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Such a Time as This
————————






Thomas lay slumped over the kitchen table as morning light poured through the window and over the sleeping figure of the ten-year-old boy. His head rested on an open file folder from which a sheaf of black and white photos spilled out, the images in stark and shocking contrast to the comfortable suburban affluence of the Cooper home.


The pictures displayed gaunt and hungry faces staring into the camera lens, their haunted eyes like windows on their tormented souls. A small child, strapped to its mother’s back, seemed numb to the bleak landscape of the African desert through which it was being carried, one agonizing step after another. A man, wrapped only in a loincloth, was being prodded down a dusty trail by a guard wrapped in a turban and brandishing an automatic weapon. Behind him, a woman, her ebony skin as parched as the wasteland across which she trudged, had fallen to her knees. Her hands were lifted to the sky, as if pleading for death to put an end to her misery and the misery of her people.

Thomas stirred uneasily, his dreams reflecting the flickering images of naked human suffering so graphically portrayed in the photos. He had come across the file by accident, searching through his mother’s briefcase for the gift she had promised him when she hadcalled from her Washington, DC, office the day before. Thomas had gotten used to hearing his mother’s voice on the far end of a telephone line—for as long as he could remember she was, first and foremost, a US Senator, her face on the evening news, speaking into a forest of microphones. And now that she was running for reelection, she seemed even more distant, more unapproachable. Thomas had tried hard to understand, telling himself over and over that his mother had an important job to do, working to help people, to make the world a better place to live. But sometimes he just couldn’t help wishing that she cared as much about him and his dad, about their family, as she did about all the problems that she sometimes seemed to carry around like a weight on her shoulders.




Thomas stirred, opening his eyes to the morning sun and lifting his head from the table. As his eyes adjusted to the bright light, the letter that had accompanied the photos swam into focus and he read it again, struggling over the big words and trying to make sense of its urgent message.

The letter was written by a man named Dr.Joseph Akot—a name Thomas had immediately shortened to Dr.Joe—and it told the story of the people in the pictures, including one little boy with cuts and bruises all over his face, a boy who would have been about the same age as Thomas’ brother Sam: if he had lived.

“Dear Senator Cooper,” Thomas read. “I write to you today on behalf of innocent people who cannot speak for themselves: the slaves of the Sudan.” Thomas didn’t know where the Sudan was, but it sounded very far away. “Their villages have been destroyed by militia and soldiers,” the letter continued, “the men murdered and the women and children taken into slavery where they are beaten and raped and even branded like cattle.” The young boy’s eyes filled with tears as he read these words, but he forced himself to continue. “They are used as currency, bought and sold like livestock. I enclose the testimonies of several redeemed slaves.” Thomas didn’t exactlyknow what “redeemed” meant, but he hoped that somehow, some way, the slaves would be set free; he was suddenly ashamed about the resentment he felt over his mother’s work and the time she spent away from home. If she could do anything to help these people, to bring them food and water, clothes and shelter, then missing her was a small price for Thomas to pay. He had so much. They had so little. He felt a swell of pride. The work his mother did really mattered. She was making a difference between life and death and that was the most important job of all.
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Monica stood in the corner of the kitchen, an invisible, angelic witness to the young boy’s thoughts and emotions. Tess had warned her when they had taken on this assignment that it wouldn’t be easy, that Thomas and his parents would be faced with choices and decisions that most people didn’t have the courage to confront. It was their job to help, in any way they could . . . but there was so much to do. And so little time.

“Yes, Thomas,” Monica whispered, wishing her words of comfort could be heard by the child. “It’s true. There is a whole world out there, oceans away, where children just like you can’t play or go to school or even say their prayers. They don’t dream of going to the Moon one day, like you do. They only dream of going home.”

A little child shall lead us.That’s what Tess had told her when they had first come to this place and begun to learn about the Cooper family and their history. But lead them where? Monica couldn’t help but wonder. After all, Thomas and his parents seemed more than a little lost themselves, good people caught in circumstances that were testing the bonds of their love and commitment.

It was true that James and Kate Cooper shared a past full of high ideals, hopes and dreams that stretched back to the tumultuous Sixties when they had both believed that the world really could be changed. But as time went on, that very belief had become a wedgebetween them. Kate, working within the system, had gone on to a high-profile career in politics, while James had taken a different road, dropping out to become a simple carpenter, expressing his disillusionment by refusing even to vote.

Yet somehow, they had managed to maintain a love and respect that kept them together over the years, even when faced with the most trying test of all—the death of Sam, their first child. Kate still wore a locket with Sam’s picture in it, a precious memory that tore at her husband’s heart every time he saw it. After all, they’d been too poor at the time to afford medical insurance and, although his wife never said as much, it was as if the locket around her neck was a constant reminder of James’s failure as a provider.

But that was all a long time ago, and since then Thomas had been born, an unexpected blessing in both their lives, even as Kate tried her best to balance motherhood with a fast-rising Beltway career. It wasn’t easy, and the time she spent away from her home sometimes weighed like a stone on her heart. It was in those times that she needed to tell herself, over and over, that doing the right thing came at a price. And there was no more convincing proof of that than the agricultural bill she was getting ready to introduce on the floor of the Senate. The farm families of her constituency needed her help and even though she had her doubts about some of the lobbyist and special interest groups that were promising their support, she had to reminded herself that, sometimes, the ends really did justify the means.

A little child shall lead us.That’s what Tess had said. But Monica couldn’t quite see exactly what the problems of one American family had to do with the plight of enslaved Sudanese villagers half a world away. It had been Andrew who had taken the pictures that now lay on the Cooper’s kitchen table, summoned to be at the right place at the right time to help Dr.Joe in his lifesaving mission. But when Monica had seen for herself the terrible evidence of man’s inhumanity, the only question she could ask was why they had beengiven this assignment instead of being sent to that barren desert where life was cheap and death was common.A little child shall lead us,was all that Tess would tell her and, for the moment, that would have to do.


[image: 0743203682-005]


Still groggy from sleep and thinking of nothing but her first cup of coffee, Kate Cooper was startled to wakefulness at the sight of her son sitting at the kitchen table with an expectant look on his face. She caught her breath as, in the next moment, she saw the terrible photos spread out in front of him. She bit her lip to keep her exasperation from spilling out. Those meddling people at the embassy party last night . . . she should never have agreed to take this packet of photos and documentation from them, never agreed to even consider looking into the Sudanese slavery question.

But they’d been so earnest, so persistent, beginning with the one who had pleaded their case in a lilting Scottish accent—Monica was her name. And her associate, Andrew, who claimed to have collected the evidence to prove what the government of Sudan had for so long denied . . . that its citizens were being bought and sold like cattle. But the most compelling thing of all had been the look of urgency in the eyes of Dr.Joseph Akot, whose determination to help his people had cut through the distractions of Kate’s busy schedule to make a lasting impression. It was because of the doctor, because of the unspoken plea he’d conveyed to her, that she’d reluctantly agreed to take a look at their evidence, even as she hurried out the door to catch a red-eye flight back home. And now those same pictures, those haunting images, had fallen into the hands of her son Thomas, an innocent boy who had no way of understanding how inhuman human beings could sometimes be.

“What are you doing?” she asked sharply, as she hurried over to gather up the photos. “Haven’t I told you never to go into my briefcase?”

“I was looking for my present,” Thomas explained, his eyes wide. “Mom,” he asked, “what does ‘sexual chattel’ mean?”

Kate turned to him, her anger draining away as she sat down next to her son. “Thomas,” she began with a sigh as she pointed to the pile of photos. “There is a war going on in this country. Terrible things happen when people fight wars.”

“I thought soldiers fought wars,” Thomas replied, nodding at the pictures. “Those little kids aren’t soldiers.”

“I know,” Kate answered, wincing at the pain and confusion her son felt. “But you don’t fight fair in a war.”

In reply, Thomas pulled out a photo of the young boy with the scarred face. “I think his name is Sam,” he said, handing it to his mother. “Like my brother.”

“You think about him a lot, don’t you?” asked Kate.

“Can I see it?” was Thomas’s plaintive response.

Kate smiled and, as she had done so many times before, opened the locket around her neck and showed her son the tiny photo of his brother.

Thomas looked at it, as if half expecting to find the answers to his questions in the infant’s innocent face. “So,” he asked after a moment. “Are you going?”

“Where?” replied his puzzled mother.

“To the Sudan,” was his prompt reply.

Kate sighed again. “I don’t think so,” she told him. “It takes a lot more people to change the world.”

“But if you went, you could get him free,” Thomas insisted.“You could buy him and bring him home, and he could live with us.”

Kate felt an ache in her heart. “Maybe he has a mommy who would miss him,” she said softly.

“Maybe they killed her already,” was her son’s solemn reply as he looked up at his mother, his clear blue eyes searching her face. “Allit takes is one person to make a difference,” he continued. “That’s what Dad says.”

Suddenly aware of another presence in the room, Kate looked up to see her husband standing in the doorway. They exchanged a long and wordless look, as if trying to measure the distance that had grown between them.
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It was show-and-tell time in Thomas’s grade school class and the small boy stood solemnly at the front of the row of desks. “I’ve got something to tell you,” he said with all the seriousness a ten-year-old boy can muster. Tess, substitute teacher for the day, hushed the children and listened carefully as Thomas began to share. This, she knew, was why they had come—the innocent expectation of a child that would bring redemption to a far distant land.

“Remember how we learned about slavery and how they abolished it a long time ago?” he continued. “Well, it’s not true.” Tess silenced the snickering students with a stern look and nodded for Thomas to continue. Pulling out the photo of the small Sudanese boy, Thomas held it up for the class to see. “This is Sam,” he explained. “He costs fifty dollars.” Suddenly, complete silence fell over the class and the children listened intently as Thomas began to read from one of Dr.Joe’s testimonials. “I am a twelve-year-old girl,” he began. “I was a slave for three years. My master was a cattle farmer. My master’s wife threw boiling water into my eyes because she was mad that my master used me as a . . .” he hesitated, carefully sounding out the word, “concubine. Then he sold me to another master who would not give me food unless I changed my religion. I was very sad because I missed my mother and my father and my little brother.”

Thomas stopped, looking up at the class as he held the picture of the small, battered boy. “I don’t know if this is her brother,” he said.“But he’s somebody’s brother. I had a brother once. I never really knew him, but I miss him anyway. And I don’t know this kid, but I think I know a way that we can help him.”
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Kate, with James by her side, moved briskly through the crowd across the school playground, surrounded by a buzzing throng of reporters. It was a bright and balmy morning and the banner over the school entrance announcedparent’s day.But this was more than just a photo opportunity for a political candidate anxious to be on the right side of the education issue. This was the school Thomas attended and Kate was relieved that for once, she could combine her job with a chance to show her son that she cared, really cared, about him.

She scanned the crowd, smiling and waving as she saw Thomas running toward her and the cameras captured the action as the boy excitedly led his parents across the playground to see his class project.

“Mom,” he said, breathlessly. “Remember when you said it took a lot of people to change things?”

“Not exactly . . .” Kate began, all too aware of the cameras following their every move.

“Well,” Thomas exclaimed. “I found them! And we’re going to help you!”

With a flourish he led them to a homemade booth set up on the playground that was manned by his classmates. Coffee cans covered with paper were on display behind a large map of Africa, and a banner overhead proclaimed4thGRADE FUND-RAISER—FREE THE SLAVES OF SUDAN!

The reporters stumbled over one another as they crowded in to shout their questions. Was this Senator Cooper’s idea? Did she support the Sudanese rebels? Would she be taking up the slavery issue in the Senate? As she tried her best to put a positive spin on the situation,without making any real commitment, Kate glared angrily at her husband. “Did you put him up to this?” she demanded in a harsh whisper, as her press secretary herded the reporters away.

“What are you talking about?” James shot back as Monica and Dr.Joe suddenly appeared through the welter of cameras and microphones.

“Senator Cooper,” Monica began, “raising money was the children’s idea. Maybe it won’t solve the problem, but their hearts were pure and—”

“Don’t lecture me about my son—” Kate interrupted furiously, then turned to see that her husband was about to put a ten-dollar donation into one of the coffee cans. “Don’t do that!” she demanded. “The reporters are watching.”

A long moment passed as James stared deep into his wife’s flashing eyes. Then, with all deliberation, he dropped the bill into the can.

“What are you trying to do?” she asked, in shock and anger.

“Support my son,” he replied evenly. “Do a good thing.”

“And humiliate me,” Kate spat back.

“It’s not about you,” her husband replied. “You can’t take African slaves and make them about you.” He paused for a moment, then softened. “You’re a good Senator, Kate,” he said. “Why don’t you go to the Sudan?”

Kate breathed an exasperated sigh. “The Sudan has nothing to do with farming or education or any of the issues that—”

James held up his hand, stopping her mid-sentence. “Tell it to your son,” he replied sadly and, turning, walked away.
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On a television over the bar in an airport lounge, a newscast replayed the events on the schoolyard as Kate, waiting for the flight to Washington, nursed a glass of wine and watched glumly.

“The Senator’s own son said he got the idea to raise money fromreading his mother’s intelligence briefings,” the reporter was saying as footage of Thomas appeared on the screen, smiling broadly into the camera “All you have to do is send it to me,” he explained. “And my mom and Dr.Joe will take it to Africa and buy some of the slaves back. Just remember that a girl costs more, but I’m not sure why . . .”

An anchorman picked up the story. “Although Senator Cooper claims to be proud of her son’s initiative,” he reported, “she would not comment on a possible fact-finding mission to the Sudan.”

Suddenly Kate became aware of a presence next to her and, turning, found Monica settling onto a stool. “Why are you doing this?” was all Kate could say.

“Tell me, Kate,” the angel replied. “When you were a child and you imagined the twenty-first century, did you ever imagine slavery?”

“You don’t know anything about me or my work,” Kate answered bitterly. “I’m not saying that what you care about isn’t important, but I have to prioritize based on the realities of what I can actually accomplish. I have to make choices and that means I have to make sacrifices.” But even as she spoke the words, she knew she was withholding the truth—from Monica and from herself. The reality was, she had powerful vested interests behind her campaign, interests who had no desire to see her embroiled in a controversial international issue. They were the ones she had to think of now, if she wanted the money it was going to take to win reelection. She looked Monica straight in the eyes. “Please give this up,” she begged. “Why won’t you give this up?”

Monica never flinched from her gaze. “Because,” she replied, her voice ringing with authority, “you’re the one, Kate.”
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Bob Sumner, founder and CEO of Sumner Candies, one of the biggest employers in her state and among Kate’s most generouscontributors, looked as if he had one of his own chocolate nougats stuck in his throat. His eyes bulging, his face red, he slammed his fist down on her desk and shouted, “There is no slavery in the Sudan! The government says it doesn’t exist and I believe them. Now you get that boy of yours and your hippie husband off the evening news and get back to the job we paid you to do.”

Kate looked calmly at the sputtering executive, even as her mind raced with the implications of what he was saying. Bob Sumner was not a man she could afford to offend, and without his support her whole campaign just might sputter out for lack of funds. But there was something in the man’s eye, an evasive look as if he were trying to hide something, that put her on her guard. His outburst wasn’t about Thomas and his campaign to buy back slaves. There was something else at stake and Kate had a pretty good idea what it might be.

“You believe the slaves don’t exist,” she said slowly, staring straight back at Sumner, “because the government told you so?”

The businessman suddenly looked very uncomfortable. A long moment passed as he considered his options. “Look,” he said at last, sitting down across from her. “It’s simple. The Sudan exports something called gum arabic. It’s used in everything. Food. Soda pop . . .”

“And candy,” interjected Kate.

Sumner nodded. “We keep the prices stable, I make my candy and your constituents keep working. It’s that easy.” He leaned forward. “You walk away from this thing, Senator Cooper. You tell your kid and the rest of the world you’re not interested in the Sudan.” He stormed out, leaving his unspoken threat lingering behind.

Kate sighed and, picking up the phone, asked her secretary to try her home number again. She had to talk to James, to try and heal the breach that had grown between them. It was at that moment that the office door flew open and a triumphant Thomas, trailed by his father, paraded in, pulling a rolling suitcase behind him. “You arereally going to be surprised, Mom,” he announced as Monica appeared in the doorway behind them.

“I already am,” admitted Kate.

With a flourish the boy unzipped the luggage, revealing a mound of bills. “Three thousand two hundred and thirty-six dollars and seventy-six cents,” he announced. “That’s sixty-four people, Mom.”

Kate looked over to her husband and Monica, realizing there was no one who could help her say what must be said now to her son. She knelt down next to him, capturing his wide blue gaze. “Honey,” she began softly, “I think it’s wonderful what you’ve done. But I can’t take this money.”

“But why?” asked the stricken boy.

“Because I’m not going to the Sudan,” she explained. “There are people who don’t want me there and, if I don’t listen to them, I’ll lose my job. Then I won’t be able to do all the good things I want.”

Thomas’ eyes welled with tears. “But . . . what about Sam?” he asked. He pushed the suitcase at her, the money spilling out around them. “Please, Mommy! Please! There’s got to be enough here for Sam!”

He sobbed as his father crossed the room and took him into his arms. Turning to leave, he felt his wife’s hand on his arm. “Where are you going?” she asked.

“I’m going to register to vote,” was his stinging reply.
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Monica knelt, picking bills off the floor as Kate stood numbly, staring at the door through which her family had just walked. “If you think this is going to change my mind,” she said at last in a tone of cold fury, “you’re mistaken. I love my family, Monica, and they’ve paid a price because of this job. If I don’t follow through now, thenit was all for nothing. I’ve had dreams, too. Dreams of helping people. But it’s not about dreams. It’s about compromise.”

“God doesn’t compromise,” Monica replied simply. “And it’s God who wants you to go to the Sudan.” She straightened, standing before Kate as a soft glow began to grow around her. “There’s not much time left,” she continued urgently. “A plane is leaving in a few hours. There’s room for five: Dr.Joe, three angels, and you.”

“Are you telling me you’re an angel?” Kate asked, swallowing hard. “That’s not possible. Why would God send an angel to me?”

“Because you’re the one,” Monica repeated. “You’re the one who must pay the ransom to redeem human beings from the closest thing there is to hell on earth. You’re the one who needs to come back and say, ‘Yes, it’s true. People are in slavery today, right now.’ You’re the one to tell them, the ones who take their freedom for granted. You’re the one who can shape the policy of the entire nation, perhaps the entire world.”

Kate shook her head, trying to block out the words. “You’re asking me to give up everything,” she protested, “everything I’ve worked for.”

Monica nodded even as the light around her grew brighter. “You could lose those things,” she agreed. “You could lose the election. Or you could lose your life in the Sudanese desert. It’s not always easy to do what God asks of us.”

“I am . . . so afraid right now,” Kate admitted, tears flooding her eyes.

Monica smiled, comfortingly. “Do you remember the story of Queen Esther?” she asked. “Esther was the queen of Persia and she had a secret. She was Jewish. And she kept that secret until one day she discovered that her people were about to be wiped out. She had the power to prevent it, but she was afraid to come forward. She was afraid she would lose her throne, perhaps even her life, until someone said to her, “Who knows? Maybe this is what it was all for. Perhapsyou were brought to the kingdom for such a time as this.” A moment passed as Monica’s words echoed, finding their own place in Kate’s heart. “You are the one, Kate,” Monica said at last. “And I’ll tell you a little secret from heaven. Sooner or later, everyone is ‘the one.’ They just have to say ‘yes’ when the time comes.”
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A few months later and several thousand miles distant, the brilliant sun of the Sudan desert glinted off the polished metal of the helicopter as it settled onto the parched earth. From every direction people seemed suddenly to appear as slaves and the guards gathered around the small knot of people who emerged from the chopper and began handing out money in exchange for freedom. Monica, Tess and Andrew watched as Senator Kate Cooper distributed the last of the neatly bound bills and a woman stepped forward, a joyous expression attesting to her redemption.

Then, from behind a small knot of scrubs, Kate noticed one more slave—a small boy, his face covered with welts and bruises. The money was gone. There was nothing left to pay his ransom until Kate reached up and unhooked the gold chain that held the locket, holding the small picture of Sam around her neck. The image of the Senator was flashed across the world and onto television screens on a thousand streets in a thousand neighborhoods where families watched and felt a common hope stirring among them—the hope of a better world.
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Psalm 151
————————






Monica walked slowly down the pleasant suburban street in suburban Cleveland, on a bright and brisk day in late autumn. In her gloved hand she held an address on a slip of paper—the home of her one hundredth assignment, the one Tess had told her was the hardest thing an angel has to do.

“I’ve seen ugliness and pain,” Monica thought as she moved down the avenue of modest homes. “I’ve seen treachery and vengeance and I’ve seen hope die in hundreds—no, thousands—of faces, only to see it live again at the sound of the words ‘God loves you.’ I have shared in the glory of the heavenly host, I have served in Search and Rescue and delivered messages for Annunciations. But being a caseworker for the Almighty has been my greatest joy, a journey, a privilege and a blessing.” Whatever she would face this time, she thought, the certainty of her calling would carry her through. . . .

Approaching a tidy house halfway down the block she saw a man raking leaves, helped by a ten-year-old girl with eager eyes and blond pigtails. “Excuse me,” said the angel. “I’m looking for three–four–seven–two.”

“You just passed it,” the man said. “The two fell off a couple of years ago.”

“I’ll show you,” said the girl as she skipped alongside the stranger.

“Cornelia,” her father called after her, “you’re not finished here.”

Monica’s new companion frowned. “Daddy,” she said, “my name is Celine now. And I’ll be right back . . . promise.”

“So,” the angel said, as a two-story, wood-framed home came into view. “You changed your name from Cornelia to Celine. And why is that, may I ask?”

“Because of Celine Dion,” the chatty youngster replied. “She’s my favorite singer. She’s from Canada and speaks French sometimes. So do I.N’cest pas?”

Monica smiled. “So you’re a music lover,” she asked, but the self-proclaimed Celine had already run ahead to the wide porch of the house. “Are you here to rent the room?” she asked and, without waiting for an answer, explained, “You can just go right in. Petey’s taking a nap and Audrey’s probably got her headphones on. But that’s okay. I practically live here.” She pushed open the front door as a hesitant Monica followed.

From down the hallway she could hear the sound of a clear, lilting voice singing a commercial jingle. “That’s Audrey,” Celine explained as she led the way. “She writes music for ads on TV. Sometimes she even writes her own songs.” She frowned. “But not a lot since Petey got sick.”

“And who’s Petey?” was Monica’s next question.

“He’s my best friend,” Celine answered proudly. “He has cystic fibrosis. You can’t get that from germs. You have to be born with it. The mucus and stuff gets really thick in his lungs and then he can’t breathe. He has to take a lot of medicine, and he’s been in the hospital lots of times. Sometimes he misses school, but I bring him his homework. I guess I’ll go up and see if he’s awake.” She pointed to a door. “Audrey’s in there.”

Monica entered and found an attractive woman with long, flaming red hair that matched her own, sitting at a small keyboard with apair of headphones over her ears. Gingerly, the angel tapped her on the shoulder and when the woman turned, Monica could see in a flash that she was carrying a heavy weight of sorrow behind her large green eyes. “I’ve come to the right place,” she thought, as she smiled and introduced herself.

Not more than ten minutes had passed before Monica felt as if she had known Audrey her whole life. A single mother who wrote and recorded jingles to make ends meet, Audrey had a way of making Monica feel right at home in the cozy confines of the house. As she showed Monica the small, sunny upstairs rental room, another song, sweet and vibrant and resonant with joy, could be heard from down the hall.

“That sounds like you,” Monica remarked.

Audrey smiled self-consciously. “It’s my son, Petey. He plays that old tape all the time. I guess you could say he’s my biggest fan.”

They stood for a moment, listening, as the words of the song seemed to mingle with the afternoon sunlight to create an aura of serenity and peace. “All the colors of the rainbow,” Audrey’s voice sang, “All the voices of the wind / Every dream that reaches out / That reaches out to find where love begins . . .” The song trailed off into silence.

“It’s beautiful,” said Monica. “But where’s the rest of it?”

Audrey looked at her, the sadness in her eyes now overflowing. “I wrote that right after Petey was born,” she explained softly. “I called it the Hundred and Fifty-First Psalm, because I looked in the Bible and out of the hundred and fifty in it, I couldn’t find a single one that thanked God enough for the joy I felt.” From the room down the hallway came another sound, a hoarse, hacking cough, and Audrey stopped and looked away, turning her face into the shadows. “But then things changed. And I can’t think of a single reason to finish that song now.” She sighed, then straightened and turned back to Monica with a brave smile. “I hope you’ll be comfortable here,” she said. “It’s not much, but it’s home.”
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Petey, a bright and precocious ten-year-old boy with deeply-dimpled cheeks and bangs that fell across the lenses of his round glasses, sat on the front porch wrapped in a blanket and writing carefully in a notebook. On a chair next to him was a large and placid iguana that seemed to watch over the boy with one eye as he searched for flies with the other.

On the street beyond, neighborhood children ran to catch the school bus and their happy cries brought a sting to Petey’s lonely isolation until a familiar figure turned down the front walkway and hurried up to the porch railing.

“Aren’t you going to school?” Celine asked.

Petey sighed. “No,” he replied. “I’ve got to stay home and rest.”

Celine thought for a moment. “You’re not going to die today, are you?” she asked with a child’s innocence.

“Nah,” was Petey’s equally open answer. “I don’t think so.”

Celine grinned and skipped off. “Okay, then,” she cried. “I’ll see you.”

As Petey watched her round the corner, anger and frustration clouded his face, and with no other way to express his feelings, he threw his notebook into the bushes below the porch. A moment later, Monica appeared from around the hedge, dusting off the discarded pad.

“Morning,” she said and holding it up, asked, “What’s this?”

“Nothing,” said Petey gloomily. “I was making a list . . .”

“What sort of list?” the angel persisted as she came up the steps and sat beside him.

Petey looked at her for a long moment, as if deciding whether he could trust this newcomer. “It’s things I’ve got to do before I die,” he explained at last.

“Ah,” nodded Monica. “Everyone ought to have one of those.”She opened the notebook. “Do you mind?” Petey shrugged and Monica began to read. “Number One: Learn to play the piano.” She smiled. “An excellent and perfectly achievable goal,” she remarked and returned to the list. “Number Two: Find a good home for Fluffy.” She looked at Petey. “Who’s Fluffy?” she asked.

Petey pointed to his large pet lizard. “Celine named him,” he explained. “She has a great sense of irony. Only she doesn’t know it.”

Monica nodded solemnly. “Number Three:” she continued, “Find someone else to sing with Mom.”

“I like singing with her,” Petey explained with a smile. “We sound good together. But when I’m gone . . . well, I hate for her to stop.”

“That’s very thoughtful,” the angel remarked. “Let’s see . . . Number Four: Get someone to shovel the sidewalk when it snows. Number Five: Help Mom finish the song.” She looked up. “Is that the song I heard you playing in your room?”

Petey nodded. “She wrote that a long time ago. But she can’t finish it. I know if she could just write one whole song, then maybe she’d write more and she wouldn’t have to worry about money anymore.”

“Good thinking,” replied Monica. “Number Six: Operation You-Know-What.” She looked up again, puzzled. “And what might that be?” she asked.

“It’s a code,” Petey replied. “In case Celine ever sees it. I want to do something nice for her before I die, and if she could meet the real Celine Dion in person, that would be just about the most awesome thing I could think of. But I guess that’s impossible.”

Monica shook her head. “I don’t think there’s a single impossibility on this list,” she said. “You just need a little help, that’s all. Number Seven:” she read, “You want to die at home.”

“I want to be here, with my mom and Celine and Fluffy,” the boy explained. “Not with the nurses in the hospital. But Mom says the insurance company is in charge of that.”

The angel smiled knowingly. “You’d be surprised who’s really in charge,” she said. “Now, let’s see. Number Eight: A giant flagpole.”

Petey nodded emphatically. “I want a really tall one right here in the front yard.” He looked at her, his eyes wide. “So that when I’m ready to die, I can put up a flag and the angels will know where to find me.”

Monica turned away to keep him from seeing her brimming tears and, at that moment, a flatbed truck pulled up to the curb, hauling an old upright piano. At the wheel was Andrew and next to him was Tess, smiling and waving like a homecoming queen.

“Did I mention I was thinking of taking up the piano myself ?” Monica said to the bewildered boy.
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A few nights later, the angels had gathered with Petey and Celine in the parlor, where the boy happily picked out the chords of “Heart & Soul” to the enthusiastic encouragement of Tess. “Look at you, Petey!” she cried. “You’re doing it. You’re really doing it.” The elder angel cast a hostile eye at Fluffy the iguana perched atop the piano. “Scat!” she hissed, shuddering at the sight of the large ugly beast.

Sitting on the couch with Celine between them, Monica and Andrew smiled as they consulted Petey’s list.

“I think we’re doing very well,” Andrew said as he looked at the notebook. “Number One: Learn to play the piano.”

“Cross that one off,” crowed Tess, with one dubious eye still on the lizard.

“Snow shoveling?” asked Monica.

“Mr.Morgan across the street said he’d be happy to help withla neige,” volunteered Celine. Then, turning to Monica, translated, “The snow.”

“And the church choir says Mom can come and sing with them whenever she wants,” Petey added happily from the piano bench.

“I’ve got the giant flagpole ordered,” said Andrew.

“—And I’m going to make the flag,” Celine piped in.

“Just make sure it’s in English,” cautioned Petey, then asked, “How many have we got so far?”

Andrew counted. “Four,” he announced. “We’re halfway there.”

Petey grinned happily but in the next moment his face darkened as he felt a sharp ache in his chest and began a heavy fit of coughing. Celine jumped up and began pounding him rhythmically on the back to loosen the blockage while the angels exchanged solemn looks.

“My mom wrote a letter to the insurance company,” Petey wheezed after the coughing fit had passed.

“Still pending,” Andrew noted, then read, “Get Mom to finish her song.”

“That’s my job,” said Monica and, leaning over, read the next item on the list. “Find a home for Fluffy.” All eyes turned to Tess.

“Let me think about that,” the elder angel scowled.

“That just leaves one more,” grinned Petey, and he winked knowingly at the angels.

“Which one?” asked the mystified Celine.
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Andrew and Petey led a blindfolded Celine through an excited crowd of concert-goers to the backstage door of the stadium.

“Where are we going?” the girl asked for the twentieth time that night.

“You’ll see,” said her friend as Andrew whispered to the security guard, who checked his list and stood aside.

Five minutes later, the star-struck Celine, her mouth hanging open, stood inside the dressing room of her namesake—the famed Canadian singer Celine Dion. The star’s smile was dazzling as she greeted them. “AH,ma petiteCeline!” she said. “Petey!Enchante de faire votre connaissance!”

“This is impossible,” muttered the little Celine.

“Nothing is impossible,” replied Petey proudly, then turning to the singer, explained. “You’re all she ever talks about.” A cough rattled in his chest and Andrew cast a knowing look at Celine Dion.

“Thanks for making time to see us,” he said. “I know your time is precious.”

“It is for everyone,” the singer replied, then knelt down to talk to the children. “Tonight I am going to sing a special song, just for the two of you. It’s about living the very best you can through a difficult time.” She looked directly into Petey’s wide eyes. “Sometimes you come through the darkness back into the sunlight. And sometimes you come through the light itself. But, whatever you do, keep your eyes on the light.”

The front row center seats were the best in the sold-out house and the children watched spellbound as Celine Dion smiled and waved from the stage to her new friends as she sang a song which, in that moment, seemed to be performed only for them. “There ain’t a dream that don’t have a chance to come true,” the song asserted, “It just takes a little faith, baby . . .”

In the audience, little Celine turned to Petey, her face brightly lit with joy. It was then that she saw her friend doubled over in searing pain, desperately gasping for every breath of air. A moment later, Andrew was by their side and, taking Petey in his arms, he rushed up the aisle while the security guard radioed for an ambulance.
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Petey’s head lay on the pillow, tubes and monitors trailing from his nose and mouth. His skin was pale and his breathing labored as his mother sat at his bedside, her head in her hands. Monica entered and gently touched her shoulder and as Audrey turned, the angel’s heart felt as if it might break at the sight of this suffering woman. “The doctor says this is it,” Audrey said, her voice catching. “Even ifhe were moved to the top of the transplant list, there’s too much damage.” She began to sob. “Oh, Monica. I’m going to lose my baby.”

The angel reached out and touched her hand. “Not yet,” she said softly. “Not yet.”

Down the corridor, in the waiting room, a disconsolate Tess sat with Celine, holding a form letter in her hand. “Your request for in-home hospice care has been denied,” she read. “The above-referenced patient does not meet the criteria, blah, blah, blah . . .” She threw down the letter and looked glumly at the small child.

“He’s going to die in this stupid hospital,” Celine wailed. “Just like he was afraid of.”

With a shake of her head, Tess roused herself to action. “Now you listen to me, Cornelia,” she commanded and, noticing the girl’s surprised look, added, “That’s right. You can pretend to be Celine on your own time. But right now we’ve got work to do . . . and it’s going to take a Cornelia to do it.” She reached down to pick up the letter and pointed to the letterhead of the insurance company. “Doesn’t your daddy work here?” she asked and the girl’s face brightened as she nodded. “Well, then,” Tess said, getting to her feet. “I think it’s about time we paid a visit to your daddy.”
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“It’s impossible,” Eric Casey, Celine’s father, insisted, from behind the desk in his office. “If we did it for him, we’d have to do it for everybody.”

“All he wants to do is die with a little dignity, Mr.Casey,” Tess insisted. “With his family around him.”

“Please, Daddy?” pleaded Celine.

Eric Casey sighed. “This is a managed care company,” he explained. “We base our decisions on providing the most care to the most people at the lowest cost. I know it’s confusing but . . .”

His voice trailed off and he watched with surprise as his daughterstood up in her chair and began singing at the top of her voice, “There ain’t a dream that don’t have a chance to come true . . .”

“You go, girl!” cried the delighted Tess as curious office workers began to gather at the door.

“I could lose my job for this,” muttered the exasperated executive, as he realized he was fighting a losing battle.

“You could lose your daughter for this,” retorted Tess. A moment passed until, with a sigh, Eric Casey pulled Petey’s file from a pile on his desk.


[image: 0743203682-005]


Petey, still hooked to a battery of machines, looked around with satisfaction. He was home, in his own bed, where he wanted to be. Glancing down at his notebook, he crossed another item off his list. He was almost done. The flagpole had been erected outside. Celine was making the flag and Tess had agreed to take care of Fluffy, although Petey could tell from the look on her face that a big green lizard may be the hardest thing in the world for her to love.

That left just one piece of unfinished business. “Number Five: Help Mom finish the song.” Despite all the miracles that had happened over the past few weeks, he still didn’t know how he was going to accomplish this last task. But he was too tired now to think about it. Maybe after his nap . . .

Petey’s eyes closed and the notebook, slipping from his hands, fell to the floor. A moment later, Audrey entered and, seeing the pad, picked it up. As she did, the pages fell open to her son’s list. “My God,” she whispered as she read, and when she saw the last unfinished task, she began to sob. “I can’t do it,” she cried in anguish. “I can’t finish that song . . .”

“You must, Audrey,” said a voice behind her. Monica stepped into the room, a gilded light beginning to form around her.

“What is . . . happening?” stammered Audrey.

“I am an angel,” Monica replied. “So are Tess and Andrew. God has brought us here to bring Petey home.”

“No . . . please . . . no,” sobbed Audrey.

Monica took a step forward as the light around her became brighter. “Petey has been strong for so long,” she said softly. “But now he needs to rest. He needs to be carried to the Father’s arms, where there is no pain.” She smiled. “But he’s a tough little boy. And he won’t go until everything on that list is finished.”

“That’s why I can’t do it,” Audrey cried. “When I finish that song, he’ll die!”

Monica nodded with compassion and understanding. “But there’s Someone else who wants you to finish,” she urged. “You began it as a Psalm, a hymn of praise to God. Now God wants to hear it. All of it. You must finish what you began, Audrey, with the best that you have. Just as Petey is finishing the life he began with all the courage and love his little heart can give. He deserves nothing less from you.”

“But I . . . don’t know even know how to start,” Audrey replied.

“Yes, you do,” Monica insisted. “That’s what inspiration is. God put in to your spirit things that could never come from our own minds. He’ll help you write that song, if you’ll let Him. It will be your gift to Petey, but it will also be God’s gift to you. Because when the nights are long and too quiet and your arms are empty and the table is set for one and you think you can’t bear another day without your little boy, that song of praise for his life will rise again in your soul and you will make it through another morning. The words will lift you higher every time you sing them. Just as every step that Petey took in this life brought him closer to heaven, he brought everyone in his life a little closer, as well. Tell him that. Tell the world that you won’t forget. Be a witness to a life lived completely in love. Write it, Audrey. Write the hundred and fifty-first psalm.”
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The front door of the house swung wide as Andrew carried Petey on to the porch and into his chair, facing out on to the street. Monica stood beside him, holding his notebook in her hands. On the lawn in front of him was a large assembly of neighbors and friends, a local band from a downtown school and a church choir fully dressed in their robes. Eric Casey and his wife stood by their daughter and from in front of them all Tess took a commanding position, holding a conductor’s baton aloft. “Okay, everybody,” she announced. “Are we ready?”

The band began playing a familiar melody, as Audrey stepped from the throng, strumming a guitar. “All the colors of the rainbow,” Audrey sang, “All the voices of the wind / Every dream that reaches out / That reaches out to find where love begins . . .” She paused for a beat, then continued triumphantly as the crowd behind her joined in.

“. . . Lives to testify! / For as long as we shall live / I will testify to love / I’ll be a witness in the silence when words are not enough.” Monica handed Petey the notebook and watched with tears in her eyes as he crossed off the last item. She turned to Audrey, who continued to sing with all the new strength and conviction that God had given her. With tears welling in her eyes and rolling down her cheek, she smiled back at the angel, certain now that the angels were comforting her son, and life slowly ebbed from his body. “All the hope in every heart,” she sang, “Will speak what love has done!”

Petey’s notebook dropped from his lifeless hand as Andrew gathered him in his arms to take him home.

Celine moved through the choir toward the flagpole, a bundle in her arms. With the help of her father, she raised a small handmade flag that flapped bravely in the breeze as the song played on and on. The words on it stood out boldly against the blue sky:PETEY LIVED HERE.
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