was almost as if Brad sat beside him and gave him advice, even though he didn’t see or hear him. The peaceful atmosphere soothed him, something he couldn’t find anywhere else. 

His parents fought constantly, and school had turned into a drag. Steven kept disappearing, and he worried what trouble Steven would get into while he rebelled. He wanted his brother back. He squinted against the sudden tears. He didn’t want to cry.

When he got home, his mom sat at the kitchen table grading papers. He went to the fridge to find a snack. “Hi.”

His mother looked up and pushed her papers aside. She smiled at him. “Hello. There are some cookies in the cookie jar.”

She was in a cheerful mood. Good. He opened the lid of the cookie jar. “Yay! Chocolate chip.” He took the container over and set it on the table. “Are you almost done grading?”

“Just about. Don’t eat too many of those. I’m going to make something special for dinner, so save some room.”

“Wow. What’s going on? Cookies and a special dinner?”

“I have some news.” She had a big smile on her face.

“What is it?” he asked and munched on his cookie. He felt much better seeing his mother happy again for the first time in a long time. Maybe they’d be okay with Brad gone after all. That brought a lump to his throat, and he pushed back the tears again. They were close to the surface today.

His mom shook her head, though she kept smiling. “Sorry. You’re going to have to wait until dinner when your father is home to hear the news at the same time.”

“So, Dad’s going to be here?”

A slight frown marred his mother’s face. “He said he would be.”

“Then I’ll text Steven and ask him to be on his best behavior. I don’t want to miss this.” He jumped up from the table and gave his mom a quick squeeze around her shoulders. “Thanks for the cookies.” He whistled on his way to his room.

Later, the three of them gathered around the table. His mom made lasagna, garlic toast, and mentioned apple pie for dessert. 

Tyler found himself smiling as his parents laughed and joked with each other. He didn't have anything to say himself, but he watched them with contentment.

They were nearing the end of the meal. His mom stood at the counter and cut the pie into large pieces. There was even a choice of whipped cream and ice cream. He preferred ice cream but knew his dad preferred whipped cream. His mother had gone all out.

“Are you going to tell us what we’re celebrating?” Tyler asked when he got up to help his mother dish up the pie.

“I applied for a different job today.” His mom licked a bit of whipped cream off her finger.

His father’s head jerked up, and he stared at her. “The job?”

“The job. The principal gave his notice, and I applied.”

A big smile crossed his dad’s face. “Does this mean what I think it means?”

His mom carried a piece of pie to his dad and kissed the top of his head. “We’ll talk later.”

Tyler sensed there was more to this celebration than his mother applying for the principal’s job, but he didn’t want to know what was going on between his parents. He wanted them to be happy.

Steven texted he’d kept his word and stayed home with his grandmother for the evening. He said he’d played some cards with her, and Tyler thanked him. He thought Steven should spend more time with his grandmother anyway, so he didn’t feel a bit guilty about asking Steven for the favor.

They finished their pie with his parents happily talking together, and Tyler enjoyed every bite of his pie and ice cream. 

His dad volunteered to do the dishes, and Tyler helped. They loaded plates into the dishwasher.

“I saw Dr. Richmond today at the hospital.” He dropped some forks into the silverware holder in the dishwasher.

His dad stopped whistling and stared at him. “Why did you do that? You should stay away from him.”

“He’s not dangerous.” Tyler paused. Well, Dr. Richmond’s face turned red before that woman interrupted the conversation. “He’s a doctor. He wouldn’t do anything to me.”

“You don’t know that. He lost his wife and daughter in the accident, and he blames you and Brad.”

Tyler started in on the dishes again. “I know that. But I thought if I explained what happened, it would help him.”

“We’re not the ones who can help him, Son.” His dad gave him a sympathetic look.

Tyler felt tears coming again, this time for real. His dad hadn’t called him “Son” since Brad died. He mumbled, “Thanks,” and hurried out of the room before his father saw his tears.
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After they finished the dishes, Tyler said he needed to get some studying done and went to his bedroom. Beth settled on the couch in the family room and picked up a magazine to read, but Jeremy sat down on the couch beside her and put his arm around her.

“We’ve had a nice evening, but I feel there’s something I need to say to you. I hope this doesn’t make you mad,” he said.

She gripped the magazine and clenched her teeth. Their evening had been nice. The nicest time since Brad’s death. She felt a little guilty about that, but they had to continue living, and never having fun wouldn’t bring Brad back. She braced to hear what Jeremy would say.

“I feel like I’ve put you in an awkward position about having another baby.” 

She opened her mouth to protest and then shut it. He had put her in the position of either saying yes or no to him when he had already made up his mind. She hadn’t considered having another baby so long after Tyler and Brad. 

Tyler would graduate in the spring, and Brad was sixteen when he died. She bit her lip. She would have had two more years with Brad, but with Tyler leaving for college in the fall, they’d have an empty nest next year. 

She hadn’t totally objected to Jeremy’s suggestion for that reason. Was she ready to be without a child in the house? Was that a good reason to have another baby? No, it wasn’t. She had been thinking so hard, she missed what Jeremy said. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

Jeremy shifted so he faced her and took the magazine from her hand. It was crumpled from her grip. He set it on the coffee table. “I ambushed you with my request for a baby. And that’s what it was. A request. I should have asked what you thought of the idea instead of making it sound like we had to have a baby, or our marriage was over. It’s just, I miss Brad.”

“I miss him too.”

They both had tears in their eyes. Jeremy patted her hand. “I think we both try too hard to avoid talking about him. I notice Tyler never brings up his name in front of us. We need to set an example for him, let him know it’s okay to talk about Brad. He’s still part of our family.”

Beth started crying. “I miss him so much. I thought if we didn’t talk about him, I would get over the grief sooner, but that’s not happening.”

Jeremy held her close in a tight hug, and she felt comforted. Her tears stopped, but she knew they’d come again.

“It hasn’t been long, honey,” Jeremy said. “I hate to say this, but the grief is never going away, and we need to accept that. I’ve been trying hard to protect Steven, which distracted me from losing Brad. Yes, I care about Steven. He’s Tyler’s best friend, and I feel responsible for him since we’ve known him so many years. And, yes, for Olympia’s sake and for his, I’m concerned about him and looking out for him. But I think I’ve gotten obsessive about their situation, so I don’t have to look at what’s happening at home. I’d like to pay more attention to what you’re feeling here at home. I’m sorry I’ve been distant.”

“What about having another baby?” Beth asked.

“I’m still interested.” Jeremy smiled down at her. “But let’s not talk about it for a while. Let’s try and learn to live with things the way they are now. Maybe you’ll get the principal’s job, and then we can discuss it together. Husband and wife. That will give me time to do some planning of my own. If I’m going to be home alone writing, I’ll need something to occupy me if there is no baby. We both need to think about what we want and then discuss it. What do you think?”

Beth was relieved Jeremy was talking sensibly again. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to have a baby. She didn’t know what she wanted anymore, and that was the crux of the matter. Jeremy was right. “Yes. We both need to think about what we want, and then talk about it.”

They hugged and held each other.
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Hannah’s week crawled by as she waited for the next time she and Paul would meet at Myrtle’s. Her distraction amused her friends, but she decided to keep her visits with Paul a secret for now. She didn’t want them to get the idea she was going to have a romantic relationship with Paul. His loss was fresh, and she didn’t know what his relationship had been like with his wife.

She knew she had to proceed slowly, for her sake. She was attracted to him and already halfway to seeing a future for them, and he still mourned his wife and daughter. It was too soon for him, and she could get hurt if she fell for him too fast. She would have to hold on to her patience, though she was usually an impulsive person. 

She smiled. Yes, God knew she needed some patience. He certainly put her in the right position to try and develop it now.

Hannah had already ordered her tea and sat down before Paul arrived. She decided not to wait for him in a cold vehicle in the parking lot. There wasn’t any sense in running her engine to keep warm. Besides, Paul might be busy at the hospital and not arrive at the agreed upon time.

Paul arrived on time, smiling at her when he came into the cafe. He stopped first at the counter to order, then came and stood by the table while he waited for his coffee to be ready. “How are you today?”
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