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      To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven:


      A time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up that which is planted;


      A time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down, and a time to build up;


      A time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance;


      A time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones together; a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing;


      A time to get, and a time to lose; a time to keep, and a time to cast away;


      A time to rend, and a time to sew; a time to keep silence, and a time to speak;


      A time to love, and a time to hate; a time of war, and a time for peace.


      Ecclesiastes 3:1-8


   

      Prologue


      Ooooh! This is not good! Jaci had come face to face with the unsettling fact that there was no more time for thinking, analyzing, or prevaricating.

         She was just minutes from walking down the aisle.

      


      Questions and doubts continued to torment her. What am I doing? Have I lost my doggone mind? How did I get myself into this? I’m so set in my way of thinking and living,

            do I even want a husband?


      She nervously paced and fought the sensation that the walls were closing in and vital air was thinning. Why these questions now? This should be a settled issue. Definitely not a good thing!


      She talked out loud to herself, verbalizing her thoughts—her doubts. “My life may be deficient in certain areas, but I’ve

         managed to obtain a modicum of peace and contentment. I’m self-sufficient, free to go and do as I please, and too old to be

         changing things at this stage of the game. Love aside, do I need to be giving up life as I know it for the unknown . . . marriage?”

      


      She swallowed repeatedly in an effort to quiet the butterflies that churned in her stomach. They had to number in the hundreds!

         What is wrong with me? Why am I stressing like this? She yearned for the comfort and peace of her family room—pictured herself in blissful solitude, reading a book or watching

         a good movie—far removed from this wedding scenario. But wait . . . she loved this man!

      


      Old demons who had made a home in her mind years before wouldn’t be quieted. But can you . . . do you dare trust him? Frustration filled her as she recalled that her family room, cluttered with the belongings of out-of-town relatives, was

         anything but serene right now. She shook her head, trying to clear it. I don’t need to be in here alone with all these crazy thoughts!


      She stuck her head through the door and called out for her daughter. “Randi!” Hearing the stress in her mother’s voice, Randi

         rushed into the room followed closely by Sister Sadie. Jaci looked at them, distress evident on her face. “I’m having second

         thoughts about this ya’ll. I just don’t know if I should be getting married. Is Jason here? Oh God, what if he’s changed his

         mind? What if something goes wrong? Is all the wedding party here? Do I look okay?” She nervously fired off question after

         question.

      


      Randi admired how beautiful her mother looked in the exquisite custom-made gown. “Mama, everything is fine, you look beautiful,

         and I know you’re not questioning God’s blessings.”

      


      “I just don’t want to make a mistake,” Jaci whispered. “You know I had lost all hope of this ever happening. I thought I was

         destined to remain single. What if I was right?”

      


      “Mama,” Randi said with impatience. They’d had this conversation many times before. “You may have had a long wait, but don’t

         you think God has come through in a great way? I mean, look at Jason—handsome, rich, and crazy about you. You can’t get any

         better than that.”

      


      Jaci smiled waveringly. “He is something, isn’t he? I guess that’s why I’m having such a hard time believing this is happening.

         I keep thinking it’s too good to be true. What if I’m just grasping after long dead dreams?” Her voice grew faint, weighed

         down by doubt. “What if this is a mistake I’ll end up regretting?” Her eyes filled with tears. “I couldn’t stand that.”

      


      Before Randi could attempt to calm her mother’s frazzled nerves, someone called for her and she turned to tell them she would

         be there in a second. She grabbed her mother’s hands and spoke hurriedly. “Mama, you’re just having some prewedding jitters.

         Relax! Everything’s going to be fine.” She tossed a worried look at Sister Sadie before walking away.

      


      Sadie Brooks listened to the troubling conversation between Jaci and Randi and shook her head as sadness dimmed her happiness.

         I’ve got to talk to this girl! she decided.

      


      Sadie was like a mother to Jaci. Sadie remembered when the young mother had joined the church many years ago. After it became

         apparent there was no husband in the picture, Jaci had been judged as “unacceptable” by many of the members. Oddly, her child

         was warmly accepted and embraced, while Jaci was deliberately ignored. Jaci had been hurt and puzzled by their rejection but

         finally stopped seeking their acceptance and concentrated on serving the Lord. But something about Jaci had touched Sadie’s

         heart. She had shunned the masses, taken Jaci under her wing, and now enjoyed a mother-daughter relationship with her that

         others envied. Help, Lord, Sadie prayed. The devil is trying to use Jaci’s past hurts to destroy her future. Please give me the right words to say to her.


      Jaci took deep breaths, but calm eluded her. She couldn’t stop the disturbing memories of the last few months. I’ve been stalked, attacked, had my life threatened, and almost lost my job over this man. Randi’s father even showed up making

            demands. Was the Lord trying to tell me something?


      Her legs trembled and she badly needed to sit down before she fell. A chair across the room beckoned, but the need to run

         from the room and out of the church as fast as she could became paramount. Should I? If this marriage is a mistake, wouldn’t it be better to stop it now? The temptation to run was strong, and the demons in her mind pressed their case. Think! Remember all you’ve been through during the last few months! What about these questions, doubts, and fears plaguing

            you? What if they are trying to tell you something? Remember the difficult years—years that are now behind you. And most important,

            think about the peaceful existence you’ve obtained. Do you want to give it up for the unknown? Girl, you better think!


      In the midst of her confusion, one lucid thought finally broke through. Pray! Oooh, thank You, Holy Spirit. She began praying out loud frantically.“Lord, I’ve talked to You about this marriage for months and I believed it was in

         Your will and purpose. But why am I stressing like this? Father, I need You to quiet these doubts and fears and show me what

         to do. Now! Please! Before I do something I’ll regret!”

      


      But the dark memories and tormenting doubts refused to be quelled. Was she about to make a serious mistake?


      “Lord, are You going to answer? Please guide me, Father.” The churning in her stomach turned to nausea.


      “What’s wrong with me?” she asked in self-disgust while clutching her stomach. “I’m too old, been through too much, know better

         than to let myself be stressed out like this. Surely my long, difficult journey has taught me something! Father, what are

         you telling me?”

      


      A few seconds later, she turned and walked across the room as swiftly as her shaky legs would carry her.


      “Jaci!” Sister Sadie frantically called. “Wait a minute!”


   

      Memories


      June 1981


      Graduation day from college was a scary, exhilarating, wonderful occasion!

      


      Twenty-one-year-old Jacetta Winters clutched her college diploma tightly and thanked God that four years of year-round classes

         had finally paid off. Exuberant and optimistic, she overflowed with hopes and dreams. She was ready for challenges to be overcome

         and adventures to be explored. Look out world; she was ready for anything! Or was she? Years later, she would remember that

         day and recoil in embarrassment at her extreme naïvete.

      


      The next week, back home in their small Riverwood, Arkansas, community, Jacetta and her six cousins rejoiced in their victory.

         From birth the cousins had been inseparable and their notorious shenanigans had gained them reputations of being both villains

         and heroes. Now, with the exception of one who had dropped out to get married, they all celebrated becoming college graduates.

      


      Identical green eyes, a Winslow family trait passed down from Jacetta’s maternal grandparents, stared out from the face of

         each cousin. “Ya’ll, the only thing I regret is that for the first time in our lives, we’re all going our separate ways,”

         Jacetta told them tearfully.

      


      “I know,” C.J. answered in a shaky voice. “Can you believe it? Dusty going into the Marines. Buddy headed to Michigan to take

         a job, and Big Ben moving to Little Rock to be a high school coach. Now who would have figured that!” They all looked at Big

         Ben and laughed.

      


      “I’m really going to miss ya’ll.” Jacetta’s eyes traveled around the circle. “I’m already wondering when we’ll see each other

         again.” She found them solemnly staring back at her, probably wondering the same thing.

      


      Seeking to lighten the mood, Gina asked, “Is everybody else all set to leave? I know I’m not.” The cousins had been excitedly

         talking about their plans for months, but as some of them had already discovered, and others would soon learn, the best of

         plans could fall apart in the blink of an eye.

      


      “Buddy and I are driving to Little Rock with Big Ben to catch our flights,” Dusty explained. “It wouldn’t do to hang around

         too long. We might change our minds about leaving.”

      


      “It’ll probably be next weekend before I leave,” Jacetta answered, then looked at C.J. “What about you, Cij? When are you

         leaving?”

      


      C.J. looked down and answered, “I don’t know exactly. But it’ll be soon.”


      Dusty decided to mess with Nita again. They had been teasing her all weekend about her pregnancy. “Nita, you sure this guy

         you married is okay?”

      


      “Yes, Dusty. How many times do I have to say it?” An uncomfortable grin covered Nita’s face. “And I’m so glad Jace and I will

         be living in the same city. At least we’ll be able to see each other often.”

      


      “Well, you certainly didn’t waste any time getting knocked up, if that’s an indication of anything,” Buddy said, causing Nita’s

         face to flush in embarrassment.

      


      Big Ben, who had always been a softie, looked as if tears weren’t far off. He finally spoke up to cover his emotions. “It

         sounds like everybody but Gina and C.J. are set to go. Gina, you planning to hang around ‘the Wood’ for a while?” Gina dropped

         her head to hide the brief look of pain that crossed her face. “I don’t think so,” she answered quietly.

      


      He looked at C.J. “What about you, ‘Red’? You still planning to follow that basketball player?”


      C.J. gave a nod of confirmation. “Yeah! And call me ‘Red’ again and get punched out,” she threatened.


      “Okay, okay!” Buddy said, interrupting the old argument and falling into his usual role of leader. He looked around the circle

         and said in a serious tone, “We have to stay in touch, everybody. If I don’t hear from you, I’m coming to look for you. Take

         care of yourselves and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      


      Everybody else let out loud groans. “If we did, we’d really be in trouble,” Gina said. They laughed and hugged again before

         going separate ways.

      


      The next week, as they traveled to Dallas, Jacetta sat in the backseat of her parents’ car looking out at the passing scenery

         and fighting tears. She was leaving her small, close-knit community filled with big plans to work a full-time job and take

         night and weekend courses toward her master’s degree.

      


      Riverwood, lovingly referred to as “the Wood” by the younger generation, represented her place of security and nurturing,

         so she wasn’t surprised by the mixed emotions swirling through her. Although ambitious dreams and well-thought-out goals were

         firmly in place, fears of the unknown clogged her throat while feelings of homesickness were already settling in her heart.

      


      Jacetta was a private person, so she hated the thought of moving in with her uncle’s family. Uncle George recently retired

         from the military and his family relocated to Dallas a few months ago. Their small stopgap apartment was already cramped,

         but Jacetta’s parents insisted, arguing that her uncle and aunt could look out for her, which would also give her a chance

         to save a little money before getting her own place. True. But she still didn’t like it.

      


      Thankfully, she already had a job lined up! Her aunt helped her secure a position in municipal government. The entry-level

         pay wasn’t great, but the job as interviewer and planner for the city’s neighborhood improvement program was right in line

         with her career aspirations in public administration. Thank you, God! At least her independence was in sight.

      


      The last thing her dad said to her before heading back to Riverwood squelched a little of Jacetta’s excitement. “Now, don’t

         you go getting in no trouble out here, girl. You do, don’t come running back to my house. Just remember how you were raised.”

         His harsh words brought tears to Jacetta’s eyes until she reminded herself that her dad had always felt it was his duty to

         put a damper on anything that resembled joy. Little did she know then how close her father came to prophesying her future.

      


      Things were going well! Jacetta was enjoying her job, learning her way around, and taking courses toward her graduate degree.

         She excitedly checked her growing bank account regularly, anxiously looking forward to the time she would be able to move

         into her own place.

      


      Never in her wildest imagination could she have dreamed up Maxie Jackson!


      Her uncle had car trouble one day and coworker Maxie gave him a ride home from work. Of course, Uncle George invited him in

         for a beer. And naturally, he introduced Maxie to his little niece who had recently moved to town. And yes, the little country

         girl straight from the woods felt the foundation of her goals crack a little when she looked into Maxie’s handsome face and

         dreamy eyes. How was she to know that the glow in Maxie’s eyes was one of anticipation as he eyed his next conquest?

      


      Jacetta went out with Maxie several times before she had finally enjoyed some solitary moments to share the exciting news

         with her cousins. One Friday evening, everyone else decided to go out to dinner, leaving her alone in the apartment. Ordinarily

         she would have been out with Maxie, but he had been called in to work. As soon as the family left, she immediately began to

         dial numbers, looking for her cousins to tell them about Maxie. She couldn’t reach Nita and Gina, but did eventually track

         down C.J. “I’ve met him, Cij!” she cried excitedly. “I have met the man of my dreams. And he is so . . .  ooo . . . fine.

         Whoo!”

      


      “Oh my ears!” C.J. groaned at Jaci’s loud, excited screaming. “Now calm down and tell me who ‘he’ is.”


      “His name is Maxie Jackson. He’s older, about thirty, and soooo handsome and sophisticated! He’s just slightly taller than

         I am, and you know I like tall men. But other than that, this man is perfect.”

      


      She was disappointed when C.J. didn’t share her excitement.


      “I don’t know, Jace,” C.J. said after listening quietly. “You’re telling me that this older, good-looking man is unattached

         and interested in you?” She paused, reluctant to tell Jaci that life in the real world had already torn away her rose-colored

         glasses. She hated to sound cynical but felt she had to warn her cousin to be cautious. “Jace, are you absolutely certain

         this guy is not already married or hooked up with somebody? I mean, he sounds almost too good to be true. And remember what

         Grampa used to say? If something looks too good to be true, it probably is. Just be careful, okay? It might just be your innocence

         and the challenge of adding a fresh notch to his belt that he’s after.”

      


      Her feelings were a little hurt by C.J.’s pessimism, so Jacetta changed the subject; they talked a while longer, getting updates

         on each other and their cousins. “So how are you and Randy doing? You guys planning to tie the knot anytime soon?”

      


      “Well he’s asked, and I’ve said ‘yes,’ but we haven’t set a date. He’s anxious to see how things go his first season. He’s

         looking good so far though.” Randy was beginning what he hoped would be a long career in professional basketball.

      


      “That’s great, Cij. Be sure to keep me posted. You know, I was so glad that with Nita and me living in the same city we would

         be able to see each other regularly, but I’ve only talked to her once since I got here, and then she hurried me off the phone

         and never called me back. And I haven’t talked to Gina at all. Can’t even get a number for her. I heard she decided on the

         spur of the moment to move to Oakland with her old roommate, Clariece. I didn’t even know they were that close.”

      


      “Me neither,” C.J. replied thoughtfully. “I haven’t talked to them either. I can understand Nita’s reasons a little. At least

         she has an excuse—getting married and pregnant, all within a year. That’s a lot of adjusting to do. But Gina hasn’t been in

         touch with anyone. I don’t know what her problem is.”

      


      After Jacetta hung up, she still felt a little miffed at C.J. She stood in front of the mirror, looking at herself critically.

         She was five-foot-five and admittedly overweight, but thankfully the extra pounds were evenly distributed in all the right

         places. Her thick hair was a reddish-brown color, but she kept it dyed black and wore it in a short Afro. She hated the soft,

         naturally wavy texture of her hair and was often teased by her uncle when she applied harsh solutions to it, trying to get

         the hard nappy look she wanted. “Girl, do you know how many women would kill for the kind of hair you have?” he asked.

      


      She groaned as she took in the honey-toned skin, which was marred with numerous dark blotches and spots caused by the acne

         she constantly fought. Thank God for makeup.

      


      She reluctantly agreed with C.J. that there was nothing special about her. In all honesty, her almond-shaped eyes and large

         shapely legs were her best features.

      


      “Oh well,” Jacetta finally said to her reflection in the mirror. “So there’s nothing spectacular about the way I look. At

         least Maxie is mature enough to look beyond just outward appearances.”

      


      Whatever his reasons, Maxie Jackson aggressively pursued Jacetta and monopolized the little free time she had. To keep her

         from having to ride the bus, he dropped her off and picked her up from work and school whenever his schedule permitted. If

         they were not together, he called her at regular intervals to let her know he was thinking of her. Jacetta was on cloud nine.

      


      A few weeks after they started dating, one of the women—a regular in Maxie’s crowd—pulled Jacetta aside. “Look, honey, I figure

         nobody’s taken the time to tell you, but Maxie’s married, honey.”

      


      Jacetta’s jaw dropped in shock and she fell off of her cloud with a thud. “Why in the world would you tell me that?” she asked

         the woman, anger apparent in her tone. “Maxie is not married.”

      


      The woman made an indifferent gesture. “I’m just telling you because you’re young and dumb and don’t have a clue. You can

         do whatever you want to with the information. I just felt like you needed to know the truth.”

      


      “I don’t date married men, Maxie,” Jacetta blurted out as soon as they were alone. “If you’re married you should have told

         me.”

      


      Maxie’s head shot around in surprise. “Who told you I was married?” he demanded.


      “One of the women who hangs out with us. I think her name is Geneva. Anyway, what does it matter who told me? The only thing

         in question is whether it’s true or not.”

      


      “Ha! It figures. Geneva’s just jealous. She’s been after me for years, and I’m a little hurt and disappointed in you,” he

         said, reaching over to open the glove compartment. “I thought we had more trust than this between us, but let me show you

         something just to set your mind at ease.” He pulled out a thick envelope and handed it to her. She opened it and saw that

         it was a divorce decree. As she read it she was so relieved, and it never crossed her mind to question why he kept the papers

         in his car.

      


      After he saw her relief, Maxie quickly pressed his advantage. “I’ve been divorced for a while now, although not too many people

         know it. But even if I were still married, don’t you know I love you so much I would willingly leave her?”

      


      His words filled her with joy, but she shook her head sadly. “I’m not a home wrecker, Maxie. But since it’s a moot point there’s

         no need to discuss it.”

      


      Maxie’s confession of love was followed immediately by his plea that they fully express their love for each other. Jacetta

         had refused to let things go beyond a certain point.

      


      “We’re both adults, with adult needs,” Maxie pressured. “I know you’re reluctant to take our relationship to another level,

         but I believe you love me just as much as I love you. Baby, we’re going to spend the rest of our lives together, so there’s

         no reason for us to wait. Please, sweetheart, I need you so much.”

      


      She actually fell for that old line! Years later, Jacetta would still be wondering why. Maybe she was flattered that this

         much older man had placed them on the same “adult” level. Maybe it was because she was actually overwhelmed by his profession

         of love. Maybe it was simply because she really loved him. Whatever her rationale, she agreed to go to his apartment with

         him. She convinced herself that since Maxie was the man she would soon marry, she was actually giving him the gift of her

         love and commitment.

      


      A couple of months later, she was out with Maxie and his friends on their regular Friday night club-hopping circuit. But fun

         was the last thing on her mind. How could I have been so stupid to let this happen? This question had taken up residence in her mind, consuming her thoughts. Throughout the evening she was quieter than usual.

         She should have been feeling excitement about going apartment hunting the next day. But instead, Lord, she was miserable!

      


      She always felt uncomfortable around Maxie’s older, worldly wise friends who got a kick out of teasing her and making fun

         of her greenness. Why do I let them make me feel like this? she wondered. But she knew for sure that the news she had for Maxie would only confirm their opinion of her. As the evening

         wore on, she was torn between extending her time in their presence to delay the inevitable, or ending the evening so she could

         finally talk to Maxie.

      


      After what seemed like interminable hours, they were finally in the car heading toward her apartment complex. A slightly tipsy

         Maxie tried to coerce her into going home with him. “Come on, honey, it’s Friday night and you don’t have class tomorrow.

         Let’s spend some time together.”

      


      Jacetta’s nerves were stretched to the limit, and curiously, for the first time, she wondered if this man and his partying

         lifestyle were what she truly wanted. “No, Maxie, I can’t. I told you I plan to go apartment hunting tomorrow.”

      


      “You can spend the night and I’ll go with you and help you find a place. Or better yet, why don’t you just move in with me?

         That’s what you should be doing anyway. It’ll cut down on your expenses and give us more time together.”

      


      “I don’t think so,” she mumbled, almost overcome by anxiety. She had already gone against enough of her long-held values,

         and look where it had gotten her. She noticed they were turning into the parking lot. As soon as he parked the car, Maxie

         began to kiss and caress her.

      


      “Come on, babe, loosen up! You’ve been uptight all night.”


      Knowing she couldn’t put it off any longer, she swallowed nervously and hoped her vocal cords would cooperate because somehow,

         she had to get the words out. She condemned herself for being such a coward—heck! She’d always had the courage to confront

         any situation. Until now. She took a deep breath and began speaking. The words came out in a tight, squeaking voice. “I’m

         pregnant, Maxie. I . . .”

      


      “You’re what?” he yelled, interrupting her and quickly moving away from her.


      She continued in words that were rushed, choppy, and unsure. “I know this wasn’t planned, but now that it’s happened, we need

         to decide what we’re going to do.” She stole a look at him and noticed his response was anything but enthusiastic. His body

         stiffened and his ardor mysteriously disappeared. His unexpected reaction cut into her emotions, bringing tears to her eyes.

         This was not the way it was supposed to play out. He should have been taking her in his arms and assuring her that everything

         would be okay.

      


      Instead, he was quiet for long moments before asking angrily, “How did you let that happen? And just what do you expect me

         to do about it?”

      


      O . . . kaaay! Not exactly a positive response. She was hurt and disappointed, but she had just hit him with some unexpected news. “Well, I guess we need to decide if we’re going to get married or . . . exactly what

         we’re going to do.” Her tear-filled voice and body language pleaded for reassurance, which didn’t come.

      


      If possible, his voice was colder, harder. “That’s easy. There’s not much I can do since I’m already married.”

      


      “What?” Shock and confusion coursed through her. Why was he lying? “Maxie, you’re not married. You showed me your divorce papers, remember? And I know you live alone.” A nervous giggle escaped

         as she tried to hide her hurt.

      


      Maxie shrugged nonchalantly. “We . . . eeell, let me put it this way. Those divorce papers I showed you? They were from my

         first marriage. I’m still married to my second wife. Off and on anyway. We’re kind of on the outs right now.”

      


      His words delivered such a devastating blow to Jacetta’s heart that it felt almost physical, and a distressing question exploded

         in her head. Oh Lord, what have I done?


      “S-s-second w-wife!” Jacetta was so upset she started stammering. “You n-n-never said anything about being m-m-married twice.”


      Her youth and inexperience made her easy prey for Maxie’s deliberate attack. “It’s not my fault if you took it for granted

         that I had only been married once.” Which was what I intended you to do, he thought. “And when Geneva opened her big mouth and told you I was married, I had to do something to prove her wrong and

         pacify you.” He spoke in a tone of self-righteous indignation. “I should have known better than to get involved with a stupid

         little hick.”

      


      Hurt and anger caused tears to slide down her face. The words used, fool, stupid entered her mind and made her cringe as she realized how easily and eagerly she had been taken in by him. It didn’t lessen

         her despair to know she wasn’t the first and wouldn’t be the last to find herself in such a predicament.

      


      Her cousin C.J’s words came back to haunt her. “Jace, are you absolutely certain this guy is not already married or hooked up with somebody? He sounds almost too good to

            be true. And remember what Grampa used to say? If something looks too good to be true, it probably is. Just be careful, okay?”


      Why hadn’t she listened? Maybe if she had . . .


      Shame engulfed her, winning the battle over all other emotions. She knew this shame would be with her for the rest of her

         life. Not only had she dishonored herself, but also she had dishonored God, her family, and all the people back home in Riverwood

         who with so much pride and expectation had sent her off.

      


      Her daddy’s words, “You get in trouble, don’t coming running back to my house,” popped into her mind, bringing other harsh realities: She couldn’t go home and she couldn’t stay in her uncle’s already crowded

         apartment. Also, she was in a precarious position on her job because she had been there only a few weeks. Basically, she was

         homeless—and pregnant. Suddenly, another emotion took center stage in her mind—fear. What am I going to do?


      She looked at Maxie with anguish etched into her face. “But why? Why would you lie and deliberately mislead me? What could

         I have possibly done to deserve this kind of treatment from you? I love you, Maxie, and I thought you loved me.”

      


      She kept staring at him in stunned disbelief, remembering how flattered and over-the-moon happy she had been when he started

         pursuing her. Now, she was struggling to understand the rationale behind his calm announcement that he was married, that love

         wasn’t a part of the game he was playing, and that if she was too stupid to know that, it wasn’t his fault.

      


      “So, Geneva was telling me the truth after all,” Jacetta said while sobbing heartbrokenly. How had she gotten to this place?

         Pregnant. Alone. Ashamed. Terrified.

      


      Maxie looked at her and said impatiently, “Don’t start with the childish hysterics. Even if you are pregnant, it’s not the

         end of the world. We’ll deal with it later, but I need to go ahead and leave now.”

      


      “But . . . what am I supposed to do, Maxie? You have to help me! It’s your child too!”


      Maxie shrugged his shoulders and looked out the car window. Well the fun is over with this one. It’s time to move on, he thought to himself.

      


      He remained silent for so long that Jacetta brokenly asked again, “Please, Maxie, what am I going to do?”


      “Look!” he yelled at her. Her whining was getting on his nerves. “I thought you knew what to do to keep this from happening,

         but evidently, you didn’t have sense enough to do that, so you have yourself to blame.” He turned the ignition to start the

         car. “If I were you . . .” he paused briefly, effectively letting her know it was her problem, and hers alone. “I’d start

         thinking about how to get rid of this baby.”

      


      Jacetta gasped, trying to comprehend what she was hearing. “You mean an abortion? I can’t do that! Not as long as there are

         other alternatives.” She was furious and wanted to slap him for even making that kind of suggestion. “You want to kill this

         baby, Maxie? Your own child?” She was yelling at the top of her voice but couldn’t seem to help herself. “You can forget it!”

      


      Really wanting to get away at this point, Maxie looked at her, thinking, Am I going to have to throw this woman out of my car? He had no intention of dealing with this, now or ever.

      


      “Look, you do whatever you want to,” he said with indifference. “I told you I have to go. If you don’t want to follow my suggestion,

         that’s up to you.”

      


      Jacetta’s shoulders slumped. Her pride wouldn’t let her beg him anymore. She opened the car door and stepped out. Before closing

         the door, she leaned down and said, “Maxie, I hope to hear from you soon, but if I don’t, just remember one thing: God is

         merciful, but He’s also just. It might take years, but you will regret the day you rejected me and your child. This baby and I will make it, Maxie. God will see to that.”

      


      Maxie wasted no time in speeding out of the parking lot without looking back.


      Jacetta had never felt so alone as she watched the taillights of his car disappear. Distraught, she looked around the dark

         parking lot, knowing she couldn’t face going into the apartment where there would be no privacy. But she had nowhere else

         to go. She found a dark corner behind the trash container, where she sat down on the cold ground and cried bitterly as she

         released her dreams into the night.

      


      While tears streamed silently down her face, she spoke to the only One she knew Who would never leave or forsake her. She

         didn’t care who might come along and hear her. “Father, forgive me. I’ve sinned and done what I knew was wrong. And my actions

         have resulted in a child. Lord, I need You like I’ve never needed You before. Please have mercy on me and help me.”

      


      As the days passed, her fervent hope of hearing from Maxie gradually faded. He had seemingly dropped off the face of the earth,

         leaving Jacetta alone to face the cold winds of winter. She knew that if she and her child were to survive from this point

         on, she could only depend on herself and the Lord.

      


      The innocent, carefree, enthusiastic Jacetta was gone! Maxie had given her a crash course in life and in just a few moments

         she had changed from a breezy spring idealist to a stormy winter realist. She resolved that from now on, her trust would be

         hard won and that she’d always be suspicious that people—especially men—were out to fulfill their own selfish desires at her

         expense.

      


      More than two decades would pass before God, in His own triumphant way, would show her that it is He Who controls the seasons.


   

      Moments


      Jaci


      Twenty-Two Years Later


      Jaci Winters worked in municipal government as a supervisor in the Housing Compliance Department. She was assigned to oversee

         the Hearing Coordination responsibilities of the Demolition and Abatement Division. As part of the legal process, the city

         held public hearings to give property owners one last chance to plead their case before their dangerous building or inoperable

         vehicle was demolished or hauled away. Jaci and her staff coordinated the hearings and made sure the information provided

         by the regular inspectors was accurate before it was presented.

      


      Although Jaci had several people assigned to her, she was heavily involved in the day-to-day operations, which included making

         quality assurance on-site inspections before each hearing. Jaci was a dangerous-building investigator before her promotion

         to supervisor, and she had always hated going into dangerous buildings to take pictures of the violations. She took the job

         because it paid so much more than other positions and she had desperately needed the higher salary. She still hated doing

         the on-site inspections, but she did it to keep her staff on their toes. There was no way they could be lax in doing their

         job because Jaci made sure she was familiar with the fine points of every file. She learned the hard way she had to cover

         herself.

      


      Today, she was working with senior inspector Bill Whitmore, doing final inspections on buildings scheduled for the next hearing.

         While on the way to the next address, Jaci studied the file and mentally geared herself up for whatever they would find. Dread

         filled her when they arrived. The building, completely obscured by trees, overgrown vines, and weeds, wasn’t visible from

         the street. Jaci and Bill approached the abandoned building, carefully searching for the best path to reach it. Wielding a

         machete, Bill beat down tree limbs and underbrush to create a narrow path, and Jaci closely followed, uttering her usual prayer:

         “Please, Lord, let the snakes and any other culprits lurking around be more afraid of me than I am of them.”

      


      “You know, Bill,” Jaci said loudly, hoping to scare away anything or anyone creeping in or around the building, “I’m really

         starting to wonder if this job is worth it. There’s no telling what we’re going to find when we reach that house. How long

         have we been trying to get it demolished? About eight years? And the owner is still fighting to keep it up. What could he

         possibly want to save it for?”

      


      Still vigorously beating at the underbrush, Bill answered, “Probably using it for some kind of tax write-off. People have

         all kinds of ways to get around the system.” When they finally reached the structure, he observed, “I don’t believe the regular

         inspector has been here in quite a while. It’ll be interesting to see what’s in the file. Some of those guys make it so hard

         for the rest of us. Who is the inspector assigned to this area anyway?”

      


      Jaci flipped through the file log trying to find the last date an inspector had visited the building. “Hmmm, from what I can

         determine, Daniels is the inspector, and he was here last month,” she said. “But look at the last date marked on the building—that

         says six months ago. Uh, uh, uh! Daniels would be mad as heck if we reported this.”

      


      The front door of the building was missing. They tread carefully over the rotten wood of the porch and stepped cautiously

         over the threshold, only to find another decaying floor inside. Jaci lifted her camera and snapped shots of first one violation

         and then another. As they moved about inside the dark structure, Bill lifted his high-powered flashlight to provide as much

         light as possible.

      


      “I don’t think we need to go any farther,” he told Jaci. “Did you get a shot of the collapsed roof and caved-in floor over

         there? That should be enough to prove this one needs to come down in a hurry. There ain’t nothing anyone can do with this

         except bulldoze it.”

      


      “You’re right about that! Let’s get out of here,” Jaci said with relief.


      They retraced their steps and stood on the dilapidated porch to mark the date of their visit on the front of the structure.

         “Get a shot of this, Jaci,” Bill said, busily writing with a permanent marker. “I want to show Daniels that some of us actually

         do our jobs.”

      


      Jaci focused to get a close-up photo. “I like the way you think, Bill. I’m thinking seriously about showing these pictures

         to his supervisor. What Daniels and others fail to realize is that they actually put people in danger when they don’t do their

         job.”

      


      As they stood there, they heard a low, threatening growl a second before a large dog with a chain secured around his neck

         rounded the corner of the building. His growling quickly became loud, aggressive barking and the dog’s sharp teeth were bared,

         ready for attack.

      


      “Oh no!” Jaci yelled as she jumped off the porch and landed in a dead run. From behind, she heard a splintering noise, then

         a string of curse words, as Bill, hitting a spot on the rotten porch that wouldn’t support his weight, watched his foot disappear

         into a new hole.

      


      The dog stopped momentarily, as though trying to decide which one to go after. Since Bill was closer, the dog headed for him.

         Bill quickly removed his foot and leaped from the porch. He kept looking back, expecting the chain around the dog’s neck to

         tighten up and restrain him. He cursed again when he saw that a large piece of wood, apparently once a part of the structure,

         was attached to the other end of the chain and being dragged by the dog. Jaci, who was hurriedly fighting her way back through

         the path they had made, looked back and saw both Bill and the dog gaining on her. She tried to speed up.

      


      When she saw the street, she mumbled a breathless “Thank God,” but kept running. Bill overtook her, struggling to get the

         car keys out of his pocket and hoping the dog’s progress would be hindered by the undergrowth, giving them time to jump into

         the car. When he looked back, to his amazement, the dog was still in pursuit, dragging the piece of wood as if it were weightless.

      


      Jaci reached the car as Bill nervously tried to get the key in the lock, but the keys fell to the ground and Bill yelled,

         “Run, Jaci!” The dog had cleared the underbrush and bore down full speed on them, with the chain and wood trailing behind

         him.

      


      They both took off again, fearing the dog was going to take a chunk from their backsides any second. When they reached the

         end of the block and dared to look back, they noticed that the dog had stopped midway down the street and stayed there, as

         though in obedience to some remembered command.

      


      Jaci dropped her clipboard and camera, threw off her hard hat, and bent over, hands on her knees, trying to catch her breath.

         She thought, doggonne it, I’m getting too old for this! As soon as she was able to talk, she said, “Now we know why Daniels didn’t mark the house with the dates of his inspections.

         He hasn’t been near that house since God only knows when. He’s in big trouble! That file should have indicated that there’s

         a vicious dog on the premises.”

      


      “True,” Bill reluctantly agreed while struggling to regain his breath. As a senior inspector, Bill walked a fine line between

         the inspectors and management and was often forced to defend one or the other. “He deserves to be reported for this one. Or

         better yet, I’m more inclined to think a good butt whipping would serve the purpose.”

      


      As they drove back to the office, Jaci’s thoughts reflected her frustration. Is this all I have to look forward to? Shaking her head, she silently talked to the Lord. Father, You know I appreciate all of Your blessings. But, Lord, is this all it’s ever going to be? Is there nothing in Your

            plan for me but more loneliness, more dangerous buildings, and more vicious dogs? Father, this is Your world and You own everything

            in it. Lord, surely, You have something else for me. She sighed. Nevertheless, Father, thank You for what I do have.


      Jaci had no way of knowing that her season was about to change; that even then she was at the heart of conversations taking

         place hundreds of miles away in Dallas; that the person who had swept her dreams away like a tornado over twenty-two years

         before was about to bring more stormy weather into her life. Neither could she know that her future held another man who would

         help her weather the storms and would also bring refreshing breezes and new beginnings of springtime. Yep! Torrential winds

         were about to blow, sending Jaci through a season that would leave dramatic and irreversible changes.

      


      J.P.


      J.P. Gilmore and Herbert Williams sat in the reception area of the Housing Compliance Department, waiting to see Wynola Dickson.

         J.P. was ticked off. Their appointment had been for three o’clock, thirty minutes ago, and he didn’t have this kind of time

         to waste. He realized he probably had made a mistake in calling the woman, but he hoped she might help him to get regular

         listings of buildings the city planned to demolish.

      


      As he sat there steaming and considering walking out, J.P. idly looked through the glass wall to the elevator in the hallway

         as its doors opened. Two men, obviously in the midst of an amusing conversation, stepped out. As one spoke, the second one

         laughed so hard he fell against the wall. “Aw man, you’re lying on her, I know you’re lying!” he cried.

      


      “I swear, man, I ain’t lying. That lady flew by me so fast I saw dust flying from her feet. That woman can run! That dog was

         never going to catch her.”

      


      Another man walking down the corridor noticed the commotion and strolled over to them. “Man, you gotta hear this!” the second

         man said, and began to repeat the story. Before long, the third man was bent over with laughter. “I wish I had been there,”

         he said between fits of laughter. “I would give anything to have been there. Where is she? Probably had to go home, didn’t

         she?”

      


      The elevator doors swung open again and J.P.’s heartbeat went into overdrive when a beautiful woman stepped off. She wore

         black jeans, a blue long-sleeved oxford shirt, and heavy, mud-encrusted boots. Her long hair was pulled back in a ponytail

         and showed the imprint of where the hard hat she now carried had been sitting on her head. A camera and a small purse were

         slung over her shoulder and she was juggling the hard hat, a clipboard, and a cold drink in her hands. Her mouth thinned when

         the three men broke out in laughter, and she shook her head disgustedly.

      


      “You just couldn’t wait to tell them, could you? You low-life jerk! Well did you tell them about yourself?” The men broke

         up again, doubling over and falling against the wall.

      


      Shaking her head again, the woman entered the reception area and walked toward the receptionist’s desk, as a beautiful smile

         replaced her frown. “Hey, Mrs. Hinson, how’re you doing? Any messages?” An answering smile spread over the elderly lady’s

         face behind the desk, who handed the woman a stack of messages. “Hi, Miss ‘J,’ I can’t complain. I won’t ask how you are.

         I can see you’re tired. How did it go out there today?”

      


      “Don’t worry, you’ll hear all about it from those characters out there when they finish laughing.”


      She turned to leave and noticed the two men sitting across the room watching her. “Oh hi,” she said, directing her gorgeous

         smile toward them. “Have you all been helped?”

      


      J.P. felt the breath leave his chest. The smile lit up her whole face and revealed beautiful teeth behind well-shaped lips,

         which he instinctively knew would be a joy to kiss. And those eyes! Green and sparkling like emeralds, they pierced him to

         the core and caused his body to go into overdrive.

      


      He responded with a large smile of his own, forgetting all about being ticked off at Wynola. “Yes, we have, thank you. We’re

         waiting to see someone.”

      


      “Okay.” She turned to the receptionist again. “See ya later.” She retraced her path through the double-glass doors leading

         into the corridor. Nearing the men, who were still standing there with amused expressions, she pointedly turned her head away

         from them as she walked by.

      


      “Ran into any dogs lately?” one of them asked. She kept walking without acknowledging his question. The men busted out in

         loud laughter again.

      


      J.P. watched her as far as he could see her down the long hallway. “Wonder who that is?” he mumbled to Herbert, who was just

         as engrossed.

      


      “I don’t know, but sure would like to,” Herbert replied.


      Never in his life had a woman he didn’t even know affected him so strongly, and J.P. decided that he would make it a priority

         to find out who she was.

      


      Maxie


      Maxie Jackson was tired of the hospital room at Parkland Hospital in Dallas. He shifted around in the lumpy visitor’s chair,

         trying to find a comfortable spot while he impatiently waited for his wife. Although he was awaiting his release, he still

         didn’t feel well after having triple bypass heart surgery. He had been in the hospital almost two weeks after suffering a

         massive heart attack and was anxious to feel like his old self again. His doctor told him it would take a while, but he couldn’t

         help wondering just how long. He didn’t like sitting idle all day because it left too much time to think. He was usually on

         the go, enjoying life and pursuing whatever entertainment had his attention at the moment. This sitting around was for the

         birds.

      


      He was mulling these thoughts over when a woman stuck her head in the open door of his room. It was Viola Wright, a woman

         he had known for years.

      


      “Hello. Aren’t you Maxie? Maxie Jackson? Yes, that is you. I was just walking by and saw you sitting here. You remember me,

         don’t you? I worked with Jacetta Winters way back, years ago.”

      


      Maxie looked at her suspiciously. “Yeah, I remember you. I haven’t seen you in years. What are you doing here?” he asked.


      “Oh, I’m just visiting my aunt, who’s right down the hall.” A curious look swept over her face. “You know, I’ve stayed in

         touch with Jacetta over the years. She’s done well in Houston. And that beautiful daughter!” Viola couldn’t stop herself from

         going there. She didn’t know all the particulars, but knew enough to guess that Maxie had treated Jacetta very badly. “Her

         daughter got married a few years ago, and it was really a lovely wedding.”

      


      Maxie remembered Jacetta Winters well. She was the little hick who had tried to trap him into marriage by getting pregnant.

         Huh! Someone should have told her he wasn’t falling for that. Better women than she had tried that trick.

      


      But now, for whatever reason—maybe boredom—even though he tried to act nonchalant, his interest was triggered. He didn’t know

         for sure, but had to assume the woman knew he was the father of Jacetta’s child; otherwise, she wouldn’t be telling him all

         this—would she?

      


      “So, what brought you here?” Viola asked nosily.


      “My old ticker blew up on me and I had to have heart surgery. I’m getting ready to go home now though. Just waiting for my

         wife to get here.”

      


      “Uh huh.” Viola looked at him with thinly veiled dislike. You’re probably just getting started with your troubles, sucker. You reap what you sow in this world, she thought. She turned to leave, saying, “Well take care.” She left hoping that Maxie would suffer as much as he had caused

         Jacetta to suffer. “I know Your Word is true, Father. May his moments of reaping be upon him,” she prayed softly as she walked

         down the corridor.

      


      Strange! The word popped into Maxie’s mind after the woman left. Strange that someone would mention Jacetta Winters and her child

         to him, especially at a time when he couldn’t do anything to divert unwelcome thoughts. Over the years, if a thought about

         Jacetta or her child happened to enter his mind, he quickly pushed it aside as he went about his pursuit of self-gratification.

         He hadn’t even been interested enough to try to find out the child’s sex. Now in his dreary hospital room—twenty-something

         years later—he chuckled, congratulating himself. So . . . he had another daughter.

      


      Two weeks later, Maxie ran into Jacetta’s uncle, George Winters, as he entered the drugstore. George was brimming over with

         news of how well Jacetta and her daughter were doing.

      


      “Man, let me tell you about that niece of mine. I was a little worried when she left here and moved down to Houston, but she’s

         done real well. You know she always was real smart. She went down there and got a good job with the city. Been there over

         twenty years, and her daddy was telling me the last time I talked to him that she’s thinking about retiring in a little while.

         Wants to do something different. We drove down there for her daughter’s wedding, and I tell you, Jacetta’s got a really nice

         house with a swimming pool in the backyard. I’m really proud of that girl.”

      


      “What kind of dude did she marry?” Maxie asked, filled with curiosity.


      “You know,” George answered slowly, “she never did get married. I guess she was too busy working and raising that child all

         by herself. My brother acted a big fool when she came up pregnant. Told her not to even think about coming back to his house,

         so I guess she was focused on what she had to do. My brother done regretted his words many times over the years. Especially

         after he saw how hard she was working. She wouldn’t even take any help from him when he did try to give it. Anyway, now he

         can’t help but feel guilty about everything. Sometimes it’s not the things you do, but those you don’t that cause the deepest

         regrets.”

      


      Now this is too weird, Maxie thought. He hadn’t seen George in years. They had parted on bad terms, since George hadn’t been too happy with the

         way things had gone between him and Jacetta. To solve that problem, Maxie transferred to another branch of the company they

         both worked for, then made sure he stayed out of George’s way.

      


      A bevy of strange and unfamiliar emotions stirred within Maxie as George continued singing Jacetta’s praises and talking about

         how well her child had turned out. Emotions he couldn’t identify or understand assaulted him. And when he finally pinpointed

         them, he discovered to his amazement that he was actually feeling disappointment. In his mind, it looked as though the game

         had been won, and accolades were being given to the winner, but he was unable to share in the victory because he hadn’t even

         shown up to play in the game. Ironically, he also identified envy and even loneliness creeping in as he thought about his

         run-down rented house and pillar-to-post lifestyle. He’d literally had to beg for help when he’d gotten sick. Wait a minute! He scolded himself. Why am I questioning my lifestyle? I love it! Must be these health problems messing with my mind, he consoled himself.

      


      George’s words grabbed his attention again. “Jacetta’s daughter, Randi, already has one child and another one is on the way.

         She ain’t wasting no time is she?” he said laughingly.

      


      Unexplained anger flared in Maxie’s mind. Why did these people keep referring to her as Jacetta’s daughter? They knew she was his daughter too. Before he realized he was going to ask, he said, “You wouldn’t happen to have Jacetta’s phone number, would you?” He didn’t

         know if George would give him the information even if he had it, but surprisingly, George searched through his wallet and

         found the number.

      


      “You know, I just happen to have it on me ’cause I’ve been planning to call Jace. I’ve been thinking about going to see her.

         Now that I’m retired again I can do that,” he said, chuckling.

      


      Maxie understood why the guy so willingly gave him the number when George continued in a serious tone, “You need to call her,

         man. You didn’t do right by Jacetta and that child . . . we both know that. And I have always felt some responsibility since

         I brought ya’ll together. But the most important thing now is to get to know your child. Randi is a nice young woman. If I

         were you, I wouldn’t leave this world knowing I had a child I had never seen. And it’s not fair for Randi to go through life

         not knowing her father. And I gotta tell you, you have truly ripped yourself off by not being a part of her life.” He began

         to walk away. “Well, I guess I’ll be moving on. Take care of yourself, man.” George hoped what he had said would cause Maxie

         to regret his callous treatment of Jacetta and their child. But he had a disturbing thought. Maxie still might not be man enough to fully understand what I was trying to say to him.


      As Maxie waited for his prescriptions, his mind raced all over the place. After all these years, two conversations had come

         up about Jacetta within a couple of weeks. It made him nervous. He normally didn’t believe in coincidence, but this one could

         really bug him if he let it.

      


      Not wanting to return to his lonely little house after getting his prescriptions, Maxie decided to drive over to his brother

         Joe’s house for a while. He hadn’t been there long before he found himself telling Joe about the two conversations he’d recently

         had about Jacetta.

      


      Joe immediately jumped him. “Man, I told you when that was going down that you were going to regret how you treated that girl

         one of these days. You didn’t even tell Mother she had another grandchild did you?”

      


      “Naw man! Why would I do that? That girl didn’t mean nothing to me.”


      “Well, all I got to say is, where are your other children? How often do you see them? And how well do they know their grandmother?

         Or vice versa? They don’t even go see her. Not to mention you.”

      


      Maxie had two other children—a boy and a girl—both older than Jacetta’s child.


      His son, James, was the product of his first disastrous marriage. He had neither loved nor cared for James’s mother, but the

         woman had been shrewd. Vicious threats from her family, and her having him thrown in jail for not supporting the child, had

         forced him to take the course of least resistance and marry her. The marriage only lasted until she realized he had no intention

         of adhering to the marriage vows. But he’d been stuck with paying child support after the marriage ended or she would have

         happily sent him to jail.

      


      A few years later he was shacking with a woman who got pregnant with his daughter Andrea. Again, he was forced into marriage

         out of self-preservation when another woman on his job started causing all sorts of problems and disruptions for him. Despite

         his practiced techniques in shaking unwanted women, the low-life woman wouldn’t leave him alone, insisting he was going to

         marry her. His supervisor made it clear that he had to get his personal business straight or he would be out of a job. So,

         Maxie had done what he had to and married his daughter’s mother. Not that the marriage meant anything to him. It was a means

         to an end that he quickly found a way to use to his benefit.

      


      He smiled at his slyness, remembering how many women he had fooled by showing them his divorce papers from his first marriage,

         conveniently leaving out the fact that he had remarried.

      


      Now, feeling the heat of his brother’s words, he exclaimed, “Man, I see my kids all the time. Especially Andrea whenever I’m

         over at her mother’s house. She’s doing all right.”

      


      “But, Maxie, when have you spent any quality time with her?” Joe harassed. “How many children she got now? What about James?

         How many children he got? Do you even know? Man, you’re pitiful! Here you are, old, sick, broken down, and needing someone.

         And because of the raggedy life you’ve lived, your own children and grandchildren don’t know or give a darn about you. Pitiful!”

      


      When Maxie’s children were young, he loved playing the part of the doting father whenever it suited his purposes. He picked

         them up and paraded them all over town, showing them off and taking credit for their well-dressed appearances and sharp intelligence.

         After they got old enough to understand what was going on, they refused to go anywhere with him. So, he had merely left them

         alone except for seeing them occasionally, out of curiosity.

      


      “Man, those women kept me broke taking care of those kids. Every time I turned around it was something.” Maxie defended himself.

         “I’m just glad they’re grown and finally out of my pocket. When Jacetta came up pregnant, I knew I wasn’t dealing with any

         more child support hassles.”

      


      Joe shook his head. “Then why did you get her pregnant? Man, you were old enough to be more responsible. Just didn’t have

         a thought for anyone but yourself.”

      


      “Well, Jacetta should have taken responsibility for herself. I didn’t make her do anything. And anyway, I’m not even certain

         that baby was mine.”

      


      “Aw, please! You know there was never any doubt that baby was yours. You even bragged about Jacetta being a virgin. And you

         monopolized all her time to make sure no other dude could get to her. So, you can save that old “how do I know it’s mine”

         line. But I remember from talking to her a few times that Jacetta was pretty close to God. And I have a strange feeling about

         these out-of-the-blue conversations you’re having about her. God may be getting ready to show you that turnabout is fair play.”

      


      Maxie felt an unfamiliar shiver run down his spine at hearing his brother’s words. Jacetta’s last words to him—something along

         those same lines—suddenly popped into his mind. Now why did I remember that after all these years? he thought, then shook it off by attacking his brother. “Man, here you come with that old God mess again. I ain’t interested

         in hearing it. Anyway, if you’re so self-righteous, why didn’t you do anything to help her?”

      


      “You don’t know how much I have regretted not doing anything to help that girl,” Joe said sadly. “My only excuse is that I

         was tied up in my own issues around that time. But I still feel bad about it. And if I feel bad, you ought to be feeling really

         rotten.”

      


      There was no way Maxie would ever admit it to his brother, but the unexplainable emotions of loneliness and disappointment

         struck him again. Andrea and James hadn’t even come to see him since he’d been sick. They treated him with the same indifference

         that he showed toward them. Suddenly, his life looked very bleak and empty.

      


      Two weeks later, Jacetta remained at the forefront of his mind. Maxie didn’t consciously make the decision, but somehow he

         knew he would call her. He didn’t really remember much about how she looked, but he did remember her love and adoration for

         him. Her feelings for him had made it very easy for him to exploit and take advantage of her. I’ve got too much time to think! He scolded himself for his empty life. But inevitably his mind would return to Jacetta and his daughter. The descriptions painted about their lives stirred a deep yearning within him, filling him with the desire to see

         for himself. Why? He didn’t know. Was it about the daughter he had never even seen? Maybe. Could it be curiosity about Jacetta,

         whom he had dumped without a second thought? Not hardly! It was more than likely the effects of his health problems, and the

         undeniable fact that he was growing old. Whatever the reason, he wanted to see Jacetta and his daughter and grandchild. He

         made a sudden decision . . . he would do just that!

      


      Jaci


      Jaci always felt mentally depleted after a hearing. Thankfully, all had gone well, and as usual, her staff wasted no time heading

         for home. She sat idly at her desk, knowing she too needed to leave, but dreading the long drive and the horrific traffic

         she would have to deal with. She decided to kill a little time by checking on her cousin C.J., who she knew could probably

         use an encouraging word. After suffering through years of her husband’s infidelity, C.J. had made the difficult decision to

         end her marriage.

      


      “Hey, Cij! What’s going on, girl? You’re not sitting over there feeling sorry for yourself, are you?”


      C.J. laughed. “That’s what I like about you, Jace. Shoot from the hip and aim right between the eyes. And no, that’s the last

         thing on my mind. I’m over here packing and throwing stuff away. Lord, what junk we accumulate! Why do we do that?” She paused

         before continuing. “Jace, I really appreciate all the moral support you’re giving me. I’m so glad we live near each other

         while I’m going through this.”

      


      Jaci smiled at her cousin’s words. “C.J., how many times do I have to tell you? I wouldn’t have it any other way. By the way,

         do you want me to go apartment hunting with you Saturday? My invitation stands—you’re welcome to stay with me until you find

         a house.”

      


      Just talking to her cousin lifted C.J.’s spirit and had her feeling better. “Yeah, girl. And I really appreciate your offer,

         but I need my own space. I’m not the best company for anyone right now. I’ve gotten a list of apartments from Apartment Locators

         I think I might like. I guess it doesn’t matter a whole lot, since I’m not planning to stay there long. But I do want to be

         comfortable for however long I’m there. Are you still coming to help me pack tomorrow?”

      


      “Yep. I’ll be there as early as I can in the morning,” Jaci answered, thankful that her four-day workweek made it possible

         for her to help.

      


      “Good. I can sure use your help, and it’s not going to be nothing nice. Randy still hasn’t come to clean out his things and

         I have my hands full just dealing with mine, plus the furniture and household stuff. I really didn’t think the house was going

         to sell this quickly. I mean, we just put it on the market a couple of weeks ago, and we’ve already got a contract on it.

         It wouldn’t be an issue if the buyers didn’t want to begin redecorating right away. They want to be able to move in as soon

         as the sale is complete. But I’m not mad at them. They’re paying some big bucks for which I am very grateful. It’s just putting

         me under pressure to get all our stuff out as soon as possible. Of course, a lot of it will have to go into storage, but that

         can’t be helped.”
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