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To Lacey, may God continue to keep hope alive.




part 1
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chapter 1


November 16, 2010


The jury has reached a verdict. My husband, Ron, our thirty-five-year-old daughter, Lacey, who is out on bail, and I are summoned to the third-floor courtroom.


Lacey’s two-week jury trial is the culmination of nineteen months of grueling pretrial appearances. Flanked by her two lawyers, Lacey is at the table allocated for the defense. Behind her, Ron and I sit on a wooden bench, hips touching. Our friends surround us. The victim’s family—haggard from watching their daughter’s blood-speckled clothing presented as forensic evidence—gather to our left, behind the prosecutor. Spectators fill the remaining seats.


“All rise.”


Reaching for Ron’s work-callused hand, I interweave my slender fingers with his large ones; his warmth lessens my anxiety.


The jurors file in and stand next to their padded chairs. They make no eye contact. Judge Barlow enters in his black, flowing robe. As he takes his seat, I notice that the hefty legal publications he has referred to during the trial—which were always splayed open to the pages he wanted to quote—are now stacked in an orderly pile on the edge of his desk. The verdict is all that is left.


As we sit back down, Ron tucks our joined hands between us.


“Does the defendant wish to stand?” the judge asks. Lacey’s chair scrapes across the floor. Her attorneys rise with her. Lacey’s five-foot-four-inch figure looks like a divot between their towering frames. Her navy-and-white polyester blouse and black dress slacks communicate that she is a woman who should not be on trial for murder. Wire-rimmed glasses, short, tousled brown hair, and little to no makeup complete the image of who my daughter is.


Judge Barlow addresses the jury and asks to see the verdict paper. As he silently reads it, the pensive look on his face brings trepidation into my heart. Seldom has he shown emotion during this two-week trial, except for the times he pounded his gavel to quiet the courtroom.


He returns the paper to the jury foreman, who stands and clears his throat. My pulse quickens. I close my eyes and beseech God one last time, Please, Lord, pronounce her innocent.


The foreman reads the verdict. “We, the jury, find the defendant guilty of the crime of murder in the first degree.”


My heart pounds with ravaging force; I feel its pulse throughout my body. My fingers clamp tight around Ron’s knuckles.


The foreman continues. “We, the jury, find the defendant guilty of the crime of manslaughter in the first degree.”


Ron’s palm burns into mine with vise-like pressure. My lungs feel suspended.


“Count three, enhanced weapons charge: guilty.”


The victim’s family is jubilant. Fist pumps and loud, exhaled shouts of “Yes!” pierce the air. Ron and I, our hands riveted between us, clench one another torturously. Our stoic faces will deny the reporters their possible headline: “Parents Overwhelmed by Verdict.”


Lacey turns tremulously away from the jury. I am unable to see her face. Her slim body reveals only a halo of the overweight young woman she was before our world began falling apart. The crestfallen slump of her sharp shoulder blades is a vision that will haunt me. With the verdict, guilty on all counts, the mandatory sentence will be life in prison without parole.


Courtroom activity fades into the background as I query myself: Did I not pray correctly? Did I not believe enough in His power? Why has God forsaken my family and me?


Uniformed police officers stand by the door as the courtroom empties.


Our friends, who have forged a protective bubble around us in court, congregate just outside the closed door. The judge and the jury have exited to their respective chambers. The room is vacant except for Ron, Lacey, her two lawyers, the two arresting officers, the lead investigator, and me. The officers appear stouter than they are in their dark blue uniforms and bulletproof vests. Their gleaming silver badges and matching nameplates seem overly flashy in the oppressive air. They block Ron and me from approaching Lacey by creating a barricade with their arms.


“We just want to hug her,” I beg.


The officers hold their ground and shake their heads no.


Ron bristles beside me. “The hell we can’t.”


Matt, the lead investigator, intercedes on our behalf and nods a yes toward the officers. They drop their arms and they step aside. Gathering Lacey into my arms, I place a kiss on her cheek.


“Let’s make this quick,” demands one of the officers as he nudges me. “We need to get going.”


Disengaging, I look into her shell-shocked eyes, and mine well up with tears. Lacey removes her wedding band, then her wristwatch, as the officers have instructed, and drops them into her open purse. Her hands shake as she lifts it toward me.


My chin quivers, and my mouth contorts as I try to hold in my disbelief. Why, God? This is not the scenario we envisioned. If we had received the not-guilty verdict, we were prepared to whisk Lacey away from the uproar that would assuredly have overtaken the courtroom.


It’s Ron’s turn. He folds her into his protective bear hug. The agony on his face shatters me, and I flee—out the courtroom doors, past our ever-vigilant friends, my head lowered so I can’t see their faces or the sadness that would reflect from their eyes to mine. I bolt down the three flights of stairs and thrust open the side entrance door. Gasping for air in the isolated employees’ courtyard, I collapse against a metal pole. My chest heaves as I bawl.




chapter 2


My belief in God was nurtured from a young age. Mom was a churchgoer, and we attended the local Presbyterian Church. My older sister, Patty, and I attended Sunday school, where the lessons centered on God answering prayers. In one Bible story, David prayed, and the Lord helped him conquer the giant soldier, Goliath. God protected David in his hour of need. My favorite story was about Daniel in the lion’s den. Betrayed by jealous rivals, Daniel was condemned to death and thrown into a lair of hungry lions. Daniel called upon God to save him. The next day, when Daniel was lifted out of the den, no wound was found on him. He had trusted wholly in his Lord and had been protected.


I grew up believing that if I prayed the way David and Daniel did, God would answer my prayers also.


Each Sunday morning, Mom and Dad filled a blue enameled roasting pan with seasoned pot roast, potatoes, carrots, and onions and trusted it to bake while we were away. It did. The aroma of the braised beef that filled the house when we returned signified love, family, and home. Around our dinner table, we held hands and took turns saying grace. When Dad nodded to me that it was my turn, I recited my memorized “Our gracious heavenly Father, we ask You to bless this food to the nourishment of our bodies. Amen.”


The one other prayer I knew was, “Now I lay me down to sleep.” I have a picture of my sister and me kneeling at the foot of our bed, our prayer hands touching our lips and our tiny toes peeking out from under our matching red-and-white-candy-striped pajamas.


We prayed at meals and bedtime, but our parents made no additional holy requirements of us, other than Sunday school.


Dad and Mom both worked for the Bureau of Reclamation, and we lived near hydroelectric dams. Our family spent weekends in the summer water skiing on the lake and in the winter zooming down the ski slope. The other fifty government families were the same as us: two parents, two children, one dog.


During my sixth-grade summer, I attended church camp. I can still see the luminosity of the campfire as the dancing light outlined my camp friends. Swaying together as if one body, we sang, “Kumbaya, My Lord.” In translation, it means, “Come by here.” On the last verse, I stretched my arms wide toward heaven, opened my heart, and invited God to enter my life. Warmth enveloped me. Unconditional love. Our singing flowed into “Michael Row the Boat Ashore.” My heart filled with light, and I remember smiling and being joyful that I had bonded with God. From that moment forward, I knew He was with me. I knew I could rely on Him to answer my prayers.


As I entered junior high, I asked God for good grades and received mostly A’s, some B’s. I prayed to excel in the spelling bee, and my team won the countywide competition with the word questionnaire. My prayers in high school were petty, but they were answered: homecoming princess, debate team, and JV cheerleader. One prayer that wasn’t granted was to become a varsity cheerleader, but I accepted God’s inaction as a blessing, since I then applied and was chosen to be a Rotary exchange student to Denmark that year.


Ron and I were high school sweethearts and were married the summer I graduated. We moved to a little Mayberry-like town (pop. 1,000) and worked for Ron’s dad at his full-service restaurant. I waitressed—a job I had enjoyed in high school— and learned the front-of-the-house operations of menu engineering, food costing, payroll, and balancing cash against sales. Ron set about mastering the busy restaurant kitchen.


After working side by side there for a couple of years, we moved on to other endeavors: cattle ranching, logging, and house building for Ron, and accounting for me. After our daughters, Lacey and Trilby, were born, we purchased a drive-in restaurant and soon established our little family in the small town.


When our girls were very young, they attended Sunday school at the Community Church. I don’t know if they were taught the same Bible stories that had resonated with me. They never mentioned them, and I didn’t ask. As I look back on their childhood, I regret not sharing my love of God with them. I guess I assumed they would come to know Him on their own, like I had. I did teach them to recite their evening prayer, though I don’t remember having them kneel to pray, and rarely did we say grace before meals.


Eventually, they outgrew Sunday school, and I stopped attending church. In the evenings, I would wind their long, auburn hair onto pink foam rollers so the next day they would look appropriate to the world. I also often uttered the same words my dad had said to me growing up: “What will people think if you go to school looking a mess? What will people think if you wear that outfit? What will people think . . . ?”


Attempting to perpetuate the myth of the perfect mom, perfect family, I became the president of the PTA and helped garner enough community support to pass a much-needed school levy. Ron joined the Fraternal Order of the Eagles, the Elks, and the Jaycees. Our life appeared charmed. Our family activities more or less paralleled those of my childhood. We spent summers on the lake, basking in the sun, and in the winter, Ron and I taught our girls to snow ski. Camping with friends and maintaining forest trails on dirt bikes filled a lot of our weekends.


We attended high school volleyball, basketball, and football games. Lacey kept stats for the teams and was the tiger mascot her junior year. She worked at our drive-in and purchased her first vehicle at sixteen—an Isuzu pickup truck that she promptly decked out with pink and turquoise racing stripes.


Lacey enjoyed being self-sufficient, and her soft heart always stood up for the underdog. She was forever nurturing those down on their luck. Trilby, who was two years younger, participated and excelled in sports year-round. We cheered alongside other parents when the teams won and commiserated together when they lost. Our community was our stronghold, and we felt blessed to live where we did.


It seemed good things always came our way. I prayed, and God answered. I was confident that my prayers were the reason our life was not fraught with disaster. As I prayed, I’d become aware of God’s presence. A calm would come over me when I talked with Him, and I felt His shroud of protection encapsulate me. I held my faith close, like a cherished memento.


I admire families that center their lives on God and His teachings, but that’s not me. My life path is not splashy with sermon. I’ve never read a Bible front to back—although I own several—and I can’t quote scripture, so I don’t feel well-versed enough to share my faith with others. My most cherished Bible is my mother’s well-used King James Version, with her name embedded in golden script on the front and her handwritten study notes in the margins. I love the heft of the open book upon my lap and the rustle of the onionskin pages as I thumb through them. Another prized keepsake is the pocketbook-size Bible my parents gave me when I was ten with my mom’s graceful handwriting inside the cover: “To our precious daughter. May you come to know God’s grace and abiding love. We love you so very much. Dad and Mom”


I often wonder: if I had been more vocal about my belief in God as our girls were growing up, would our lives be any different now?
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I sat for the Enrolled Agent exam given by the IRS because I was operating my accounting business out of our home and felt the letters “EA” after my name would announce that I was well qualified to prepare tax returns. I studied for almost a year and asked God to help me succeed.


When the results arrived, my spirits soared. I had passed part one. Then it sank to the depths of a grave when I realized I flunked the second part. I hid the envelope in my top desk drawer and didn’t tell anyone for over a week. That was my first adult failure, and I questioned why God hadn’t come through for me. Was He telling me to dig deeper, that things aren’t always easy?


The next test wasn’t for another six months. There were study groups I could attend—but that would require asking for help. It’s not in my nature to ask for help with anything.


The part I loved best about tax preparation and accounting was that there was always a solution. There was an answer to every dilemma. Sometimes it required lots of calculations, but I could always find an answer without asking a human being for help. I’m comfortable asking God for His assistance, but that’s where it stops. To ask anyone else would mean I was incompetent.


I went back to studying and passed the next test. I proudly added the credentials to my advertising.
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My bookshelves over the years have been filled with a variety of self-help books, from a handyman’s fix-it guide to how to raise well-behaved children to herbal remedies for common illnesses. I even had an up-to-date Encyclopedia Britannica set before the internet became my preferred investigative tool. There was little I couldn’t research and learn how to do—from troubleshooting printers, replacing toilet handles, and draining hot water tanks to calculating percentages to keep the restaurant viable and preparing my own financial statements. Every challenge was an opportunity to learn something new. Solving problems, to me, is like putting together a jigsaw puzzle. You spread the pieces out and then, as you find a place for each one, the picture begins to take shape. The answer forms. The delight of putting that final piece into place . . . superb.




chapter 3


Ron and I now owned two restaurants. We’d remodeled our drive-in to be full service, and from the success of its operation, we’d built a larger restaurant in a town nearby, thirty miles south. Two years prior to Lacey’s verdict, I was at the larger restaurant, counting receipts, when Lacey arrived in tears.


Immediately, my mind went to my grandkids—Blaine, an intense yet sensitive eleven-year-old boy, and Meri, a frilly eight-year-old girl.


“Are the kids okay?” I demanded. “Has something happened to them?” In that flash of a second, I had them involved in an accident or diagnosed with some deadly illness.


“They’re fine,” Lacey said.


Closing the door, I reined in my fearful thoughts and handed her a tissue. “What’s wrong, sweetie?”


“Danny is cheating on me. I’ve suspected something was going on, and he finally fessed up this morning.”


I pictured Danny’s lean build, his Ozzy Osbourne T-shirt, frayed jeans, and grease-stained fingernails.


“He’s even brought her to our house. The kids know who she is.”


“Oh, sweetheart,” I said as I gathered her into a hug. Danny’s job was to be Daddy Daycare, even though the kids weren’t his. Lacey worked long hours, six days a week, as the finance manager for a growing car dealership. Danny had been in my grandkids’ lives since they were very young and he loved them as his own.


I bit my tongue so I wouldn’t lash out about him to Lacey. I’d already had a bad experience in that area. Lacey and her first husband had had a tumultuous marriage. When they fought, I had said unkind words about him, and then, when they made up, my comments had bounced like ricocheted bullets between Lacey, her husband, and me. This time I decided to keep my commentary to myself.


My daughter’s tears dropped onto her jacket. “How could he bring her to my house?” She paused to blow her nose. “She’s younger and skinnier and prettier than me.”


Lacey had gained an alarming amount of weight that year. I imagined her looking into a mirror and feeling frumpy compared to this new woman in her husband’s life.


“What’s her name?” I asked.


“Selena Clark.”


“Is she related to the Clarks in Oroville?” Our county is rural; we know most of the families in the area by name.


“Yeah, her mom lives there.”


“How did Danny meet her?”


“I don’t know, Mom. I just know he’s screwing around. I’m not even sure how long it’s been going on.” Lacey received a text. After reading it, she called her boss to ask for the rest of the day off. “I’m headed home early,” she said, standing to leave.


“It will all work out okay, sweetie,” I said.


When I got home that evening, I opened my Women’s Devotional Bible. It had pages where women shared stories of how God had helped them in their lives. I had highlighted many sections in the topic index—hope, faith, family, fear. Most times, though, I would just open it randomly and read the page that presented itself. It always felt meant to be when the comfort I was seeking miraculously appeared on the opened page.
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After Danny’s confession, not a week passed without Lacey stopping by my office several times. She always closed the door and chronicled her latest interaction with Danny. He had come home. He hadn’t come home. He answered her texts. He didn’t answer her texts. He let Selena drive the truck that Lacey had bought for him. He took Lacey’s daughter with them. He left both kids home alone. Danny did this. Danny didn’t do that. Her situation was disordering my life, and I worried about my grandchildren. I was angry with Danny for cheating and for being open about it with Blaine and Meri.


One day as I was heading home from work, I got my first glimpse of Selena. Danny was driving his silver Toyota pickup when our cars met on a straight stretch of Highway 97. His head was angled toward her, and he was touching the nape of her neck. In that glimpse of a second, with her leaning into Danny, a smile on her thin face and her hair slicked back into a ponytail, I was privy to their intimate moment.


Neither of them saw me, and I had the notion of following them. But I didn’t. What good would it do? Things were obviously not getting better for Lacey, and entangling myself in Danny’s affair was not going to help matters.


In the weeks to follow, many afternoons when I left the restaurant and drove north on the only road connecting the two small towns, I would see Danny driving away from his responsibilities, Selena by his side. I felt he needed to be at home to greet the kids when they got off the bus, ask them about their day, and get them a snack. He shouldn’t be gallivanting all over the county with this new woman.


I became agitated and fretful that my grandkids were being left alone. Lacey had told me drugs were involved—I thought marijuana—and my mind jumped to all sorts of danger. If Blaine and Meri were home by themselves, what would keep someone from coming to the house and harming them? I had already told Lacey that I wasn’t pleased that the kids were being left alone. She’d asked me to not interfere with Danny’s parenting choices.


Please, Lord, keep my grandkids safe and give me guidance to know how and when to help them.


One day, I allowed my anxiety to get the better of me. I bought a cheap pair of small, foldable binoculars with camo print and drove to a spot across the river from Lacey’s house. Playing the part of a private eye, I turned off my automatic headlights and dialed the radio volume down. I considered turning off the engine but decided against it, feeling that would hinder a quick exit.


I watched as Blaine and Meri got off the bus and walked toward their old double-wide mobile home. The orchard that surrounded the lane blocked the rest of my view. I figured that if I saw an unknown vehicle turn into their drive, I could speedily go and save them. This is insane, I thought. I should just go and fetch Blaine and Meri and let Danny worry where they are when he gets home. Instead, I heeded Lacey’s request to not engage with Danny, and I waited there until I saw his truck arrive. My binoculars weren’t powerful enough to see if Selena was with him.


It seemed to me the only way I could help Lacey would be through prayer. Lord, please bring about the highest good and the best possible outcome for Lacey and her children. Deep down, I felt that He heard my prayers and all would be okay once again.




chapter 4


Lacey loved large family gatherings. Over the years, Danny sometimes joined us but often feigned sickness and stayed home. That Christmas Eve, it surprised me when he arrived with Lacey and her children, especially since he was still seeing Selena.


Blaine and Meri usually exploded through my kitchen door in anticipation of opening presents on Christmas. That afternoon, they shuffled in behind Lacey, their eyes doleful, instead. Snuggling them into my arms for a hug, I watched as Danny bypassed me and trailed Lacey into the living room.


This was the first time I had seen him up close since I’d learned of the affair. I lengthened my embrace of my grandkids and tried to calm the bitterness I felt toward their stepfather. Blaine and Meri should be carefree at their tender ages, not subjected to the seediness of an affair.


The tension between Lacey and Danny was palpable as they sat side by side on the couch. It was as if there were a barrier between them that prohibited touching. My heart broke for Lacey. Christmas was her favorite holiday. She would plan months in advance to make sure her kids had what they wished for under the tree. She baked and decorated sugar cookies with them and always participated in the local sharing trees to provide gifts for those less fortunate. She donated to the food bank so families in need would have the fixings for Christmas dinner.
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