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  God blessed me with you
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PROLOGUE


  God blesses those who are merciful, for they will be

  shown mercy. Matthew 5:7


  October 10, 1959


  Jack Randall jerked his foot from the accelerator and instinctively applied the brakes. His mind raced as his Plymouth Belvedere slowed to a stop. Police cars with lights blazing blocked the intersection that led to his home. The reflection off the wet pavement created an eerie blur, and shadowy figures danced across the sides of the squad cars.


  Must be a bad accident. The storm that passed earlier in the night had soaked the black asphalt.


  As he watched the policeman walk toward his car, Jack cranked down the driver’s side window. The uniformed officer flashed a bright light in his direction, not quite in his eyes.


  “Sorry, sir, no through traffic this morning. A small plane crashed on the Neimann farm.”


  Jack’s heart pounded. “Anyone hurt? I need to see if my family is—”


  “No one on the ground was hurt, sir. Everyone in the plane was killed. May I see your driver’s license?”


  Jack reached into a back pocket for his well-worn wallet. From it he pulled a small piece of paper, which he placed into the gloved hand of the Illinois state trooper.


  “Did the storm bring it down?”


  The officer nodded while studying the license. “Lightning took out the engine. It was en route to St. Louis.” His brusque demeanor softened and he returned the paper to Jack. “A family of four. Two kids onboard.”


  “Terrible.” Jack tucked the license back inside his wallet.


  “You can go home now, Mr. Randall. Hug your kids. Life is short.” The trooper tipped his hat and stepped away from the blue sedan.
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  Jack punched his pillow down. Sleep would not come. Thoughts of the plane crash crowded his consciousness. His wife lay beside him. His children were safe in their beds. Why did he have such an uneasy feeling? Why did he feel compelled to go to the crash site?


  He prayed softly and sat up on the side of the bed. “Lord, what should I do?”


  Running his hands through his hair, he stared at the fluorescent green numbers on the clock face. Five thirty.


  “Jack?” His wife roused beside him.


  “I’m sorry.” He turned to her. “I didn’t mean to wake you, honey.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “When I came home this morning, the state police had the intersection blocked. A plane crashed on the Neimann farm. I’m thinking about driving over there.”


  “What can you do?” She propped herself on an elbow.


  He kissed her on the forehead. “I don’t know. I just have to see if I can help.”


  A few minutes later, Jack turned left out of his gravel driveway, his headlights illuminating the heart-shaped leaves of the tall catalpa trees growing in the vacant lot across the street. Pods dangled from the branches like bony fingers, sending a chilling reminder of death through him.


  The Neimann farm lay to the southwest, about a mile as the crow flies, toward the small town of Mercy. He had been there last year for an estate sale after old man Neimann passed away. The Neimann children had auctioned off the farm equipment and livestock. Mrs. Neimann continued to live in the house, while the land had been rented to other farmers in the community.


  Sunrise streaked the twilight sky by the time Jack approached the turn onto Mercy Road. This narrow strip of asphalt led all the way into town, no more than ten miles past the farm, which was less than a thousand yards beyond the intersection.


  He pulled his sedan into the gravel driveway and recognized the face of a friend, Canaan County Deputy Sheriff Harold Chester.


  “Hey, buddy. How are you?” Chester said, walking toward him.


  “Good, but I heard about the plane crash. Anything I can do?”


  Deputy Chester shook his head. “A real shame. Two beautiful kids, maybe five to seven years old.” A tear welled in the deputy’s eye. “Not much older than my kids or yours.”


  “Need any help documenting the scene, measurements, anything?”


  Chester smiled, brushing moisture from his cheek. “You’re still a law enforcement man at heart, Jack. Gets in your blood, don’t it?” He nodded toward the barn. “We’ve got it done. I’m just waiting for the Feds to come in and do their assessments before we cart off the wreckage. There’s metal all over this farm.”


  “Not surprising,” Jack said.


  “I’m not sure how the bodies were so intact. Not much trauma, except for the pilot. He had a gash on his head. We’re pretty sure he was the father. He was still inside the plane. The mother and two kids were thrown out.”


  “Would you mind if I look around?”


  “Not at all. You know not to move anything.”


  “Sure. No problem.”


  The deputy pointed toward the orange streaks in the awakening horizon. “The main wreckage is about five hundred feet beyond the barn.”


  Jack pulled his flannel shirt collar up around his neck and set out toward the deteriorating structure that stood between him and the crash site. The chilly wind chastened him for not wearing a jacket. Thankfully, he had worn his boots. Weeds had taken over the lot. The rain still clung to them, and his pants legs were quickly soaked to the knees. He scowled. If old man Neimann could see the shape this place was in, he would turn in his grave.


  Jack noticed the faint odor of decaying cow manure as he walked through the open livestock gate. The old hayfield beyond had grown past the time to harvest, and ragweed stood half a foot higher than the tops of the fescue, alfalfa, and red clover.


  He saw the plane wreckage straight ahead. From this distance it mimicked a kind of abstract sculpture someone had dropped onto the field. The wet surface glistened in the early morning light, creating an unnerving glow. As he approached, Jack noticed beads of moisture covering the white, twisted metal.


  Four people died in this wreckage.


  The distinct odor of burnt wiring filled his nostrils. No doubt lightning had struck the plane. Fortunately, the whole thing hadn’t gone up in flames. Not that the outcome would have been any different.


  There was an unpleasantness in thinking about the bodies now lying in the county morgue. It was a far cry from the destination they must have had planned in St. Louis. Lord willing, those four souls had reached an even better place, the throne of their Creator.


  Had it not been for such a terrible accident, the beauty of this quiet morning would have been refreshing. He loved the open land. Especially when it stretched farther than the eyes could see, as it did on this estate. Old man Neimann had certainly enjoyed a gorgeous piece of nature. Perhaps he was part of the welcoming committee for the . . . the . . . Jack realized he didn’t even know the names of those who had died here.


  He reached out to touch the squared-off tail section of the plane. Teardrops of moisture clung to his fingers. He wiped his hands on his trousers. There was nothing he could do. He might as well go home to his family.


  Turning toward the barn, a piece of trash from the plane caught his attention. A familiar shape out of context. It took a moment for him to process what he was seeing. Something was missing. What was it? Lack of sleep had slowed his cognitive processes, and he strained to put the pieces together.


  A bottle. It was a rubber nipple from a baby bottle.


  He thought back to what Chet had said. Two children, five and seven years old, had been found. They wouldn’t need a baby bottle. So what was . . . ?


  The realization hit him hard. An infant had been onboard. There was another body. Oh, God. Help me find that child. He needs to be with his family, not alone in this field.


  Jack scratched his head. Where should he start looking? If only he knew where the other bodies had been located. The mother had likely been holding the child in her arms during the flight. Chet had said she was expelled from the plane, but where had she been found?


  He scanned the weeds for a sign. A red kerchief lay east of the wreckage. Perhaps the mother had worn it over her shoulder when burping the baby?


  Come on, Jack, you’re grasping at straws. Just walk around the site in a grid. You know the rules, he reminded himself. Search and Rescue 101.


  He set out to walk every inch of soil in the field. It took more than thirty ever-widening circles before he reached the fence line. When he approached the final turn, he debated what he should do. No doubt he had scoured the entire field. Perhaps it was time to call in assistance.


  Then he heard a sound.


  He stopped to listen.


  Nothing.


  Only the low chirping of birds filled his ears. Must have been a barn cat.


  Wait! He heard it again. It was coming from that haystack, and it sounded like . . . a baby.


  Jack sprinted toward the loose mound of hay. How could a child have survived such a horrendous crash? What would he find? Walking closer, he saw what appeared to be a newborn. The baby was dressed in bright blue and lay motionless in a crater of gray-green straw.


  Energy drained from Jack’s body. Had he arrived too late? When he touched the infant, he knew he hadn’t. The child’s soft, pale skin felt moist and warm. Jack gently picked up the sole survivor of the crash and held him to his chest, shielding him from the cold wind.


  Panic replaced relief. The baby needed immediate medical attention. He could have internal injuries, complications from exposure, or even shock.


  Lack of sleep had begun to take its toll, and Jack operated on remote power. He traversed the uneven terrain back to his car as fast as he could without jostling the fragile life cradled in his arms. If Chet was still there, he could drive them to the hospital in the squad car. If not, he would find a way to secure the baby in the front seat of his Belvedere.


  When Jack passed through the gate, he saw the deputy’s green Bel Air, but no sign of Harold Chester. “Chet! Chet! I need help!”


  A few minutes later, Jack watched Harold Chester’s right foot hover close to the floorboard of the police cruiser. His other leg jiggled nervously, as if peeved that it had no particular task in this special mission. They had decided to take the baby to Mercy Hospital. Although a small facility, it was the closest to the farm.


  Despite the upset and commotion that had come into his world today, the infant lay quietly in Jack’s lap, swaddled in Chet’s olive-green jacket. The siren screamed, making conversation impossible. Jack cupped the baby’s ears between his hands and tried to focus on the narrow road ahead.


  A patchwork of color blurred in his peripheral vision as they sped past white clapboard farmhouses and red barns with silver silos. He imagined farmers interrupting their chores and wives peering from porches to investigate the early morning disturbance. They would soon be the talk of the neighborhood. In fact, the party lines were probably already buzzing.


  When Chet pulled into the hospital parking lot and stopped, Jack jumped out of the car and ran to the hospital entrance. Because the deputy had radioed ahead, a group of doctors and nurses met him at the door. As he transferred the baby into the arms of a nurse, the infant opened his blue eyes and held Jack’s gaze—for what seemed like a lifetime.


  Three days later, Pastor Sam Lewis caught Jack’s shoulder and spun him around. “I heard about the rescue. Good work, brother.” He reached to shake Jack’s hand.


  Jack smiled and thanked the reverend. People had made over him like he was some kind of hero. But he had done what any other man would do. “Right place at the right time,” he said. “That child is fortunate to be alive.”


  “Blessed, I would say.” The reverend nodded. “In fact, I believe God has plans for that young man.”
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  Present Day


  Josh Harrison looked into the eyes of five thousand people, but he felt only the presence of one—the spirit of the Almighty God.


  “Thank you, Lord,” Josh whispered as he lifted his hands toward the multicolored light truss above him. He stood motionless, soaking in the warmth. “Praise Yeshua,” he said.


  “Praise Yeshua,” voices in the auditorium echoed.


  From the stage, Josh could hear them. First one thousand, then two thousand—and finally all five thousand—praising God. Spotlights flashed across the crowd. The blue-white glow illuminated ten thousand hands in the air, an almost unearthly vision. Some swayed back and forth. Others held up lighted cell phones.


  He signaled Ryan Majors, his lead guitar player. Ryan struck a low, reverberating E chord, which grew in intensity. At its high point the tone seemed to ricochet off the civic center walls. The crowd fell silent, still on their feet, when the hall went black.


  Exactly three seconds later a laser light split the stage in two. The drum thundered and the cymbal crashed.


  “He is the Light in the darkness,” Josh shouted. “He has come.”


  The audience cheered and the band commenced a familiar melody. Josh began to sing the tender lyrics of “He Has Come,” his biggest single yet. He loved to sing it. The song was the main reason he had been invited to join the Triumphant Tour, the most successful U.S. concert series in Christian music—ever.


  God had blessed him with the privilege of doing what he loved. He often wondered why people thanked him for his music. His reward came from doing the will of the Lord, whose presence especially filled him when he was onstage. It was a complete and awesome substantiation of his chosen career. A confirmation he was doing what he had been born to do, praising Jesus in song.


  A few hours later, Josh sank into the comfortable leather seat next to the front door of his bus. More than a day stood between Rapid City, South Dakota, and his wife, Bethany. He longed to see her. To be home. He could be there sooner, but he hated to fly. It would be a long ride to Nashville.


  “Do we have any jelly beans, Danny?” Josh asked, settling into the seat just as the bus rolled forward.


  “You betcha, boss.” The driver glanced at his side mirror, assessing the lane to his left. “Look in the drawer under your seat.”


  Josh leaned forward and pulled the drawer open. He found five or six bags of the colorful candies. “You’re too good to me, man.” He grabbed a bag and tore it open.


  “Just trying to get on your good side.” The stocky driver laughed while merging the bus into the late-night traffic to head east on Interstate 90. “Actually, I need a favor. My mom’s surgery has been scheduled for next week, and I’d like to be with her if you don’t mind hiring a substitute driver.”


  “How’s she doing?”


  “As well as can be expected when you’re facing major heart surgery. I know I need to trust the Lord to get her through this, but I’ve only got one mom. It’s hard to imagine. . . .” The driver choked up.


  “Let’s pray for her right now.” Josh stood and laid his hand on Danny’s shoulder. “Father, I know how much you love Danny’s mother. I ask that you wrap your arms around her and her family. Give them peace—and bring something positive from this trial. I ask for complete healing, Lord, and pray for your will in Jesus’ powerful name. Amen.”


  “Amen . . . and thanks.” Danny took a hand off the steering wheel to swipe his face.


  “Can Mitch do the Tulsa trip on his own?” Josh asked, returning to the jump seat.


  “He could if Ryan will lend a hand. He’s had an attitude lately when I ask him for help.”


  Josh threw too many jellybeans into his mouth and contemplated what Danny had said. “What’s the problem?” He chewed through the words.


  “I . . . I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. I didn’t mean to be disrespectful. Ryan has a lot on him with playing guitar and road managing.”


  “Don’t worry about it. I’ll talk to him. You just take care of your mother.” Josh stood, stretched, and stifled a yawn.


  “You need to get some sleep instead of feeding that sugar addiction.”


  “You’re right. I think I will. Let me know when we stop for fuel. I want to pick up a paper at the truck stop. Alabama played Tennessee tonight.”


  “Will do, boss. See you in the morning.”


  “Get us there safe, man.” Josh pulled back the thick black curtain that separated the driver’s compartment from the front sitting area of the bus.


  He walked across the dimly lit lounge, between empty sofas and captain’s chairs, and pushed the white button on the far wall of the kitchen galley. The bunkroom door opened with a whoosh. The sliding air lock door always reminded him of a device from Star Trek. If only he could be beamed home instead of having to endure an eighteen-hour bus ride. Yet, at this point, he was thankful a comfortable bunk awaited him.


  In a few seconds his eyes adjusted to the low light in the windowless hallway, which was little more than a twenty-foot compartment that had been divided into stacked bunks and skinny closets.


  The band and crew had turned in for the night, which was evidenced by six drawn curtains. Sleep would pass the time and help heal the stress of the last few weeks. So could a phone call to his wife, but it was after two in the morning and Beth would be in bed. He would call her tomorrow.


  Josh reached to switch on the overhead light inside his bunk. Because he was the lead performer and business owner, he could have commandeered the back lounge for a star bedroom, but he enjoyed being with the others. Most buses had bunks stacked three high. His 2003 Prevost had two stacks of two on each side of the aisle. Eight bunks. Enough for him, his band, and Mitch, his merchandise manager, plus one for Danny when he napped between shifts. They stowed miscellaneous gear and bags, or an occasional guest, in the extra bed.


  Josh’s bunk was in the first stack on the left. Climbing in, he decided not to turn on the small television bolted to the wall. He pulled the covers up, tucked himself in, and prayed silently for a safe trip home. He knew it wouldn’t take long for the purring of the diesel engine and the gentle motion of the big bus to rock him to sleep.
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  Present Day


  Bethany Harrison measured a cup of chocolate chips and poured them into the soft cookie dough. Ordinarily she would have popped a few of the delectable morsels into her mouth, but not before breakfast. She glanced at the clock. Eight a.m. She hadn’t even dressed for church.


  The smile on Josh’s face would be worth her rushing around this morning. It had been a month and a half since she’d seen him. She hated the separation.


  Thinking about him temporarily stilled the nagging headache that had awakened her. No doubt the Nashville weather had taken a toll on her sinuses again. Allergies were part of the Middle Tennessee Welcome Wagon. One negative in her otherwise blessed life.


  Help me, Lord, not to complain. But, please, relieve me of this headache. And soon?


  After rolling dollops of the cookie dough into balls, she placed them onto prepared baking sheets and reached for her secret ingredient—raw sugar to sprinkle on top. The caramel colored crystals added sparkle and sweetness to what Josh called her Chocolate Chip Pizzazz Cookies.


  She popped the two pans into the oven, fed Buster, their one-year-old Boston terrier, and then sat at the kitchen table to sift through her Bible study materials and nibble on a breakfast bar. Alexandra Hayes would arrive soon to pick her up for church. Maybe she would pack a few cookies for Alex to take home.


  The sweet aroma of sugar and butter prompted Beth to check the oven just as the timer chimed. Perfect. She grabbed a potholder and moved both trays to the nearby stovetop. With a metal spatula, she transferred the warm cookies onto a cooling rack.


  She had just enough time to change into church clothes. When she turned toward the hall door, the pain hit her. The most devastating pain she had ever experienced, like a bolt of lightning had struck her left temple.


  Clutching her head, she fell to the floor.
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  The siren shrieked as the ambulance made its way through the East Nashville streets. Beth tugged at the oxygen mask covering her mouth and nose. If she could only ask the driver to turn off that intolerable noise, her head might not hurt.


  She couldn’t remember: had the discomfort come first—or the noise? Pain blurred her normally focused vision. She no longer had her bearings. The throbbing in her head drew a line between reality and illusion, trapping her on its jagged edge. She could only pray that, if she fell, she would fall the right way.


  Blackness began to overtake her. And silence chased away the noise. Only the feeling of motion remained, as the ambulance rolled through time and space.


  Suddenly, a herd of horses thundered through her head and arcs of white light shot across the horizon of her semiconsciousness. Her dreamlike existence unlocked an aural display of colors, sounds, and memories. She could almost reach out and touch the special moments from her life.


  Delicate pink roses adorned her wedding bouquet. Josh stuttered as he proposed. Bright yellow galoshes splashed through buckets of rain on her first day of school. Growing up in Kentucky . . . her first pony . . . sleeping in the backseat of the car on the way to her grandparents’ house in Illinois. The memories came faster and faster, reminding her that she had enjoyed a lifetime of love.


  Loving and being loved had taught her the greater love of God. She knew she could rest assured that the Giver of all good things had plans for her, whether in this life or beyond. She ached to know him better. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully.


  Perhaps this was her time to know fully.


  Warmth and peace enveloped her, and when the ambulance pulled into Davidson County Medical Center, Beth felt closer to heaven than to earth.
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  Present Day


  A vibrating phone jarred Josh from deep sleep. He fumbled with it in the darkness.


  “Hello.”


  “Josh, it’s Alex Hayes. Beth is on her way to the hospital.”


  “What’s wrong?” He wiped the sleep from his eyes.


  “She’s complaining of a headache, and she’s disoriented. I found her passed out on the kitchen floor and called an ambulance.”


  “An ambulance?” Josh threw back the curtain that separated him from the bunkroom hallway. In the soft glow of the hall light he could read the numbers on his watch. 9:36. “Is she o . . . okay?” The words caught in his throat as he dangled his legs over the side of his bed and then jumped to the floor.


  “What’s going on?” Ryan interrupted, poking his head outside his curtain.


  “She’s in a lot of pain, but she’s responsive,” Alex said. “I’ll know more when I get to the hospital. They took her to Davidson County Medical Center. I’ll call you after I talk to a doctor.”


  By the time Josh ended the conversation he was standing in the front lounge of the bus with several members of his band gathered around him. After a brief explanation, and each person’s assurance of prayer on Beth’s behalf, Josh set the wheels in motion for the quickest route home.


  He consulted with Ryan and then Danny.


  “How far are we from St. Louis? Can I catch a plane and make it home faster than we can drive?”


  “We’re about a hundred miles from St. Louis,” Danny estimated. “Maybe more.”


  “I’ll check flights.” Ryan pulled a phone from his pocket and punched in numbers.


  Josh settled onto the jump seat and stared at what seemed to be a never-ending white line in the center of the highway. For the first time in his life he regretted his career. He should have been home with his wife when she needed him.


  Danny interrupted his thoughts. “Boss, I just saw a mileage sign. I can make it to the St. Louis airport in about ninety minutes.”


  Josh turned to Ryan, who stood with a phone cradled between his ear and shoulder. “Will that work?”


  “I’m talking to the travel agent now,” Ryan mouthed before he paced toward the back of the bus.


  Josh gulped air. Why was it so hard to breathe?


  Lord, I know you love Beth; please protect her until I get there. He had prayed the same prayer a thousand times in the past half hour.


  Ryan stepped back to the driver’s compartment. “That’s the earliest flight? What time does it arrive in Nashville?” He directed his attention to Josh. “I can get you there at ten o’clock.”


  “Tonight?” Emptiness hit Josh in the gut. “I can’t wait that long.” He turned to Danny. “How soon can you get us to Nashville?”


  “Maybe six hours.”


  “Then do it. Get me to my wife.”


  Josh’s cell phone rang as he retreated to the back lounge of the bus. It was Alex’s number on the caller ID.


  “How is she?” he asked, forgoing the pleasantries.


  “She was disoriented and vomiting when she got to the hospital. That has been over an hour ago. They won’t let me see her, but the nurse says she’s stable.” Alex hesitated. “Josh, the doctors believe she’s had a cerebral aneurysm.”


  “What?”


  “A tear in an artery in her brain.”


  “Is she conscious?”


  “Yes. They’re doing a CT scan now.”


  Josh heard himself breathing into the phone. He latched onto the side of his bunk and held on.


  “Josh, keep the faith. God will see her through this.”


  “I want to talk to a doctor.”


  “I’ll do my best. How soon before you’re here?”


  “Five o’clock—or before.”


  He put the phone down and stared out the window of the back lounge. From a cloudless sky, the autumn sun highlighted the rich colors of the Midwestern farmland. A few red leaves still clung to the woody skeletons of nearby trees, and the green fields wore a partial camouflage of yellow and brown in preparation for the coming battle with winter.


  Josh felt his life changing just as the seasons.


  A panorama of Americana sped past. Modest white houses snuggled near gray and red barns. Livestock grazed peacefully. Cars meandered a country road that paralleled the superhighway on which his bus traveled. Although within plain sight of each other, the two roads ended in different places.


  Had he taken the right one?
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  The technician stroked Beth’s forearm. His eyes offered reassurance. “Can you hang in there for a little while longer?”


  Beth nodded and pulled the white sheet closer to her body. Her teeth chattered, making it difficult to speak. The temperature in the exam room had to be freezing.


  “You look cold. I’ll bring you a blanket.”


  “Th-thank y-you.” She tried to form the words.


  He returned with two warm blankets and a clipboard. “I need to ask you a few questions. Do you remember what you were doing when your headache started this morning?”


  “Yes. I-I was in my kitchen baking cookies.”


  “So you had no intense physical activity? Just a normal morning?”


  “Yes.” She watched as he jotted down notes.


  “Is there any possibility you could be pregnant?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “Are you allergic to any medicines?”


  “No.”


  He finished his note taking, then laid the clipboard on a nearby table and picked up a needle. “Have you had a CT scan before?”


  “No.” She shook her head, rousing the pain.


  He thumped her left forearm. “Okay, you’re going to feel a little stick.”


  She closed her eyes when he inserted the tip of the hypodermic needle into a vein. Seconds later the sensation of heat scurried up her arm. It dissipated when it reached her shoulder.


  “You should be feeling a little warmth. It’s a benign dye we need to view the arteries in your neck and head.” He laid a heavy quilt across her midsection. “As a precaution against the radiation, I’m covering you with a lead blanket.”


  The weight of the blanket heightened Beth’s awareness of breathing. Or trying to breathe. Everything she had once taken for granted seemed now to be in question. Would she live or die? And would she ever see Josh’s face again?


  Dear God, please bring my husband home to me.


  Within seconds the platform underneath her began to move.


  “Try to relax,” the technician spoke from behind a glass booth. “After we’re finished, the doctor can give you something for pain relief. Now I need you to lie very still. On the count of three, breathe, exhale, and hold. One . . . two . . . three.”


  The giant metal ring encircling her head began to rotate.


  “Good. Now breathe and relax. Let’s try it again.”


  The whir of the machine reminded Beth of airplane landing gear being lowered, the memory taking her mind momentarily off the pain. Her thoughts took her back a year and a half. She and Josh were on their honeymoon, flying toward Jamaica and . . .


  “Mrs. Harrison, are you awake?”


  “Yes-s-s.” Beth bit her lip.


  “I’m Dr. Abrams. I’ve given you something for pain. You may drift in and out for a while.”


  She stared at the stranger dressed in white, not quite comprehending his words.


  “We’ve completed your CT scan and located the source of your problem. I believe you have suffered a spontaneous dissection in the left carotid artery.”


  Beth searched his face for better understanding.


  “This is a serious condition. I want to schedule another test to confirm it.”


  She tried to sit up. “M-my husband is coming home today. Is he here?”


  The doctor gently pushed her back down. “I’m sure you’ll see him soon. First, I need you to tell me about your headache. Do you still have pain?”


  “Yes.” She raised her left hand to her head.


  “On a scale of one to ten, how bad would you say it is?”


  “It’s the worst headache I’ve ever had in my life. A ten.”


  “We’re doing our best to make you comfortable. Relax as much as you can. That will help.”
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  “Josh? Where are you?” Alex asked.


  “We’re pulling up to the hospital now. Where can I meet you?”


  “I’m on the sixth floor. Beth is in a room.”


  “I’ll meet you at the sixth-floor elevators.” He snapped his phone shut and hit the button on the outside air lock doors. The bus was still rolling as he leaped to the parking lot. His knees buckled when his Nikes hit the pavement, but he managed to stay upright.


  When had he eaten last?


  He sprinted into the lobby and pushed the elevator button twice. Seconds later, the doors opened to an empty lift. He stepped inside, jabbed at the faded number 6, and waited for the metal room to ascend. His heart poked at the wall of his chest, and his pulse quickened.


  When the doors opened to the sixth floor, Josh breathed a sigh of relief to see Alex waiting for him. She was still wearing her church clothes. Her red hair fell in tired ringlets around her face. But just seeing her encouraged him.


  His relief dissolved quickly when he realized they were standing in the lobby of the critical care unit.


  “How’s she doing? Can I see her?”


  “I don’t know. They won’t let me go in, but maybe you can.” She pointed toward the waiting area. “There’s an attendant over there. Let’s ask.”


  They hurried to the desk and explained the situation.


  Josh paced the floor while the woman made a phone call.


  “Mr. Harrison, you can see your wife now. Her room is down the hall, past the elevators. Take a right, and then a left.”


  Josh waved a thank-you to the receptionist and then turned toward the hallway. “I’ll be back,” he said to Alex.


  He followed the corridor signs to the nurses’ station and asked for Beth’s room number. “I’m her husband,” he said, his voice sounding thin.


  While the nurse scrolled through records on a computer screen, a middle-aged man wearing a white coat and a stethoscope took note of him. The doctor closed a file and stepped around the huge square desk. He extended his right hand.


  “I’m Ben Abrams, your wife’s physician. I’m on my way to her room now. Why don’t you join me?”


  “How is she?” Josh walked beside the doctor down a nondescript hallway.


  “Your wife is a very sick woman. I would not ordinarily allow family to visit so soon. However, I understand she hasn’t seen you in six weeks.” The doctor stopped in front of Room 607.


  “Thank you.”


  “Please keep your visit upbeat and relaxed. Stress, or even excitement, could cause her to have a stroke—or worse.”


  Josh nodded.


  “Let me be frank with you. Your wife should be dead right now. For whatever reason, she has managed to survive. She is still in grave danger.” He opened the door and stepped inside.


  Josh followed.


  “Bethany, I have a surprise visitor for you.” Dr. Abrams crossed the small room. “Please don’t overdo your welcome. I think he will understand if you don’t get up.”


  Beth began to cry when she saw Josh. “You’re here!” she said.


  Seeing her like this almost took him to his knees. His wife was surrounded by machines and immersed in wires. But thank God she was alive.


  He rushed to her bedside, brushed her hair from her face, and kissed her on the forehead. Then, encircling her unfettered hand with his, he pulled her close to him.
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  Three days later, while waiting for Beth to return from another procedure, Josh fumbled through the cable television channels. His wife had been transferred from critical care into a private room yesterday, a reason for celebration. He was also relieved to have a quiet place to wait. He had done a lot of waiting since arriving at the hospital three days ago. Scheduled tests and the task of keeping up with doctor visits had taken priority over personal needs. Finally, prompted by a growling stomach, he decided to get something to eat while he had the opportunity.


  The hospital cafeteria was located on the first floor near the main elevators. Although nutritionally adequate, the food tasted like cardboard. Josh walked to the dessert display and reached for a slice of cherry pie. Then he remembered the cookies he had stashed in his coat pocket. Beth’s chocolate chip pizzazz cookies. He had found them on the kitchen counter after arriving home on his first night in town. They were a sweet reminder of his wife’s love.


  Guilt and doubt overwhelmed him. Was God nudging him to leave the tour, to stay at home with Beth? Dr. Abrams had said she would need around-the-clock care for a while. Neither he nor Beth had family living close enough to help.


  Josh purchased a cheeseburger and carried his tray to a table in the rear of the cafeteria seating area, nodding to a table of familiar faces before taking a seat against the wall. He had made several acquaintances in the short time Beth had been in the hospital, and he had learned their personal stories. Some had family awaiting surgery, while others were recovering. Each person’s expression changed daily, depending on the condition of his or her loved one. They were all riding the same emotional roller coaster. Except for a group of giggling student nurses, who sat at the corner table. Life went on for those momentarily unaffected by the temporal nature of this existence.


  Josh had eaten half of his sandwich when his cell phone rang. It was Beth.


  “Where are you?” she asked.


  “In the cafeteria. Can I bring you something?”


  “No.” Her voice quivered. “Dr. Abrams came in a few minutes ago. He wants to talk to us together.”


  “I’ll be right there.”


  He quickly disposed of his tray and headed upstairs to her room. Beth greeted him with an odd expression.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked.


  “I’m not sure. But the look on the doctor’s face scared me.”


  “It’s probably nothing.” He took a seat on the side of her bed and stroked her dark brown curls. “Most likely some instructions he’s afraid you’ll forget,” he teased.


  She smiled. It thrilled him to see her looking more like herself again.


  A half hour later, while Beth was eating a light supper brought by the hospital staff, Dr. Abrams appeared. “I’m sorry to interrupt your dinner. Are you having filet or lobster tonight?”


  They laughed.


  The doctor’s face sobered. “I’ll get to the point. We’ve confirmed that you have a three-centimeter dissection of the carotid artery. As you know, this is a serious condition. However, there is a complication that concerns me even more.” He exhaled deeply. “Mrs. Harrison, you’re pregnant. Test results came back today.”


  Josh turned to his wife. Her eyes met his, and then she looked away. She refocused her gaze on her hands, which she held clasped tightly in her lap. When her shoulders began to shake, Josh walked to the side of the bed and put his arm around her, the possibilities of all that could be ahead for them swirling in his mind.


  They had hoped for children. Perhaps in the next year or two. But not now, and not under such circumstances.


  Finally, turning to Dr. Abrams, he broke the silence in the room. “What does this mean for my wife?”


  The physician shook his head. “If you value Bethany’s life, you must terminate the pregnancy.”
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  May 22, 1969


  Isaac Ruben kicked a stone as he shuffled home from the yeshiva. Summer break had begun. Unlike most of his friends, who played softball or spent their afternoons in the library, he helped his grandfather at the flower shop each day.


  Grandfather wanted him to learn the business, to make it his life’s work and to carry it on for a second generation. But Isaac had other ideas growing in his head. Stripping thorns from roses left his hands swollen and sore, and sweeping the floors was a thankless task.


  “Watch what you’re doing, eynikl. Can’t you do better than that? A lazy person must do a task twice.”


  “I’m sorry, Zayde. I will do better.”


  Although he tried, his heart was not in it.


  Delivering flowers was the best part of his chores. He would stack three or four bundles in the handlebar basket of his bicycle and set out to explore the periphery of his world. His mind raced faster than his feet could pedal—as free as the wind blowing off the East River.


  Sometimes he would sit on the bank of the waterway and look across to the Manhattan skyline, watching the planes take off for places he had never seen. Cities he could only dream about.


  Someday he would fly away on one of those big airplanes.


  And he would never return.
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  Present Day


  Shadows and sound darted around the room like children playing tag in a park. In the distance, Beth heard laughter, followed by muffled conversation. The voices ebbed and flowed.


  Pain had gone, at least for the moment. Its absence brought freedom. Ecstasy. Almost weightlessness. She drifted on an ocean breeze. Palm trees, caressed by the wind, waved against a cloudless, blue sky. Although distant, the sun’s rays warmed her.


  Then she realized that something, someone, held her down. She flexed her forearm, producing no movement. A slight irritation rose inside her. Then panic.


  Where was she? She tried harder to pull herself up. Heat surged through her body, and she became aware of an intense light surrounding her.


  She must escape.


  The shadows gathered closer, blocking out the artificial sun, and a sharp object pricked her skin. Numbness began to spread. Was it her body or her mind being anesthetized?


  A silent scream sprang from deep inside her. Trapped by flesh and bones, it ricocheted across her soul. Irritation turned to discomfort, then hopelessness. Without warning, a low whine cut through the muffled sound of voices. Life was being pulled away from her.


  She heard herself scream.


  “Mrs. Harrison, please. Relax.”


  Beth tried to focus on the woman’s face. “My baby . . .”


  The nurse stroked her forehead. “Your baby is fine, dear. You’ve had a nightmare.”


  Josh rushed toward her. “Is everything okay?”


  Beth reached for his hand. “I’m glad you’re here.”
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  A few minutes later Josh stepped outside his wife’s hospital room and approached Dr. Abrams, who was standing in the hallway and scribbling onto a chart.


  “What just happened in there, doctor?”


  Dr. Abrams motioned for him to walk down the hallway. “Your wife had a morphine-induced dream.” They stopped a few steps from the nurses’ station, and the doctor looked squarely into Josh’s eyes. “It’s nothing to be concerned about.”


  “I have a hard time accepting that.” Josh ran his fingers through his hair. “I’m afraid these drugs will affect the baby.”


  “Any medication can put the baby at risk, but—”


  “I’ve heard the word risk way too many times this week. I need facts, reassurances. How long will Beth have to stay on the morphine?” Josh pointed to the clipboard in the doctor’s hands. “Or any of these drugs?”


  Dr. Abrams studied him. “I don’t think you understand. Your wife is in a lot of pain. She needs medication just to get through the day.” He frowned. “Her pain is intolerable. Do you understand that?”


  “Of course, I do, but . . .”


  The physician continued. “We don’t dispense morphine, or any narcotic, unless it’s necessary. In Bethany’s case, narcotics may be required for months.” The muscles in his jaws twitched. “If there is no sign of healing after a few months, then we’ll discuss surgery, which has its own set of risks.”


  Josh shook his head. “I’m not challenging your judgment, but . . .”


  The doctor heaved a long sigh. “You’re emotionally involved. You’ve chosen to keep the baby.” He softened his stance a bit. “Of course, that’s your and your wife’s decision. But, please, realize that this pregnancy is a complication to an already serious condition.”
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