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Praise for Heaven Is Here


“In Heaven Is Here, Stephanie chronicles in harrowing detail the unspeakable tragedy that would forever alter her life. But the real story is this: Through all the tears, pain, upheaval, sadness, and struggles, it was Stephanie’s faith—and the abundant love of her beautiful family—that brought her back to life. I recommend this book to anyone who needs a reminder of just how strong the human spirit is, and how instrumental faith can be in overcoming what life throws at us.”


—Ree Drummond, New York Times bestselling author of The Pioneer Woman Cooks


“Moving and transformative, Heaven Is Here is one of those rare books that causes you to count your blessings, and it reminds you that even in face of devastating loss, you can rebuild to become stronger. Gripping from beginning to end.”


—Liz Murray, author of the New York Times bestseller Breaking Night


“How do you find your way back to happiness after your everyday life has been shattered? Stephanie Nielson paints a vivid picture of the happy life she possessed before a devastating plane crash—and how she built that happiness again. Honest, insightful, and compulsively readable, this book gave me much food for thought.”


—Gretchen Rubin, author of the New York Times bestseller The Happiness Project


“For anyone who wonders how they will come through a difficult time, Heaven Is Here proves that human beings were built to survive. Stephanie Nielson weaves a humbling and spellbinding tale of how her perfect life was upended on one beautiful afternoon. Her story is a powerful testament of the healing powers of an unyielding faith, the gift of family, and the unshakable love of her husband. As I read this book it was impossible for me not to think of the parallels to my own story and the tender mercies that can be found in the wake of disaster when everything you hold most dear becomes crystal clear.”


—Lee Woodruff, author of the New York Times bestseller In an Instant







Dedication

For Claire, who never gave up.

For Jane, who looked at me, and changed my recovery.

For Ollie, who never cared.

For Nicholas, who was my baby then and always will be.

For Little Peanut, who showed me how amazing my body is.
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Prologue

A voice whispered, “Roll.”

I fell to the ground and crushed the brilliant flames that licked at my clothes, my skin, my hair. The mangled wreck of our airplane blazed nearby.

I lay on my back at the base of a tree, looking at the clouds moving across the sky. Through my tears, I noticed a leaf that fluttered in the breeze, bright green against the blue sky, far above the chaos.

A stranger rushed toward me and knelt at my side. He cradled my head in both of his hands and put it in his lap. “It’s going to be all right,” he said, a hint of doubt in his eyes.

The fire roared in my ears. An oppressive wall of heat pulsed against me. The air was sour—a sickening mixture of fuel, singed hair, and burning flesh. That smell is me. I am burning. How did this happen?

Where is my husband? Just minutes ago, I was in the backseat of the Cessna, admiring how capable he looked staring out the window of the cockpit as we taxied down the runway. Where is he now?

I had pizza dough rising on the counter at home and four young children to feed. Christian and I had planned to pick them up from my in-laws in an hour and a half. I felt an irrational desire for someone to just pick me up, brush me off, and send me on my way. If I didn’t get home, who would make Claire’s butter and honey sandwiches for her first-grade lunch box next week? Who would know to get Jane off the kindergarten bus in the middle of the day? I pictured her little red head climbing off the bus to an empty porch—no mother to hug her home from school, no little brothers playing in the yard. I imagined the bus pulling away, Jane locked out of the house.

People rushed in and out of my line of vision with a sense of urgency. Some of them wore work clothes, as if they’d been mowing their lawns or working in the garden until the moment our airplane crashed on their street and they’d been called to duty. I felt guilty for interrupting their Saturday. Like me, they all had other things to do.

“Thank you for being here,” I said to the man who held my head. “You don’t have to stay.”

“I’m going to stay,” he said. “I’m going to be right here.”

Other people hovered around me a few minutes at a time. They tried to reassure me, but it seemed they needed convincing as much as I did. Their lips mouthed words of comfort, but their faces betrayed them.

They are scared, I realized. When they look at me, they are scared.

Until then, some miraculous dam of adrenaline or heavenly help had held back the agony of my injuries. But the faces around me were crowded with worry, and the dam buckled. Suddenly, pain spilled over, crashing relentlessly against me, wave after stinging wave. Every inch of my body throbbed, overloaded with agony.

“It’s going to blow!” someone yelled. “Get the hose!” The burning airplane popped and crackled dangerously near a propane tank, and neighbors-turned-rescue-workers yelled back and forth above the noise. I braced myself for another explosion, but the roar of the fire held steady.

My jeans kept the heat tight against my legs. I rubbed my hands against them, trying to pull them off, but my hands didn’t seem to be working. I lifted them to see why. Flaps of skin hung from my wrists. My hands themselves were gray and bloody. I saw my bones. I dropped my arms to the ground and willed away the image.

“Hey, you’re going to be OK,” the stranger said with believable conviction. The doubt in his eyes was gone. “You’re going to be all right.”

Above him, the leaf fluttered, alive and healthy. A feeling swept over me and took root in my heart.

I am going to be all right.

The dark smoke billowed around us, and blackened the sky, the tree, and my leaf.
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Chapter One


The summer Christian learned to fly was the happiest summer of my life. After eight years of marriage, I was more in love with Christian than I’d ever been. We had four beautiful children, and mothering them was an inexpressible joy. We lived in a lovely home in Mesa, Arizona, and had put our hearts and souls into making it our own. We were blessed with great friends and a civic and church community we loved. Christian had a great job as a facility manager, doing work he enjoyed, and he was just weeks away from getting his pilot’s license. Life was undeniably good.


One Saturday afternoon in June he called to say he and his instructor, Doug, would be flying over the house soon. A few minutes later, I heard the buzz of the engine overhead, and I hustled everyone out to the driveway.


“Hey, guys! Come look! It’s Daddy!” Six-year-old Claire, five-year-old Jane, and three-year-old Oliver ran outside, with twenty-month-old Nicholas toddling out after them, wearing only a diaper, as usual.


The airplane circled high over our heads. The kids looked up and waved while I jumped up and down in the driveway, shouting and waving both arms. “That’s your dad, guys! Flying an airplane!” I waved and jumped some more while my children and a few kids from the neighborhood stared at me. “Hellloooo, Christian!” I shouted into the clouds. The older kids ran off to play in the backyard, but I scooped Nicholas into my arms and smiled at that airplane for as long as I could see it in the sky.


A year and a half earlier, as a surprise for his twenty-eighth birthday, I had given Christian a helicopter flight over Scottsdale. He had always dreamed of flying, so it was a gift I knew he would love. Near the end of the flight, the pilot gave Christian the stick. He came out of the helicopter a new man. For the rest of the night, Christian couldn’t stop talking about the exhilarating freedom of flying and how alive he’d felt in the air. But he didn’t need to tell me about it; I could see it all over his face. His mother tells the story of her little boy swallowing a handful of birdseed in hopes that he would sprout wings. I had awakened that sleeping giant, and when Christian told me he wanted to enroll in flight lessons, I didn’t think twice about supporting him. A year later, Christian was interviewing flight instructors and found the perfect fit in Doug Kinneard, a retired air force major and trained fighter pilot, and Christian’s coworker at Boeing. Christian had finished ground school a few weeks earlier and had just begun in-flight training.


Even after the Cessna two-seater flew out of sight that warm Saturday evening, my smile didn’t fade. Christian’s dreams were coming true, and I was so happy for him.


I nuzzled kisses on Nicholas’s chubby cheeks. “Did you see Daddy in his airplane, Gigs?” His big brown eyes fixed on mine as he nodded. Nicholas had earned the family nickname Gigs when he was a brand-new baby and two-year-old Oliver could only manage “Gigolas.”


“Let’s go inside and finish dinner,” I said.


In the kitchen, I put Gigs in his wooden high chair and tied an apron around my waist. Raising nine children, my mother had practically lived in her apron, and I thought of her every time I put one on. I added the finishing touches to the homemade veggie pizza we had for dinner every Saturday. So many of my favorite memories from childhood were anchored in family traditions. I wanted my kids to have the same kind of memories, and Saturday night pizza was just one way I was hoping to create that for them. I made whole wheat pizza dough and smothered it with fresh mozzarella, basil, corn, and squash. I expected Christian in just a few minutes, and the pizza would be ready soon. I had just enough time to quickly check my e-mail and respond to a message about the yoga class I was teaching the following week, before I heard the familiar rumble of Christian’s motorcycle drive into the neighborhood. I shut my laptop, took off my apron, and did a quick mirror check before I went outside to greet him.


In seconds, the children joined me. They raced to the driveway, swarming their father and pleading for a ride. When Christian pulled in, we kissed a quick hello, and then he took each child around the block on the motorcycle. They sat safely between their father’s arms, and their squeals of delight carried through the neighborhood. It reminded me of when I was in diapers, and my brother Matt would pile us kids on his Honda dirt bike and drive us around the neighborhood.


When he finally parked his motorcycle in the garage, Christian wrapped his arms around me and kissed my neck, still exhilarated from flying. “Stephanie, I love you,” he said, pulling me closer. “And I love flying.” And then he kissed my neck again, and my cheeks, and my lips, long and hard before we went inside the house and gathered our family for dinner.


This was one of my favorite times of the day, when we sat down together at the kitchen table every evening to eat the meal I’d prepared. Even on the busiest or messiest of days, when Nicholas had eaten dog food or Claire and Jane had fought over their favorite dress-up outfit, there was always a quiet moment, however brief, when we all sat down for dinner. Hands and faces all clean—for now—the children waited for Christian to call on someone to ask a blessing on our food. In that brief moment before our prayer, I could look at each darling child—Claire, a miniature version of me, with dark hair, green eyes, and freckles; Jane with red hair and freckles and clear blue eyes; Oliver, a dark-haired, tiny Christian with freckles; and our baby Nicholas, who looked just like my dad—minus the freckles—with big brown eyes and round-like-peaches cheeks. Throughout the day, I might be too busy and distracted to focus on how blessed I was, but in that moment I soaked it all in—my happy, healthy family, my incredible good fortune.


Shortly, Nicholas would smear food everywhere, and the table would erupt in noisy conversation, but those few seconds before the prayer fueled me. I had learned that doses of quiet joy like that can be brief, but their effects are long lasting and often carried me through the busy and challenging times of running our household.


During dinner, Christian told us how tiny we’d looked from the airplane, like little ants on the ground. The children loved it when he told them how the cars looked like toys and the houses on our street looked tiny enough to be dollhouses. We’d all been swept up in Christian’s passion for flying, and conversations about aviation had become common around our house. Christian often pulled out navigation charts after dinner, and the kids would crowd around as he plotted the route for his solo flight. Oliver was especially interested, and for his third birthday Christian had made him a plywood runway for Matchbox airplanes. I painted it black and then painted the white lines and numbers. Christian had used a strand of red Christmas lights to mimic the runway lights. The children often asked when Daddy would be able to fly us all together to Utah to visit my parents, Umi and Grandpa, or to the Nielson family ranch in Bluewater, New Mexico. Christian enthusiastically explained that it wouldn’t be long—by Thanksgiving for sure.


“I’m going outside. Who’s coming with me?” Christian asked as the kids finished their meals. The kids raced outside after him, their clothes stained with pizza sauce, and soon I could hear them all in the backyard, climbing up the tree house Christian had built for them in our mulberry tree, which I’d named Mulberry Bungalow. Christian usually played with the children while I cleaned the kitchen. It was a perfect arrangement. He had the chance to connect with our kids after being at work, and I enjoyed cleaning the kitchen all by myself. Uninterrupted, I could turn my music up loud. Those few minutes with Adele or Ryan Adams recharged me, and I was ready for the rest of the evening.


When I joined them in the backyard Christian and the children were playing “crack the egg” on the trampoline. The children held themselves in tight little balls, and Christian tried to bounce them loose. I sat on the wooden porch swing and watched. Christian’s father, Russ, had built the swing for us as a wedding gift, and we had carried it around the country with us. We thought it might have a permanent home here in Mesa. Christian bounced the children one last time on the trampoline, and then they all ran over.


“Mommy,” Claire said with her typical matter-of-fact spunk, “did you know that a lizard loses its tail and then it grows back again?”


I looked over Claire’s head at Christian, and we smiled, the smile of parents who know their children must be the most darling in the world.


“I want one!” Ollie cried.


“Let’s go find lizards!” Jane shouted, and the children scattered through the yard.


I leaned against Christian’s shoulder, and he wrapped his arm around me.


“Tell me about your day,” Christian said.


“Well, let me tell you about what happened at Trader Joe’s today,” I began. “Ollie really had to go to the bathroom, but I told him to just wait a minute and we’d go home. So I was loading the groceries into the back of the car and I had no idea what he was up to, but when I came around to the front he was peeing in the parking lot.” I shook my head. “I’m sure people were appalled.”


Christian laughed. “The girls probably told him to do it. Can’t you just hear Jane saying, ‘You’re a boy, Ollie. Just go outside’?” Christian’s impression of Jane was so dead-on that we both burst out laughing.


The most entertaining stories of the day were always about the children, but our conversation also drifted to Christian’s day at work, the relay race I was training for, and our upcoming Fourth of July trip to Utah. Then we sat swinging in comfortable silence—contentment our easy companion.


“OK, let’s go in and give these babies a bath,” I said, reluctantly leaving Christian’s cuddle, one of my favorite places on earth to be. Four baths, two tantrums, and one missing (and then found!) binky later, and I sat in the rocking chair reading Goodnight Moon to Nicholas. After we’d said good night to “noises everywhere,” I cradled him in my arms for our favorite bedtime ritual, a game called “Chickie” I’d learned from my Nana Aurora. I can still feel her fingers on my five-year-old cheeks. She’d softly pinch little bits of my chubby cheeks and then pretend to nibble on the bites she’d taken. It was a miraculous sleep inducer, and Nicholas was a sucker for it. His eyes got heavier with each delicious “bite” I took of his cheeks, and I stood to walk him slowly around the bedroom he shared with Oliver. His head dropped against my shoulder and I felt his body relax, one step closer to sleep. The room was full of touches of my work as a mother: a shelf that I had reclaimed and restored from our days in New Jersey was lined with favorite toys and books. Animal artwork I had made hung on the walls. Ollie’s runway was tucked safely under the crib, and I had hung an old flight navigation chart on the wall above it. I made a point of lining up their little shoes in the closet, and I loved to look at them while I walked Gigs around the room. Finally, when his breathing was slow and regular, I carefully laid him in his crib and tucked the blanket around him. His long eyelashes brushed his sweet round cheeks, flushed pink with sleep. I stared at my baby, whose once-chubby fingers were getting longer and thinner. I couldn’t imagine his cheeks would ever lose their roundness, but I could see this boy was growing up. I felt that familiar yearning for another baby and smiled to think that Christian and I had already planned to try to get pregnant in the fall or winter. I couldn’t wait to have another baby. I wanted nothing more than a house full of children. Christian had grown up in a family of eleven and I grew up in a family of nine. We were joking—but not completely—when we agreed to compromise on ten.


Once Nicholas was asleep, it was time for prayers and a story for Claire, Jane, and Oliver. Christian joined us for the prayer, and we all knelt to thank God for our day. That summer we were reading Little House in the Big Woods. I had loved the stories of Laura Ingalls Wilder as a girl, and I wanted my children to learn the lessons of hard work and simplicity that her books teach. Her pioneer life reminded us of our own Mormon pioneer heritage—the Jones family on my mother’s side, and Christian’s Nielson ancestors, who had crossed the plains in covered wagons to settle in Salt Lake City. It was six generations ago that his great-great-great-grandfather Peter Nielson came. His son, Frihoff Nielson, settled the family ranch in New Mexico.


As the children drifted off, their little bodies were so relaxed and still, they seemed to radiate an almost tangible peace. I imagined the wonderful dreams that awaited them. Claire would be creating her own little book of stories and pictures that only her brilliant imagination could dream up, Jane would dream of organizing some sort of neighborhood trampoline extravaganza, Ollie’s dreams would find him flying a fighter jet that turned into a motorcycle that turned into a boat that turned into a spaceship, and Nicholas, baby Nicholas, would be dreaming of a delicious meal of big, milky boobs.


Soon, I was in bed, too, snuggled up to Christian. We had an industrial-size box fan and a ceiling fan to combat the stifling Arizona heat, and they hummed a cocoon of white noise around us. I loved that cozy, intimate feeling of being separate from the world. Essentially, that’s what had always mattered most to me, creating my own little universe with Christian. We lay in bed that night quoting movies to each other. It was a little game we’d started when we first got married.


“ ‘If there is any honor in you, promise me you’ll never do that again.’ ” I started with one of our favorite lines from First Knight.


“ ‘I don’t know about honor. But I promise you. I won’t kiss you again till you ask me to,’ ” Christian answered.


“Hmmm,” I teased. “Will you kiss me . . . now?”


He pulled me close and kissed my forehead.


“OK, how about this one?” I said. “ ‘Where . . . is . . . my . . . super . . . suit?’ ”


“Too easy,” Christian laughed. “The Incredibles. Here’s one.” He spoke in a sugary falsetto. “ ‘What makes you different is what makes you special.’ ”


I rolled my eyes. “Baaaar-bie.”


We went back and forth through our favorite lines from classics like The Man from Snowy River and the movies our children watched over and over: The Incredibles, Monsters, Inc., and Barbie’s animated masterpieces.


After the last silly movie quote, our bedtime conversation ended the same way it had for the past several weeks. We talked about how blessed we felt, how grateful we were for our life—it was so comfortable and secure, so happy. We shared this sense of wonder, which we never could seem to get over, at our good fortune. It was a time in our life when everything just fell into place, when we felt a sense of serenity that our world was just how it should be.


Of course, everything wasn’t perfect. Christian left for work at dawn and then went flying after work, making long days for me. Four children make a mess and a mountain of laundry. The girls battled over who got the prettiest doll, and Ollie and Nicholas fought over the Superman cape—a family treasure that Christian’s mother had made for him when he was little. At times, all four children wanted something from me at the exact same moment. Sometimes when it got to be too much, I’d shoo them all out to the backyard and then close the sliding glass door and lock it, just for a moment’s peace and quiet. And often the grocery budget was spent before the end of the month—that was stressful. I wanted a long list of things we couldn’t afford, from the beach cruiser I’d seen online to a new wardrobe of beautiful clothes, not to mention the antique furniture I’d regularly covet at estate sales. But as we lay in bed and talked on those summer nights, any feelings of discontent were chased away by the realization of our blessings.


The fans whirred around us and I closed my eyes. Life wasn’t perfect, but even with its flaws, it was wonderful.









Chapter Two


I had dreamed of the man I would marry since I was a little girl. My mom had a set of ornate paper dolls from Hallmark that her mother had bought her when she was a little girl in the 1950s. Those were saved for very special occasions, but when I was eight, my mom bought me a set of Madame Alexander paper dolls of my own. I adored those dolls, and began collecting more. I received them as gifts and would save up to buy them whenever I could. I had a set from the musical Oklahoma! that I especially cherished. They were actually my sister Page’s, but I loved them like they were mine. When I played with them, Curly and Laurey always got married and happily raised a houseful of Madame Alexander dolls.


Oklahoma! wasn’t my only reenactment. There was also Pirates of Penzance, Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, and any Esther Williams movie. My mother had an entire VHS collection of MGM classics that inspired my paper doll world. Those tapes were also my construction materials when building houses for the dolls. Whether the movies influenced my idea of happily ever after, or simply confirmed some innate sense of romance I had been born with, I can’t say, but I loved everything about them—the dashing heroes and beautiful lead actresses, the unforeseen obstacles, the hoped-for resolution, and my favorite part, the smooch right before the credits rolled.


I played on the two-tiered end table in our living room, setting up a house for the girls on one level and a house for the boys on the shelf below. The boys would come calling, Seven Brides for Seven Brothers–style, and the whole affair ended in, you guessed it, a happy marriage. There were always more girls than boys in my paper doll collection, though, so out of necessity some hearts were broken and certain tragic events led to untimely deaths.


I followed the storyline of my favorite movies with my paper dolls, and then always took the story past that final movie kiss. My dolls went on to get married, have children, build houses, hold church, and plan birthday parties. I had no end of activities for my happy paper doll families.


In a way, my paper dolls lived my fantasy life. Even from that very young age, I knew that the life I wanted for myself centered around romance, a loving husband, and a houseful of children. Of course, I am sure the happy family I was born into also influenced these desires. I come from a long line of champion romantics, or at least that’s how I saw it. My grandparents were an example of the kind of love I looked forward to. I often saw my grandfather, Layton Jones, or Papa as we called him, hold his wife Aurora’s hand. Always a gentleman, he stood until she was seated and opened every door for her. Together, they loved their children and grandchildren with such attention, in a love affair that lasted for more than fifty-seven years.


I’d always felt close to my nana Aurora because I was her namesake, Stephanie Aurora, and at her funeral when I was thirteen, Papa Jones had held my hand as we walked down the chapel aisle. As a teenager, my mother had always told me how much I reminded her of her mother, Aurora, not just in the way I looked, although there was a strong resemblance, but also in my mannerisms and tastes. I could only hope I’d have a marriage as genuinely loving as my grandparents’ had been.


And my parents’ marriage was also happy and loving. They had a very traditional arrangement where my father worked and provided for the family and my mother was the homemaker. I saw firsthand how happy they were in their roles. Most of my cousins, neighbors, and friends had similar family situations, and I grew up with the belief that being a mother who stayed home to raise children was nothing less than an honor. My parents’ relationship and commitment provided an innate foundation of security and love under which their children thrived. Growing up as number eight of nine meant I was never alone, and the greatest gift of those five brothers and three sisters was how safe I felt, always. With Stevie, Matt, Page, Christopher, Andrew, Courtney, Jesse, and Lucy around, I always had someone to talk to, play with, or borrow clothes from. They were devoted brothers and sisters—my best friends, greatest role models, and fiercest protectors.


When we were little, Lucy and I played dolls or roller-skated across the kitchen linoleum. Often we huddled together in our closet well after bedtime, giggling because Mom was coming upstairs, this time with the broom in her hand to scare us, to put us back to bed—again. Sometimes, instead of sleeping in my own bed in the room I shared with Lucy, I’d sneak into my older brothers’ beds. I’d get in and usually be asleep by the time they came to bed. Sometimes they’d carry me back to my room, but often they let me sleep with them. I especially loved sleeping next to Christopher—the five Swatch watches on his wrist glowed in the dark. I also loved to tag along with my older brothers and sisters. Once Page, a nurse, took me to work with her at the hospital, and I fell asleep under her desk, perfectly content. When I was just five, my brother Stevie was a grown-up college student, but somehow he always had time to sit down and watch our favorite show, Family Ties, together, and he’d tickle the long dark fuzz that had covered my back since I was a baby. Matt, in honor of those hairs, had started calling me Baboon, a nickname that stuck all my life. Maybe that’s why I never felt bad about raiding the drawer in his bedroom that always had spare change for a treat or a handful of Jolly Ranchers. Andrew drove me to horse-riding lessons every Thursday for years. He complained about it, but always told me he loved me when I got out of the car. As a teenager, I looked up to Courtney and was sometimes allowed to tag along with her. I often played an essential role as a prop when she carried out the elaborate plans to ask boys to high school dances. In high school, Jesse told me his friends thought I was cute, but that he wouldn’t let them touch me.


On summer mornings, all of us living at home woke up to Mom’s Bisquick pancakes and then spent entire days at my grandma Marion’s backyard pool or on the lake. We’d make movies with a cast of cousins and neighborhood kids, Christopher always the genius behind the camera. We went to Lake Powell, jumped off cliffs, laughed and talked in the boat, and let Christopher scare us with his creepy stories. We took family trips to Washington state to see my auntie Karen, and gathered seashells on the beach. In the winter, Mom baked cookies for us when we got home from school, and after big snowstorms, we rode behind the station wagon in a sled. It all sounds very Partridge family and it was—minus the singing voices.


I grew up in Provo, Utah, a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints—a Mormon. Every Sunday we went to church with most of our neighborhood at the chapel a block away from our house. It was chock-full of young mothers whom I envied and admired. Many of them were only in our congregation for a year or two while they or their husbands finished degrees at Brigham Young University. I loved to watch them with their children and their husbands. Even as a teenager, I saw something in them that drew me in, and I looked forward to the life I saw them living.


While other thirteen-year-olds might have been preoccupied with trying on makeup, or strolling through the mall, you could often find me cleaning our living room, then vacuuming and fluffing the pillows. My final touch was a healthy dose of Glade air freshener. Then I’d walk outside and look in our windows from the sidewalk, trying to see our house the way a stranger might. A nice family must live there, I’d think to myself approvingly.


For some, the dream of a fairy-tale life fades away, but for me, it never did. When my friends started talking about college, I became even more certain that what I wanted most was to be a wife and a mother. I knew there was a meaning and purpose to my life that I wouldn’t really experience until then.


Although I would not have publicly admitted it at the time, I played with my paper dolls until I was a freshman in high school. As the world around me changed and I became surrounded by the complexities of adolescence—teenage crushes, dramatic friendships, hurt feelings, and insecurity—I was comforted by the beautiful paper dolls and their reliably happy endings. Ironically, the childish game was an antidote to the immaturity I was steeped in at school. When I played paper dolls, I was reinforcing the reality I believed in, and what mattered most to me.


Don’t get me wrong, I liked the idea of having a boyfriend, someone to hold hands with, someone to take me to prom, someone to really love me. But it never made sense to me to flirt with a boy I didn’t really like, and there were so few boys who showed the kind of maturity and responsibility that interested me. Of course, there were boys I thought were cute and wanted to impress, but I also wasn’t willing to change for anyone else. If a boy was interested in me, they would have to be interested in me, not in someone I was pretending to be. I wore my hair short, and loved my pixie haircut, but I remember realizing that boys don’t like girls with short hair. Well, then boys in high school wouldn’t like me, because I loved my short hair. While I dreamed of a loving and romantic relationship, I was never the least bit interested in something that wasn’t authentic. I was always sure of that, even then. I knew what I was waiting for, and I saw it in almost no one in high school.


No one except Graham. Graham and I met when we were fifteen, the summer before our sophomore year, and we dated all through high school. Graham was kind, honest, fun, creative, and very attentive. He seemed to understand me and could see life beyond high school. We often drove to a small cemetery on the east bench of Provo’s foothills and looked out over the valley. We talked about the future, about things that were really important to me, about life and faith and family. Graham was the only person outside my family who I could really talk to about the things that mattered most to me, and I appreciated that about our relationship. Graham and I talked about getting married when he returned home from his mission.


At age nineteen, young men in the Mormon Church are asked to spend two years in full-time missionary service. If young women choose to serve, they go at age twenty-one. Serving a mission shows faith and commitment, as missionaries sacrifice much to serve. They say good-bye to their homes and families for two years. They write and receive letters and e-mails from home, but never visit and only call on Mother’s Day and Christmas. They devote themselves to studying and teaching about God and Jesus Christ, hopeful that they can bless the people where they serve.


My brothers and sisters had served missions all around the world. Stevie in Peru, Matt in Chile, Christopher in Finland, Andrew in Spain, Courtney in Montreal, and Jesse in Puerto Rico. And after I was married, Lucy served in London. I missed them all horribly while they were away, and each of their absences left a hole in our family. As a child, I didn’t completely understand what their service meant, but I believed it was work that really mattered, and I felt proud that they were missionaries.


When my brother Andrew left on his mission the summer before I went to junior high, he wrote on the bathroom mirror in my brand-new purple Lip Smacker, “Have a great year at nerd school, Baboon. I love you—Love your favorite brother Andrew.” I left Andrew’s message on the mirror the entire time he was away.


So I missed Graham like crazy when he left on his mission to Cordoba, Argentina, and I cried for days and moped for months, but I wouldn’t have wanted him anywhere else. Even when Graham’s letters became a little distant or lacked the connection I hoped for, I still looked forward to the life we would begin when he got home from his mission. In fact, I was so focused on the future that, at first, I couldn’t see what was right in front of me.









Chapter Three


That spring, a few months before my nineteenth birthday, I was filling in for the receptionist at my dad’s office, Clark Mechanical Contractors. The office was usually pretty quiet, and if we did have visitors, they were construction types decades older than me. So when a handsome stranger showed up one day selling cell phones, it was impossible not to notice him. But I didn’t give it too much thought. My heart was in Argentina.


“You’re cutting your thingy wrong,” he said. I was slicing a grapefruit.


“What?” I asked.


“Your grapefruit, you’re cutting it wrong.” I had sliced the grapefruit in half lengthwise, instead of crosswise.


“I like it that way,” I claimed, embarrassed and defensive. He was tall and had wavy strawberry blond hair, dark brown eyes, and a huge, easy smile with a gap between his two front teeth. He was unquestionably handsome, but then again, I wasn’t really looking. However, he kept coming by and my brothers Stevie, Matt, and Andrew, who worked in the office with my dad, began to tease me about getting a date with “Cell Phone Boy.”


A few weeks later when he came to meet with my dad he only stayed for a minute, but he did flirt, and I surprised myself by flirting back. Soon enough, he was back again, this time in a suit, and this time, in spite of myself, my heart dropped when he walked in the door. I could barely admit that I might be interested in someone besides Graham. My dad was out but I set up an appointment for a few days later. I wrote “Cell Phone Boy” on the appointment calendar.


I still didn’t know his name, but as I watched him leave, something completely unexpected happened. A feeling came over me like electric waves pulsing through my body. It was like trumpets sounding and angels singing, as if a real-live cupid arrow had struck my heart. I’d never felt anything as powerful and specific. That’s the boy I’m going to marry, I thought. In a total daze, but without a doubt, I knew it.


I had been taught, and believed, that heavenly help would guide my life. I often prayed for answers or assistance and trusted God to deliver the guidance I needed, especially for something as important as marriage. So while I was surprised by the content of the message, I wasn’t surprised to receive it.


When Cell Phone Boy came back for his appointment, my dad was gone again. This time, in light of my recent revelation, my heart raced as he walked through the door.


“Hi,” I said, and then stumbled through an explanation. “Uh, my dad’s still at lunch. In fact, everyone’s out. Um, you could maybe sit down, or whatever? I’m sure they’ll be back soon.”


Cell Phone Boy didn’t sit down. Instead, he walked over to me. “That’s okay,” he said. “I can wait.” He draped his arm across the counter and leaned against it.


“I’m so sorry,” I said. “I know you’re on the schedule. Of course you are, I put you there.” I laughed nervously. “Let me just call him and see where he is.” My dad’s cell phone went straight to voice mail. I hung up and avoided looking directly at Cell Phone Boy. “I think they’re still at lunch.”


I dialed my three brothers, who had all gone to lunch with my dad, but none of them picked up. Where could they be? And why weren’t they back yet?


“I am sorry,” I said again. “I am so sorry about this. I hate to keep you waiting.”


“Really, I don’t mind.” He smiled at me, and my heart lurched.


Cell Phone Boy chatted easily while waves of anxiety churned in my stomach. We talked about skiing (during the winter I was a ski instructor), his mission (in Louisville, Kentucky—he loved it), my family (of nine), his family (of eleven!), and more. We talked for an hour and could easily have chatted for another, but I suggested he reschedule with my dad. I regretted it the moment the words left my mouth. We made an appointment for the next day, and he left, flashing another heart-stopping smile.


I thought of him all afternoon. I was impressed with his easy confidence, and I was smitten by his smile. We both came from large families, and I was impressed that he’d been on a mission—to me, that automatically qualified him as mature and sophisticated. I couldn’t wait to see him again the next day.


When my dad and brothers finally walked in, I stood up at my desk. “Where were you? Cell Phone Boy was here.” I felt myself blush. “You had an appointment, Dad!”


“Did you get a date, Steph?” Andrew asked, and the four of them laughed.


“What? What do you mean?” I did my best to look indignant. “Of course I didn’t get a date. He came to see Dad.”


“Well, we were kind of hoping you’d get a date, Cubby,” Dad teased as he sauntered back to his office. My dad had called me Cubby since I was a newborn, because they thought I looked like a baby bear cub.


“You mean you ignored my phone calls?” I yelled at his back. “You left me here for an hour with that guy on purpose?”


My dad chuckled and kept walking.


“That is so embarrassing!” I called down the hall. “Don’t you dare tell him that!”


Later that day, after being teased mercilessly by all three brothers in the office, I was talking to the full-time receptionist, Sherry. She said, “Looks like we’re all getting new cell phones from Christian.”


“Oh, that’s Cell Phone Boy’s name?” I asked. “Christian?”


I couldn’t help but smile. Christian had been one of my favorite make-believe husband names when I was a little girl. “Christian.” I said it aloud again for no apparent reason. Sherry just grinned.


I spent the next afternoon watching the door, and when Cell Phone Boy—Christian—finally walked through it, a burst of adrenaline shot through my heart and spread throughout my body. After he met with my dad, he came back to my counter. My heart raced.


We talked about the weather, our jobs, my summer plans, and then were interrupted by the beep of the intercom on my desk. It was my brother Andrew.


“Steph, did you get a date?”


I slammed my hand over the intercom.


“What did he say?” Christian asked, smiling.


“Nothing.” I shook my head. “I don’t know. Nothing.” I couldn’t bring myself to look at him.


“Come on, he said something,” Christian teased. “What did he say? It sounded like he asked if you got a date.”


My face flushed and my heart leapt into my throat. “Oh, is that what he said? I couldn’t tell.” I looked out the window, willing myself to disappear.


“Actually, Stephanie, I did want to ask you out. How about Friday at eight?”


In a moment of bravery, I looked directly into his brown eyes. “OK, but tell me it’s not because my brother just said that.”


He laughed. “No, I really wanted to ask you out. Eight o’clock? Friday?”


“Well, in that case,” I said, hoping my smile wasn’t too revealing, “I’d love to, Christian.”









Chapter Four


I’ve always been an avid journal writer, and wrote faithfully every day for years. In my journal the day I met Christian, I wrote:


Dad and the brothers talk about a boy that comes into work. His name is Christian. He is darling and I love talking to him. He has shown some interest in me. I can’t decide if he REALLY does or if the brothers are teasing him about taking me out?! Anyhow, he is making my stomach turn.


Not exactly the stuff of steamy romance novels, but even in those private pages I was afraid to admit anything more. The previous days and months of my journal had been steeped in how much I missed Graham. It seemed so suddenly disloyal to be writing about someone else. I didn’t write anything about the revelation I’d had that Christian and I would marry, but as I prayed that night, I asked God about the feeling I’d experienced at the office. Another electric feeling radiated through me. It was the warm and loving feeling I often felt when I prayed, but magnified. I knew this was real, and I was thrilled to feel my hope of marriage and family could be near. It didn’t take me long at all to begin dreaming of the summer that lay ahead, and how Christian and I would spend it together, falling in love.


I didn’t know what to think of Graham now. Of course I still cared for him, but I hadn’t seen him in nine months. Things could change, couldn’t they? I thought about the letter I would have to write—“Dear Graham, I’ve met someone else . . .”—but then pushed the thought away. I’d just wait and see. It wouldn’t be long before I’d know.


It sounds silly to say it now, but I did imagine that Christian and I could be engaged by the end of the summer. In Provo, this would not have been unusual. It’s common for young Mormon couples to marry after short engagements. The Church emphasizes the sacred responsibility of family and raising children as central to our purpose on Earth. With these beliefs, marriage naturally becomes a greater priority than in the world at large. Once you decide you’re committed to another person, you commit completely. I don’t speak for all Mormon girls, but at nineteen I wanted to be a wife and mother, and I saw no reason to wait. If I knew Christian was the one for me, once he figured it out, I didn’t see any reason why we’d postpone the next chapter of our lives.


A few days before our first date, I confided in my mom about the future that I believed lay ahead with Christian. She’d always been supportive and shared my joys and sorrows. She listened lovingly but worried about Graham.


“I’m confused, too, Mom, but the feeling I had was so strong. I really think I’ll marry Christian.”


“Well, sweetheart, you’ll do what’s best,” she said, with characteristic confidence in me. “I just hate to see Graham get hurt. But if this Christian is the one for you, then I can’t wait to meet him.”


When I called Page for advice, she suggested that a relationship with someone else could ultimately strengthen my relationship with Graham. I’d never know until I moved forward.


By Friday night, the rest of the family had heard about Christian and my feeling that he was “the one.” My older sister Courtney and her husband as well as my older brother Jesse and his fiancée, Lindsay, came over. My younger sister, Lucy, and her boyfriend were also home.


I started getting ready at six o’clock with a lavender-and-jasmine scented bath. I was just getting out of the bathtub when Christian called to tell me he’d be an hour late. My heart sank. I didn’t want to wait another minute to see him. An entire hour seemed torturous. And my entire family waiting around for his arrival was not helping my first-date nerves.


I chose my outfit carefully, hoping to highlight my best features: my legs, my bum, my boobs. I debated between a great skirt that showed off my legs and my Banana Republic wide-leg khakis that made my bum look good. I decided to go with the khakis and my blue Salt Water sandals. All the women in my family had inherited Grandma Clark’s big chest, and I chose a blue tank top that looked good (but not too good) to wear under my favorite jean jacket with flower appliqué and embroidered orange stitching around the hem. I took the whole thing very seriously. After all, this was the man I wanted to marry.


Just before nine o’clock, I took one more look in the mirror. Freckles covered most of my body, and a fresh smattering danced across my face from the day I’d just spent boating. I loved my freckles and thought that having a few new ones was a good omen for the date. My green eyes stood out against my short dark hair. My skin was porcelain pale underneath my freckles, but my cheeks were flushed with a natural pink. Along with my grandmother’s chest, I also inherited her plump red lips and round hips. I smiled at myself in the mirror, and my green eyes sparkled back. I was ready. I turned out the lights in my upstairs bedroom and watched out the gabled window of our white Cape Cod–style home for Christian to arrive. When he pulled into the driveway, I ran downstairs. Typically, our staircase was used for a grand entrance once the date had arrived, but I was too self-conscious to have anything like a grand entrance tonight. It was embarrassing enough that my family had all gathered to meet Christian. Truthfully, though, my gratitude for such a caring family overshadowed my embarrassment. I was flattered they had taken me seriously enough to make the effort to meet Christian, and I hoped he wouldn’t mind too much.


Lucy’s boyfriend answered the door and introduced himself. Then Lucy came to say hi and then Courtney, her husband, and Lindsay wandered in from the kitchen. My dad and Jesse were in the family room watching a game and didn’t get up, but Dad called out, “Hey, it’s Cell Phone Boy!” and waved.


My mom had just had her gall bladder removed and was resting in bed, but more than anyone else in the family, she really wanted to meet Christian. He said he didn’t mind, so he shook hands with my mother while she wore a nightgown and smiled approvingly from her bed. He impressed us all with his kindness and ease in what could have been an awkward situation.


When we finally got out the door, Christian asked, “Does every date start that way at your house?”


I laughed and shook my head. “Oh, no, not every date. Sorry about that.”


Christian laughed. “That’s OK. They were great. You come from a great family.”


At the theater box office, Christian’s debit card didn’t work. Puzzled, he tried again. “Oh, that’s right,” he finally said. “I emptied my account prepping for this trip. I’m going to Africa for the summer. I leave in the morning.”


Africa? All summer? The fact that my date couldn’t pay for our movie tickets took a quick backseat to the fact that the summer of falling in love I had begun to plan was disappearing before it had even started. He was supposed to sweep me off my feet that summer. He was supposed to propose to me. We were supposed to start our lives together. My heart sank.


“Wow, you’re going to Africa? What a great opportunity,” I lied through my teeth. “That’s really fantastic.”


He tried a credit card, but the theater didn’t accept them. As he looked through his wallet for some other way to pay, he talked about the reason for his trip, to film a documentary about childbirth in Africa. The purpose was to educate African women and reduce infant mortality. Weeks later, when I got over being so disappointed that he had left, I admired the project and Christian’s desire to go.


He looked up from his wallet and grinned. “I have an idea. Let’s go get some cash.” We drove to a grocery store where Christian planned to buy the most expensive thing we could find using his credit card, and then return it for cash. First he took me to a row of sodas and juice. “Go ahead and get a drink. Pick any drink you want,” he offered. I got the impression he was splurging and still smile to think that his generosity extended only to beverages. I learned something that night that would play out for the rest of our lives. We had very different ideas about splurges.


I was too embarrassed to watch Christian return the cooler he had purchased one minute earlier, and instead I drove his car around the parking lot while I waited for him to come out. Just a few minutes later, he got in the car, laughing, and we went back to the theater with cash.


The movie had already started when we arrived. The theater was dark as we walked in. Christian reached for my hand and led me to our seats. We sat down, and he lifted the armrest between us. He put his arm around me, and for a moment, I forgot all about Africa. This was what I had hoped would happen.


Christian took me home at midnight, and as we got out of the car a gentle breeze met us. It carried the fresh smell of early June with the promise of summer in the air. The night air was sweet with the scent of Russian olive trees—my favorite. I invited Christian to talk in the backyard. We dragged two wooden lounge chairs next to each other and reclined the backs so that we could lie down and look up at the stars. I explained why I loved the Russian olives so much, how they reminded me of the absolute freedom of childhood summers. Every breath of their lovely scent made me smile. Above us, the fifty-year-old trees in the backyard made a canopy around us, leaving just a circle of open sky where the stars sparkled above. The whole neighborhood was dark and quiet, and it felt like we were the only people in the world.


“I’ve been in Provo for a while now,” Christian said, “and this is the prettiest place I’ve seen. These trees are amazing.”


I agreed that they were special and told him about my grandfather, who planted the trees when the house was built in the 1950s. Five years after they moved in, my dad’s father was killed in a small airplane accident when my dad, the oldest of eight children, was just sixteen. My dad had lived in that house ever since.


“When I have a house of my own, I want trees like this,” Christian said. “What about you? Do you see yourself in a house like this when you’re married?”


“Yes, we’ll have a yard full of trees.” We? I said it without thinking. Embarrassed, and wondering if he had noticed, I quickly switched back to I. “I want a house with a wraparound porch, too.”


“That’s exactly what I want,” Christian said. “A big comfortable porch across the front of the house.”


I looked at him and nodded. That got us started on a conversation about the future: what types of houses we liked, where we wanted to live, even the names of future children. We discovered we both loved the name Claire. It all seemed almost too idyllic, but truly every element of that conversation seemed to confirm that we shared the same dreams, not just of a loving and happy marriage centered on God and family, but we also shared the same approach to life. I wished for some miraculous way to keep him from going to another continent the next morning. The night air got cooler and I would have put on my jacket, but I remembered I had left it in Christian’s car. I decided to leave it there, figuring it would give him a reason to visit me when he got home from Africa.


At three in the morning, we said good night, and Christian drove away. On the one hand, I was elated. Our three-hour conversation had revealed so much, and I felt the beginning of the type of connection I’d always wanted. On the other hand, I was crushed to my teenage core that I wouldn’t see him again for another two months. This seemingly perfect boy had come into my life just in time to leave again. The thought that I wouldn’t hear his voice or see his face all summer was more than I could bear. The next morning, I got in the shower and just couldn’t hold back the tears. I sat on the tile floor and cried.


A minute later, Lucy knocked on the door. “Steph, Christian’s on the phone!”


I stood up and jumped out of the shower. Maybe he hadn’t gone to Africa after all? Everything brightened.


I took the phone from Lucy and stood there, dripping wet, in a towel. “Hello?” I tried to sound calm.


“Hey.” Hearing his deep voice say that one word was almost enough. “I’m in your neighborhood. I wanted to return your jacket. You left it in my car last night.”


“Oh, I did?” I tried to sound genuinely surprised.


“I’m just on my way to the airport. Can I bring it over?”


I quickly fixed my hair and dressed and rushed around my room, wondering what else I could give him. I wanted him to have something to remind him of me. Think, think, think.


A Farewell to Arms lay on my desk. I had just read it for the second time. Henry and Catherine’s romance spoke to my heart. Their commitment to each other was so beautiful. I still love their story and read it every few years. I hoped Christian would read it and think of me.


When he handed me the jacket, I handed him the book. “Something to read on the plane,” I explained.


He took the book and looked at it. “Oh, thanks. Hemingway, huh?”


“I love Hemingway. A Farewell to Arms is one of my all-time favorites.”


“Great. Thanks. I’ll read it.”


“Promise?” I said.


“Promise.” He looked at me, and I felt sure he could see the obvious adoration on my face. “I’ll be back at the end of July. I’ll call you.”


I walked him to the door, and we hugged. Then I stood in the doorway and waved good-bye. He turned to wave again before he got into his car, and I closed the door. I ran upstairs to my bedroom window and watched through my tears as he drove away.


I grabbed a notebook and lay on my bed. I wrote each day he would be gone in columns down the page, June 8, June 9, June 10, all the way to the end of July. Then I added a few more days to give him time to get settled. My countdown ended August 5. I taped the paper to the inside cover of my journal. Fifty-nine days lay ahead, and in my very comfortable life, that seemed like a lot to ask. Tears welled up in my eyes again.


Christian Mark Nielson, be safe in Africa. And please call me on August 5.
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The power of finding beauty in the humblest
home happy and life lovely.

—Louisa May Alcott
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