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      Dedicated to

      The One who allowed me to be so many people and so many emotions during this journey with Annabel. The One who was patient as I was filled with anger, sadness, despair, loneliness, and silence. The One who patiently waited and continually carried me when I thought I was alone. The One who mastered everything so delicately like a well-tuned orchestra. The Creator of all good things. The Alpha and Omega, beginning and the end. The One who reigns forever, Yahweh, redeemer, friend!
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      When my husband and I settled down to start a family, we prayed for the ordinary miracles: healthy children, a peaceful home, a newish pickup truck with good AC, and well-timed rain that fell plentifully on the flower beds but never on Friday night football. We expected nothing more breathtaking than a North Texas sunset, nothing more heavenly than growing old together. Our definition of paradise was a secluded plot of land outside Burleson, Texas, a small town just south of the busy Dallas–Fort Worth metropolitan area.

      We’re church-going people, Kevin and I, people of faith. We’ve experienced “showers of blessings,” as the old gospel song says, “mercy drops falling around us,” like when a baby is born after a family has given up hope or strangers cross paths and some tug of the heart tells them they are already friends. We always believed in miracles, in theory. With God all things are possible, we’re told, and every once in a great, great while, I’d hear about something that defies odds and brushes fears aside.

      Now I’m holding a miracle in my hands.

      The nurse hands me a computer printout, two pages listing all the medications my daughter was on last time I brought her to Boston Children’s Hospital – the time she told me she wanted to die and be with Jesus in Heaven, where there is no pain.

      “Three years ago?” the nurse says, one eyebrow up. “Can that be right?”

      That is right. The fact that it’s impossible doesn’t matter anymore.

      “So, Annabel,” the nurse says, “looks like you’re twelve now.”

      Anna nods enthusiastically, happy to be twelve, happy to be in Boston, happy to be alive. The nurse directs her to hop up on the scales.

      “While I get her vitals, could you please go over these?” the nurse says to me, indicating the printout. “I need you to review for accuracy so I can update the computer. Just mark the ones she’s still taking.”

      My eyes drift down the list.

      Prevacid (lansoprazole), a proton pump inhibitor; probiotic supplement; polyethylene glycol; Periactin (cyproheptadine), an antihistamine with additional anticholinergic, antiserotonergic, and local anesthetic agents… 

      It’s like looking at the surgical scar on Anna’s abdomen, just a pale white line now where she was stitched and reopened and stitched back together again.

      Neurontin (gabapentin), an anticonvulsant and analgesic; rifaximin, a semisynthetic antibiotic based on rifamycin; Augmentin (amoxicillin and clavulanic acid); tramadol hydrochloride for moderate to severe pain… 

      For a moment, the lengthy list blurs in front of my eyes. My God, what her little body went through.

      Hyoscyamine, a tropane alkaloid and secondary metabolite; Celexa (citalopram hydrobromide), a selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor… 

      I smile up at the nurse. “She’s not on any of these.”

      “You mean, not any of these?” she says, indicating the first column with a pen.

      “No, I mean these.” I hold up the two pages in my hands. “She’s not taking anything.”

      “Wow. Okay.” She studies the list. “That’s really – wow – that’s…”

      A miracle.

      She doesn’t say it, but that’s okay. People generally feel more comfortable calling the small things coincidence or serendipity or luck. Doctors use words like spontaneous remission to explain away the big-time inexplicable. A while ago, I made the conscious choice to use the M-word. I didn’t always see God’s hand in the tangled threads of my life, but now I do. He was there in our beginning and every time our world fell apart. He’s with us now and into the unknowable future.

      Standing in the light of all He’s given us, in the light of all that’s happened, I can’t not tell you our story.
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      The enormous cottonwood tree in the fenced cow pasture beyond our gravel drive was a natural wonder, one of those towering, awesome trees. Take a moment to consider the baking heat and hungry borer beetles, the hard freezes that happen every few years, and the summer tornadoes that routinely whip across central Texas, ragged shirt-tails straggling out from Gulf Coast hurricanes. For a hundred years or more, that cottonwood provided a home for birds, spiders, and squirrels and watched over the sowing and reaping in the surrounding fields. It stood like a sentry as roads cut through the old oaks and houses were built on the rolling farmland.

      A balding giant with sparse, heart-shaped leaves, it raised a dome of dry twigs ninety feet in the air. Around the base of the tree, raw knuckles jutted up through the scrub. Thick, sinewy roots anchored it to the ground. The circumference of the trunk was more than any one person could reach around, but three years ago, Kevin and I could have circled it if we joined hands with our daughters – eleven-year-old Abigail, nine-year-old Annabel, and seven-year-old Adelynn – and that’s basically how we took on the challenging aspects of our family life. When something came along that was too big to get one’s arms around, Kevin and I and the girls only had to reach as far as each other.

      About thirty feet up the cottonwood, two massive branches cast outward like open arms. One branch formed a wide bridge to the smaller trees in the shady grove, but the other branch had been broken and lay on the ground. Some mighty rush of wind in some long-ago storm must have wrenched it away and hurled it to the earth. It smashed through the slender boughs below and landed hard, trenching the dirt. High on the broad torso of the tree, a jagged portal was exposed: an opening about four feet high and three feet wide. From the ground below, it looked like the cupped palm of a weathered hand.

      The Bible speaks of God preparing a massive fish to swallow Jonah and deliver him on the other side of an angry sea. One might wonder if He began preparing that tree long before any of us were born. One might imagine God whispering into the heart of the cottonwood, Make a way. And it did.

      Decades came and went, and the tree kept its secret.

       

      In 2002, the year Annabel was born, Kevin and I bought the thirty acres surrounding the cottonwood grove and started building a house. Abbie, Annabel’s older sister, was a rambunctious toddler; Adelynn was a prayer we hadn’t even thought of yet. I was immersed in the joyful juggling act that happens when “the baby” becomes “the kids.” Kevin had just joined a thriving team of vets at Alvarado Veterinary Clinic, where they treated large and small animals – everything from cows to cockapoos and even a kangaroo on one memorable occasion. He has a heart for every creature that comes through the door, and for their owners, but every once in a while, a stray or abused pup would have to come home with him: Trinity, Shadow, wooly white Cypress, clever River, wire-haired Arnold, and dear Jack, part miniature-pinscher and part gladiator, who took it upon himself to stand watch whenever Annabel was sick.

      When we moved into our new house, Kevin was thinking location, location, location. I was thinking school district, babysitters, doctor’s surgery. He was thinking about a family business; I was thinking about the business of family – which is why we make a good team. Fast-forward to 2011, and neither of us imagined that our life would revolve around hospital emergency rooms and rare disease specialists. Intubations, CT scans, biopsies, and blood tests – these are things that seem inevitable for our aging grandparents, but for a child? Unthinkable! Kevin and I planned a happy life on our picturesque homestead with our perfect children playing hide-and-seek among the old oaks, swinging from the sturdy branches of the cottonwood, and setting up shop in a solidly built tree fort.

      That tall cottonwood in particular was a Swiss Family Robinson adventure waiting to happen: jungle gym, fairy castle, and wild animal safari all in one. Abbie and a friend had climbed up one of the smaller neighboring trees to that natural bridge, where they sat and surveyed the world and imagined all sorts of things and returned with a lovely little bird’s nest that had been left empty as winter came on. This amazing treasure fascinated Annabel and Adelynn, but Adelynn was too small to shinny up the cottonwood trees, and Annabel wasn’t feeling well enough to go out and play.

      “It could be the meds giving her migraine headaches,” I said to Kevin, “but if we take her off any of that, do we risk another obstruction in her intestine?”

      “Let’s not borrow trouble,” he said. “She has her regular follow-up this week in Boston. If there’s anything going on, they’ll nail it.”

      Flying out of Dallas–Fort Worth, Anna and I left the city and manicured suburbs far below. The busy traffic turned to a crawling anthill. The farms and oil fields spread out like a faded patchwork quilt. Annabel rested her forehead against the airplane window and watched it all disappear below the clouds, her thoughts far away, her eyes hazy with the familiar pain of a lingering migraine. She’d made this trip enough times to know she could charm an extra Sprite from the flight attendants with her sweet nature and ready smile. She also knew what lay ahead of her at Children’s Hospital in Boston: days of poking and prodding, blood tests and body scans, invasive tests that left her wrung out and frustrated.

      “It’s just for the day,” I reminded her. “We’ll be home before you know it, and then, just like that” – I snapped my fingers – “it’ll be Christmas.”

      Immediately on board for the positive spin, Annabel nodded happily and lifted my arm up and around her shoulders, and I drifted my thumb across her collarbone near the site where a PICC line – a peripherally inserted central catheter – had been placed to deliver parenteral nutrition directly to her bloodstream during the miserable episodes when pseudo-obstruction motility disorder made it impossible for her little body to process food or even water in the normal way. In simple terms, pseudo-obstruction motility disorder is when things don’t move normally from point A to point B in the intestines. Sometimes this is nerve related and sometimes it’s muscle related; Annabel’s specific issue affected her nerves’ ability to “fire” synchronically. Flare-ups often look and act very similar to intestinal obstruction. Hence the name pseudo-obstruction.

      For four years, we’d been dealing with the brutal realities behind all that clinical vocabulary. We’d fought long and hard, first to get to that devastating diagnosis, then to find some kind of hope and meaningful help for our Anna. We finally found our way to Dr. Samuel Nurko, director of the Center for Motility and Functional Gastrointestinal Disorders at Boston Children’s Hospital and an associate professor of pediatrics at Harvard Medical School. He’s recognized as one of the world’s leading experts on pseudo-obstruction motility disorder, but Anna and his other patients love him for his quick, wide smile and his bright Elmo neckties. He was a life raft. We clung to him, though the expenses of the treatment and travel were bleeding us dry. This particular trip had been financed by the sale of Kevin’s upmarket, fitted-out, Look, Ma, I’m a Texas animal doctor! pickup truck, which he’d paid off with great pride a few years earlier.

      Quality of life is difficult to maintain for children with this chronic and life-threatening disorder; we were desperate for anything to ease Anna’s pain and make it possible for her to lead some semblance of a normal life. Dr. Nurko was one of just a few doctors in the United States who were able to prescribe cisapride, a drug that had been officially taken off the market because of possible damage to the heart and liver. The regular trips to Boston were an imperative part of the balancing act between various clinical risks and silver linings.

      Kevin can get into his surgical scrubs and see the science behind it all. I tend to take it more personally. As a mother, how could I not? I mean, think about the priorities of caring for an infant, when you’re focused on the basic necessities of life. You fuss about what goes in, and you monitor what comes out; these are the basic components of your baby’s well-being. In order to live, your body has to properly process three things: air, blood, and food. Two outta three ain’t gonna cut it. And while major malfunction of the first two would kill you with swift mercy, major malfunction of that third one is a dragging agony.

      When your body gets seriously hung up on some failure in the food-processing department, any medical help available to you is humiliating at best, and at worst, it’s an inconceivable assault on your physical and emotional well-being. Annabel had gone a long way toward the latter end of that spectrum. This damnable dragon bit right into the middle of her, and it was relentless, and Kevin and I couldn’t slay that dragon for her, and it broke our hearts.

      Through all the pain and invasive procedures, the struggles keeping up in school and being left behind while her sisters thrived, Annabel had displayed a sort of chin-up acceptance I can only describe as amazing grace. During the first two years or so, receiving bad news and setbacks one after the other, Kevin and I developed a thick skin, receiving the latest round of test results like a pair of skeptical armadillos. Annabel, on the other hand, was optimistic about new treatment protocols and philosophical about failed ones. She endured the needles, tubes, and electrodes stoically and did her best to cooperate like a model patient 99 percent of the time. She radiated peace and joy, which was a magnet for loving kindness. We were surrounded by a tight circle of friends and family who baked and prayed and went out of their way for us, stepping up at a moment’s notice to take care of Abbie and Adelynn.

      At the airport in Boston, we were greeted by our good friends, Beth and Steve Harris, who never let us get off the airplane and face the city alone. We originally connected with them through the wife of the pastor who married Kevin and me. She’d been praying for our family, for Anna’s struggles, and when she heard we were headed for Boston, she reached out to her good friends, Beth and Steve, who never once let us arrive at the airport without someone to greet us and give us a ride to our hotel.

      Beth swept Annabel into her arms, and we headed for Passenger Pickup.

      “Are you ready for Christmas?” Beth asked.

      “We’re keeping it low-key this year,” I said. “Family stuff.”

      This was not as low-key as it sounds, of course. Beam family holidays are a whole lot of “over the river and through the woods”: pre-Christmas with my parents (Maw Maw and Paw Paw) in Wichita Falls, Christmas Eve with Kevin’s parents (Gran Jan and P Paw) in Houston, and New Year’s Eve with Kevin’s nonny (that’s “grandma” if you’re north of the Mason–Dixon Line) at her condo by the sea in Corpus Christi.

      “Well, that sounds like a blast, doesn’t it?” said Beth.

      “It is absolutely a blast,” Annabel declared. She deftly navigated the escalator with her little rolling bag, a seasoned traveler.

      I caught her elbow and said, “Anna, sweetie, stop a sec and get your coat on before we go outside.”

      She was wearing a pink T-shirt with a sparkly butterfly and a short-sleeved jersey jacket that zipped up the front – her favorite fashion statement at that moment – which was perfect for a sunny December day in Dallas–Fort Worth but not so much for Boston. As she paused to pull on her warm parka, I noticed that during the flight, the little butterfly shirt had gotten tighter over her distended tummy. An uneasy feeling trickled down the back of my neck.

      We arrived at the car and exchanged another round of warm hugs with Steve.

      “How long are you here?” he asked. “Will you have time to go out to dinner with us?” Steve and Beth were perfect dinner companions, familiar with the limited menu that might work for Anna when she was able to eat solid foods.

      “Just overnight this time,” I said. “Routine checkup, blood work, and ECG to make sure the meds aren’t affecting her heart. Done and dusted.” I made a breezy gesture with my hand. “In one door and out the other.”

      I wasn’t allowing any other possibility to cast a shadow on us. Not this time, because that was the plan, and Kevin and the girls were waiting for us to come home, and c’mon, Lord, it’s Christmas!

      Guess our pet dragon didn’t get that memo.

      “Annabel needs to be admitted,” I was told the next morning. “We don’t like what we’re seeing. We need to see what’s going on in the digestive tract. She’s pale, very distended, and the indigenous migraine is another troubling issue.”

      “I understand the need for further testing,” I said carefully. “The thing is, she’s been in the hospital a lot in the last two years – a lot – and she’s a trouper, but she’ll be devastated. And last week, she was like her normal self – what is normal for her, I mean. As good as it gets. She had the chronic pain, but she was eating and drinking, and her system seemed to be working relatively well. This was supposed to be a routine checkup. Please, if you treat the acute issue, do something about the pain and then let her go; we can follow up with Dr. Siddiqui in Austin. He was trained up by Dr. Nurko. They work very closely together. And right close to home we have our wonderful pediatrician, Dr. Moses – he’s been caring for Anna since she was a baby.”

      I tried hard not to sound like I was begging. But I was begging. Begging this doctor, begging God – I’d have even begged Santa if it would have done any good.

      “They’re admitting her,” I told Kevin on the phone that night. I felt his heavy sigh on the other end of the line. He knew the drill as well as I did, and so did Annabel. She’d start out NPO – non per os – which means nothing to eat or drink. IVs were started to rehydrate her and allow her intestines to rest. Next would come the preparations for the invasive upper and lower gastrointestinal testing, the barium enema and colonoscopy, to make sure we weren’t heading for another dangerous obstruction.

      “What’s her pain level?” Kevin asked.

      “She says six or seven, but you know what a stoic she is. She always understates it.”

      “How’s her spirit?”

      “Not good,” I said. “I’ve never seen her like this, Kevin. She’s just staring at the TV, won’t get up to look out the window or go to the playroom, won’t talk to anyone…”

      “Mommy,” Annabel whimpered, “can I get a heat pack for my stomach?”

      “Sure, sweet girl.” I handed her my cell phone. “Here, talk to Daddy while I run down the hall to the nurses’ station and get it. That’ll be faster than ringing the buzzer.”

      By the time I came back with the heat pack, her daddy had her giggling a little. She was still subdued, for Annabel, but my heart grasped at the sound of her soft laughter. I got her set up with the heat pack, and she handed me my phone.

      “I should let you go,” I told Kevin. “You’ve got an early morning at work.”

      “It’ll be okay, babe,” Kevin said, but I could tell he didn’t believe that any more than I did. “I love you, Christy.”

      “I love you too.”

      “Tell Anna I love her. I told her already, but… you know. Tell her again.”

      “I will,” I said. “Tell Abbie and Adelynn I miss them something awful.”

      “They miss you too.”

      “Tell them to brush their teeth. And floss. And tell Abbie to pry her nose out of her book and help you with supper.”

      “I got it covered. Don’t worry about it.”

      We said “I love you” once more. Maybe more than once more. I clicked off the phone, dimmed the lights, kicked off my shoes, and lay down on Anna’s bed, spooning her, gathering her small, warm body against my belly as if I could still shelter and protect her there.

      “The halls are all decorated with a million twinkling Christmas lights,” I said, stroking her hair away from her forehead. “After you take a nap, we’ll go for a walk.”

      “I don’t feel like it.” She sounded so hollowed out and sad.

      “Oh, c’mon now. Deck the halls, right? This place – they got halls for days, I’m here to tell ya.”

      “No, thank you.”

      “Should we see if they have the Disney Channel? Maybe that show with Selena Gomez is on. Or I could read to you till you fall asleep. Would you like that?”

      “No.”

      “Annabel… my sweet girl…”

      I felt her breath catch in her chest, and for the first time in her long, arduous journey, she was overtaken with a deep, inconsolable weeping. An ocean of sorrow seemed to swallow her up in wave upon wave of bitter tears. My whole soul wept with her, but I bit back my own tears, trying to give her something solid to hold on to, encouraging her to breathe, pressing kisses to the crown of her head, smoothing my hand over the heat pack on the hard swell of her tummy. I clenched my jaw in fervent, silent prayer: Please, Lord, please, let me take the pain. I’ll take it for her, Lord. I’ll do anything if you’ll please, please, just let me take it. I beg you, I beg you, have mercy…

      She cried for a long time, wracking sobs broken with genuinely baffled questions: Why am I like this? Why can’t I be like my sisters? How can this keep happening when so many people with so much faith have held me up in prayer so many times? I had no answers for her. I’d been asking the same questions!

      Her weeping finally settled into an exhausted, hicuppy inhaling and exhaling. She seemed to let go of the day, her whole body limp and feverish; the crackling electric energy that makes her Annabel seemed to dissipate with each quiet sigh. I lay listening to the quiet activity at the nurses’ station down the hall, the soft pip pip of the IV by the bed. I thought Annabel had fallen asleep.

      “Mommy… I just want to die and go to Heaven and be with Jesus where there’s no pain.”

      A ripple of cold shock went through me.

      “Annabel…” I groped for the right response. “If you… if you went to Heaven, then you wouldn’t be with me and Daddy. There’d be a big hole in my soul. I would be so sad.”

      “No, Mommy,” she said without missing a beat, “you would kill yourself and go with me.”

      “Anna…” No words came.

      The statement was so blunt, so matter-of-fact and without hesitation, such a dark sentiment from such a bright spirit. Sickened, stunned with sadness, I realized: She’d been thinking about it, pragmatically considering all the angles. She had it all figured out.

      When Annabel fell asleep, I crept out into the hall and called Kevin.

      “Physically, she’s no worse than she’s been in the past,” I told him, “but mentally she’s in a place that really scares me.”

      Thinking back on it now, I don’t know why I was so blindsided by her wish – her prayer – to go and be with God. Annabel is a realist whose middle name is Faith. Why wouldn’t she want to be done with this long, grueling fight? I was the one who told her about God and Jesus and the unclouded day of Heaven. I knew she would be safe there, free from pain and forever joyful with her savior, but with my whole selfish heart, I wanted her with me. With my whole soul, I willed her to hang on.

      Please, God, please, don’t do this. Oh, Jesus, give her the strength to go on. 

      Over the next few days, physical therapists were sent in to badger her out of bed, and a child psychologist was sent in to encourage her to talk about her feelings. After the NPO period, when they were satisfied that there was no obstruction and her digestive tract was being coaxed into action again, the nurses and I wheedled and pleaded with her to eat and drink, but she continued to rely on the IV as her sole source of nutrition and hydration. She was capable of moving, eating, drinking, playing – she could have gotten out of bed; she chose not to. She usually loved to have Beth, who was warm and stylish and funny, come over and hang out so I could pop back to the hotel and grab a shower. Now Anna just wanted to nap, and she wanted me to stay right there with her while she slept.

      “Do you know how many people are praying for you today?” I said to her each morning. “A whole lot. Maw Maw and her whole Sunday school class in Wichita Falls are praying for you. Paw Paw and all the other deacons at the church are praying for you. Gran Jan and P Paw and Nonny and all our friends and family…”

      I stroked her head, reciting that litany of love, hoping she’d feel their prayers around her like a great fortress.

      Dr. Nurko had been called out of town on a family emergency, so instead of sitting with our trusted champion in the familiar clutter of the hospital playroom, I sat at the end of a conference table facing the whole medical rugby team. Charts and scans mapping the long physical siege were spread out in front of them. This was the first time Anna’s spirit had seriously flagged, and now her mental state was as tenuous and terrifying as the lurking disorder in her intestines.

      “We’re very concerned,” someone said.

      Nods all around with a grimly echoed, “Very concerned.”

      I longed for the solid comfort of Kevin’s unflappable presence at my side. From the beginning, I was the Mama Bear in Chief. I had no trouble hassling and haranguing on Annabel’s behalf, but Kevin knew the right questions to ask. He spoke the language of diagnostics and had the credentials that changed their tone of voice. They’d call me “Mom” and give me a tolerant smile; they’d call Kevin “Doctor” and give him answers.

      A variety of strategies were put forward, including the idea that we should cut back on her cisapride dosage and add an antidepressant to the mix, but before we had a chance to see if that was working, the best possible thing happened.

      That morning, after Kevin and I had been talking, he clicked off his phone, strode to the bottom of the stairs, and called, “Abigail! Get bags together for you and Adelynn.”

      She knew the procedure; she and Adelynn were frequently roused from their beds or fetched from school and told they were being farmed out to friends or family while Kevin and I took Annabel to the ER. Within minutes, she had herself and her little sister packed and ready to roll. They headed out to the rattletrap diesel truck Kevin had borrowed from the veterinary clinic. It was a noisy replacement for the sleek Docmobile he’d worked so hard for, but he was grateful to have wheels.

      “Where are we going?” Abbie asked as they climbed into the cab.

      “Boston.”

      He grimly steered for the airport an hour away, and while they were driving, Abbie fished one credit card after another from his wallet and read him the numbers on the back so he could call and plead with them to extend him enough to buy plane tickets for himself and the girls. We’ll never truly know what it took for him to do that. Kevin took great pride in his self-reliance. He’d worked his way through school, studied hard, achieved high results; he’d built a solid career, making a good living and a good life for me and the girls. He was committed to teaching them by example about the work ethic, integrity, and self-reliance. He’s just that salt-of-the-earth kind of guy. But he couldn’t take the thought of what was happening in Boston, so far away, not being able to help Annabel.

      It was pretty humbling, he told me later, to get in that ramshackle loaned pickup with ten dollars in his pocket and hold that cell phone to his head, trying to beg, borrow, and wangle an allowance from strangers while his daughter listened, wide-eyed, wanting to help him. Having her witness that made it a thousand times worse. But Abbie is an old soul, I told him; she’s wise enough to know there is no man stronger than the man who’s willing to lay down his pride for his family. Kevin finally got a tentative go-ahead from a customer rep at one of the card companies. She couldn’t actually raise the limit, but she told him to try it.

      “You never know,” she said. “It might go through.”

      Thank God for small favors, as the saying goes.

      Late that night, Annabel was lying in her hospital bed, awake but uninterested in the television that droned in the corner. When Kevin and the girls burst through the door of her hospital room, she was fourteen kinds of flabbergasted. The look on her face (and on mine, I’ll bet!) was priceless. Kevin gathered her into his arms while Abbie and Adelynn came running and hung on to me like koalas climbing a tree.

      “Waaaaait a minute.” Annabel blinked, trying to process it. “I’m in Boston. What are you doing here?”

      “We came to see you!” Abigail and Adelynn laughed and clambered onto the bed to show her the get-well pictures they’d made for her on the plane. “We want you to get better!”

      Kevin and I looked at each other over the tops of their honey-colored heads. And then Abigail – always Instigator at Large in the Beam sisters posse – accomplished in thirty seconds flat what the doctors, nurses, therapists, and I hadn’t been able to do all week.

      “Show us the playroom, Anna,” she said. “Do they have one here?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t feel like —”

      “Let’s go.” Abbie was having none of that. “C’mon!”

      And just like that, Annabel was out of bed, wielding the IV pole like an old pro, and headed out the door, all of us following like a Mardi Gras parade. It was after 11:00 p.m., but the nurses were so thrilled to see a spark of life in her, they opened the playroom and let the Beam sisters take charge of the place, all over each other, shrill and giggling. Annabel was too weak for any degree of physical rowdiness, but Abbie and Adelynn instinctively “brought the mountain to Mohammad,” creating a game that incorporated the cumbersome IV apparatus and reimagined all the bright-colored furnishings in the little playroom.

      “Abbie,” said Annabel, “will you do the witch skit?”

      Adelynn was instantly on her side. “Yes! Abbie, do the witch skit! Please, please, please?”

      The command performance of Abbie’s one-girl show began as it did every time Anna was in the hospital, with Abbie playing the sweet little maid girl who was for some reason consigned to serve a terrible witch, also played by Abbie, who for some unspecified reason intended to do the maid girl harm. But everything the witch tried to do went off the rails in some spectacular slapstick way. She’d trip over her broom. Her kettle would boil over. An owl would get snaggled in her hair. While Kevin and I retreated to the corner to discuss “the yucky stuff,” the poor witch met with one disaster after another, and Annabel and Adelynn laughed themselves practically inside out.

      Since there was more “yuck” than usual this time, I finally told the girls they could go and look at the massive Christmas tree in the lobby.

      “Abbie’s in charge, all right? Adelynn, I mean it. You do as Abbie says. Quiet in the hallway. Don’t bother the nurses. Abbie, take my cell phone and call Daddy’s phone every ten minutes to check in, okay?”

      Annabel wilted a little. “Mommy, I don’t feel good. I just want to lie down.”

      “Anna, it’s an adventure,” Abbie said. “Plus you’ll feel better if you walk a little. We’ll pretend we’re in a movie that’s in sloooooooooww mmmmmoooooshhhhhhuuuuunnnnnnn!”

      So now it was a game, and Annabel couldn’t resist. I smiled at Abbie over her head and whispered, “You’re brilliant!”

      As they oozed down the hallway, giggling and swimming through the thick air, I leaned on the wall.

      “Oh, babe…” I said, not knowing where to begin.

      He set his jaw square, but emotion welled in his eyes.

      “I came to take my family home,” he said.

      I stepped into the arms of this man I love, the only home I’d ever need.

    

OEBPS/imagedata/9780349408934.jpg
‘A powerful, healing story about

family, love, faith and hope. It amazed me

and i

ill inspire readers everywhere”
I.D. JAKES,

bestselling author of Destiny

A Little Girl, Her Journey to
Heaven and Her Amazing
Story of Healing





