
  
    
  


  Darkness Before

  Dawn


  Other books by Ace Collins from Abingdon Press


  The Christmas Star

  The Cutting Edge (available October 2013)


  
DARKNESS BEFORE

  DAWN



  Ace Collins


  [image: image]


  Darkness Before Dawn


  Copyright © 2013 by Ace Collins


  ISBN-13: 978-1-68299-781-9


  Published by Abingdon Press, P.O. Box 801, Nashville, TN 37202 www.abingdonpress.com


  All rights reserved.


  No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form,

  stored in any retrieval system, posted on any website,

  or transmitted in any form or by any means—digital,

  electronic, scanning, photocopy, recording, or otherwise—without

  written permission from the publisher, except for brief

  quotations in printed reviews and articles.


  The persons and events portrayed in this work of fiction are the

  creations of the author, and any resemblance to persons

  living or dead is purely coincidental.


  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been requested.


  Scripture quotations are taken from the Holy Bible, New Living

  Translation, copyright © 1996, 2004, 2007. Used by

  permission of Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., Carol Stream, Illinois 60188. All rights reserved.


  Printed in the United States of America


  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 / 18 17 16 15 14 13


  To Jim,

  whose life was tragically cut short by a drunk driver


  Acknowledgments


  My thanks to Kathy Collins, Elizabeth Kelly, and the team at Abingdon Press, including Ramona Richards, Susan Cornell, and Teri Wilhelms.


  
1


  WHEN IT FIRST REACHED THE INNER MOST DEPTHS OF HER DREAMS, MEG Richards thought the distant noise came from the alarm clock rousing her for another day of work at the hospital. As she struggled to rise and shake off her deep slumber, the ringing sound stopped. As it did, she fell back onto the bed. But a second later, like a determined mosquito, it came back for a second strike. This time, awake enough to separate dream from reality, she began to understand her cell phone demanded her attention. She didn’t want to leave her dreams to answer it, and, if she had known who was waiting on the other end of the line, she wouldn’t have. But she couldn’t let phones ring; it wasn’t in her nature. When a phone rang, her curiosity always won out over everything, including her need for sleep.


  Awkwardly rolling out of bed, her feet finding the cool slats of the wooden floor, she blinked a half dozen times until she could finally focus on her clock. 2:32 a.m.!


  Trying to shake the grogginess from her head, she moaned, “What could anyone want at this time of night?” Even as her heavy eyelids closed out the world, she halfway fell forward toward the sound.


  “Steve,” she mumbled looking over her shoulder to the other side of the bed, “who could be calling at this time of the night or morning or whatever it is?” Then it hit her. There could only be one answer. “Steve, I swear, if this is the hospital calling . . .”


  As she glanced over her shoulder, she momentarily froze. The far side of the bed was empty; the covers hadn’t even been pulled back. What had happened to her husband? Hilldale’s only a couple of hours away. He should have been home long ago. Ah, nothing to worry about, probably just got delayed by something unexpected on his job. Not the first time and wouldn’t be the last time that had happened. Besides, with her bizarre schedule, she had no room to complain.


  Like a boxer struggling to find his balance in the late rounds of a title fight, Meg unwrapped her lithe, five-foot-two inch frame from the sheet and bedspread and stumbled out of the bedroom. Eight short steps led into the small apartment’s living room. Hurrying past the couch, she sprinted to an end table on the far side of the fourteen-by-twelve-foot room.


  “I should keep the charger closer to the bed,” she muttered as she searched for the lamp’s switch. By the time its harsh light flooded the room, the phone had completed its sixth ring. On the seventh, the voice mail would make her short trek a complete waste of time, so she had to hurry. Finally, with a few more of the sleep-induced cobwebs shaken from her mind, Meg cleared her throat, picked up the iPhone, slid it on, and tapped accept.


  “Hello?” She spit her one-word greeting with a perturbed and questioning tone. She knew who it had to be. After all, who else would call at this time of the night except the hospital wanting her to come in early again. And this was not a night she wanted to give up her sleep for rounds at Springfield Community. She’d done that far too much the past few months. This week alone she had pulled two double shifts and those had left her dead on her feet. It was time for them to hire a few more nurses, ones that could be depended upon, rather than overworking the staff they already had!


  “Mrs. Richards?”


  Surprisingly it wasn’t her boss, Hospital Administrator John Willis. This was another voice. One she didn’t know. Before she had time to answer the man’s first simple question, he grew more specific and demanding. “Is this the home of Megan Richards?”


  What in the world did this stranger want at this time of the night and how did he get her number? She wavered for a second, questioning if it was wise to share any personal information. She glanced over to her door and made sure it was locked before hesitantly replying. “Yes, this is Megan Richards. Who are you?”


  “Mrs. Richards, this is Officer Roland Johnson with the state police. Is your husband’s name Steven?”


  His query froze her in her tracks. Not only couldn’t she answer, she couldn’t even breathe, much less move. It was as if a summer fog had invaded the living room and surrounded her in a haze so deep she could barely see. She stole a glance at the wedding photo hanging on the wall just a few feet away. As it came into focus, a chill raced down her spine and then a thousand random thoughts all flashed through her head. Each of those thoughts was crowding another one for space. Her throat grew dry and her knees weak as her brain tried to push out of the fog. Surprisingly, in a few short seconds her mind had driven the fog away and she was once more processing information. And as clarity set in, she sensed the call’s meaning. Something had happened! That’s why Steven hadn’t come home.


  She knew the routine. As a nurse, she had seen it play out a hundred times. There had to have been an accident. That’s the only reason the police would call. But, no, that couldn’t be it. She wouldn’t let herself even consider that. It had to be something much more routine. It just had to be!


  It suddenly felt as if an unseen hand had found her throat and was squeezing with more force each second. Finding the corner of the couch with her free hand, she slowly crumpled into a sitting position on the arm. Glancing back to the wedding photo, she transported to the moment Steve asked her to marry him. It was in the park, the moon had been full and there were more stars than she’d ever seen. She could now smell the trees and feel the wind. Only the man’s distant voice coming from her phone kept her from staying in that “safe” place.


  “Mrs. Richards . . . are you still there . . . Mrs. Richards?”


  She knew that tone all too well. She’d heard doctors use it when sharing a bleak prognosis and pastors employ it when informing a person their son or daughter had just died. She had heard it so much she had a name for it—“dark music.” Now that old familiar, stormy tune had been cued up for her. That man on the phone would soon hit the chord that shattered her world into a million pieces. He’d probably been practicing the words that went with the “dark music” for at least ten minutes. He’d likely said them over and over to make sure they stung as little as possible. What if she hung up the phone and cut the “dark music” off before the song began? After all, if she didn’t hear the lyrics, the story they told wouldn’t be real. Would it?


  Her voice still muted, her eyes glued on the wedding portrait, she studied the good-looking groom. It came to her then, the picture was speaking a phrase he’d once said and it began to bounce off the walls. At first it was just one single voice whispering the five words, but in a matter of seconds it seemed as if a thousand different people were screaming that one line in unison.


  ’Til death do us part! ’Til death do us part! ’Til death do us part! ’Til death do us part!


  She wanted to throw the phone against the wall, cover her ears with her hands, and race back to bed. She didn’t want the song to play out because the “dark music” always brought parting. No, much more than separation; the “dark music” always brought death!


  “Mrs. Richards.” The voice on the phone wouldn’t go away. It kept demanding she rejoin the conversation. She knew she had to answer that voice and prayed her premonitions were wrong, but even as her lips began to form words, her heart demanded she remain silent. Finally, it was her lips that won the tug-of-war over her emotions.


  “Yes. I’m Meg Richards.” The words all but caught in her throat, hanging there like a cough drop that had gone down the wrong way, robbing her of air and stealing whatever hope she had left.


  Why did this happen now? Why in the middle of the night? Why when everything had just started to go so right? After another deep breath that did nothing to slow her racing heart or ease her growing fears, she whispered the most painful words that had ever crossed her lips, “Has something happened to Steve?”


  “Mrs. Richards,” the man’s voice was now flat, almost emotionless, as if trying to be empathetic, but lacking the knowledge as to how to accomplish that task. He forced out another “Mrs. Richards,” before pausing again. Was he tone deaf or had he not been trained in how to sing the “dark music’s” tune. Whatever the reason, he couldn’t seem to impart the heartfelt emotion that this number called for. If something had happened to Steve, there needed to be deep emotion in the “dark music,” his life demanded that much. But when the voice came back, it was flat and emotionless.


  “Mrs. Richards.” He was now distant and robotic. No one could do justice to the “dark music” like that. But that didn’t matter now. She hadn’t got to choose the singer or the song. “I am sorry to have to inform you that there has been an accident. Your husband’s car was hit by a vehicle carrying a group of teenagers. I don’t know if I should provide you with this information, but from what we have been able to gather, the youngsters had been drinking.”


  She waited for the cop to continue, but for some reason he stopped—like he had been reading a book and lost his place. As the seconds dragged on, Meg held her breath, hoping for the best but sensing the worst had yet to come. Maybe Steve had just been injured. She could even take him losing a limb or his sight. All she needed was for him to be alive. Yet a minute later those hopes were dashed as the other shoe dropped.


  “Mrs. Richards,” Johnson continued, “our chaplain is out of town, and I don’t really know how to do this, but I guess the best way is to be straight with you. There is no easy way to say . . .”


  “Get on with it,” a suddenly angry and frustrated Meg barked. “Just tell me what you have to say. He’s dead, isn’t he? If that is what it is, then say it!”


  She could hear the officer breathing, but other than those deep breaths there was nothing but silence. Finally, after at least twenty horrible seconds, a time when she could feel the flames of hell creeping into the room, he continued, his voice no longer flat but now quivering like a violin string, “Mrs. Richards, your husband didn’t survive the accident.” He paused for another awkward moment, took another deep breath, and continued. “We believe he died instantly. If it’s any consolation, he probably suffered no pain.”


  Meg’s eyes darted back to the photo. He’d just celebrated his twenty-eighth birthday. They were just beginning to get to know each other. There were so many things they hadn’t done, so many dreams they had only spoken and not lived. Only last week they’d gone house hunting and found one with a perfect little room for a nursery. They’d laughed as they viewed it, wondering if they should repaint it blue or pink. They were going to talk to the bank about a mortgage next week. Monday. But what did it matter now? For Steve, there would be no Monday. Time had stopped and her husband had been lost somewhere between the seconds.


  As the reality of the horrible situation pushed beyond her mind and seeped into her heart, she again heard the words bouncing off the walls, “ ’Til death do us part! ’Til death do us part! ’Til death do us part!”


  “Mrs. Richards? Are you all right?”


  The voice instantly stopped the mocking chant, and without that chorus employing a wedding vow to rock the room and squeeze the life from her soul, Meg found she could answer the cop’s question in such a calm voice that she even surprised herself. “Thank you, officer. I’ll be fine.”


  “If you need anything, we could notify your pastor or . . .”


  “No,” Meg answered, her tone dry and emotionless, “that won’t be necessary, I’ll be just fine.”


  She hit the end call button, deliberately putting the phone down, letting the plastic touch the table gently, almost as if she were handling a fine piece of crystal. As it sat there, under the lamp’s stark light, she stared at it contemplating how this night would have been different if she hadn’t answered. Why didn’t she just let the call go straight to voice mail? Then she could have had a few more hours of security and hope. But those precious elements of her life were now gone, shattered like a broken plate.


  Picking up the phone, she punched the button for recent calls. Steve’s name jumped out. He’d called her just 304 minutes ago.


  “Meg,” he’d explained, his voice full of life and exuberance. “Listen, Honey. If I work just a few more hours, I can finish the books here at Wilson’s and drive back tonight. That way we can start the weekend, and just as soon as you finish your shift tomorrow, we can celebrate big time.”


  She had told him to wait in Hilldale, that tomorrow would be soon enough to make that drive, but she hadn’t voiced those thoughts with much conviction. She hadn’t sincerely tried to sell him on waiting. So this happened because she’d selfishly wanted him to come home just as quickly possible. Why had she allowed emotion to overrule logic?


  “Steve, Steve, Steve,” she whispered. Yet no one heard her and he never would again.


  Meg looked down at the blue, lace gown she had put on to surprise him. He loved her in frilly blue things. Although she preferred sleeping in old T-shirts, she’d worn alluring, sexy gowns just for him. Now she didn’t need them anymore. There were so many things she no longer needed, too. Oh, why hadn’t she made him wait in Hilldale? Why hadn’t she insisted he wait? Why didn’t she argue? How important could one day be, even if that day was their anniversary? Now instead of one more day, there were no more days. None at all!


  The phone rang again and hope suddenly pushed its way back into the small apartment’s suddenly cold, stale air. Meg grabbed the cell before the second ring, desperately praying the police were calling back to tell her it had all been a mistake. Maybe Steve had stayed in Hilldale and someone else had been driving his car. Maybe someone else had died. Please, Lord, let it be anyone else!


  “Hello,” Meg whispered as she answered.


  “Meg, this is Heather.”


  Normally, Heather Rodgers’s voice would have brought with it good gossip or a great joke. But tonight it would be something else. Tonight, it would be the voice that fully assured Meg there was no awakening from this nightmare and that all hope had evaporated into thin air.


  “I don’t know what to say,” Heather whispered. “I-I-I was working the late shift when the call on the accident came in. It’s just so terrible. No one as good as Steve should die—ever—much less so young. I mean . . . I don’t know what to do. Your heart must be breaking in a thousand pieces.”


  Good old Heather, everybody’s friend, the nurse who kept them all smiling. How ironic she’d heard it first. If only she could tell a joke and make all of this disappear. Then a thought flashed through Meg’s mind, a thought so bizarre that maybe only a medical professional or cop would consider it.


  “Heather! Where’s his body?”


  The voice on the other end of the call didn’t hesitate. “It’s here right now. They brought it in a few minutes ago.”


  Why had she said it? Steve wasn’t an it.


  “Heather,” Meg announced, “I need to see him.”


  “Meg, I don’t think it would be a good idea for you to . . .”


  Meg didn’t allow her friend to finish. “I’m going to come down! I’ll be there in a few minutes. Don’t let anyone touch him.”


  “Meg,” Heather was now pleading, “at least wait until they take him to the funeral home. I mean, there’s nothing you can do for him now. You’d only be putting yourself through . . .” Heather paused as if trying to find words that would help and not hurt. Finally she blurted out, “I just don’t want to see you torturing yourself.”


  “Heather, I’ll be there in a little while. Don’t let them do anything to Steve.”


  Cutting the call off, Meg marched resolutely to the bedroom. There was something to be done and only she could do it!
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  STEPPING INTO THE BEDROOM, MEG TORE THROUGH THE SMALL WALK-in closet she shared with Steve. She considered a half dozen ensembles before picking out a new blue sweater and a pair of jeans. She dressed quickly but carefully, putting on full makeup and fixing her hair almost as if getting ready for a very special date. Before leaving the apartment, she stared into the mirror one last time. Her reflection proved she looked her best. As Steve would have said, “Heads will turn when they see you tonight, Honey.” And for reasons she didn’t fully understand, she needed them to turn. She needed to look like a woman of strength in control of her world. If not to fool her friends, then to fool herself. And she needed to look like the woman Steve always bragged on.


  It was just two miles to the hospital, but the short drive seemed to take forever. Although there was no traffic, Meg missed every light. Ten minutes after leaving her apartment and an hour after receiving the call from Officer Johnson, she finally arrived at the staff lot. Trying to act as though it was just another day at work, Meg got out of her yellow Mustang coupe and turned toward the building she knew so well. As she stared at the white brick building’s six floors, a cool, damp breeze hit her face. It was the same kind of breeze that hit her when she had first met Steve, an early fall evening of her freshman year in college. She had blown a tire on a trip back from the library to her dorm and he had stopped to fix it for her. He’d been able to fix everything since then. Except for this. He couldn’t fix death. No one could.


  Turning her face into the wind, she briskly strolled the forty yards across the parking lot. As she walked through the automatic door into the emergency room, she noticed a young man sitting to her right. Even in the midst of this horrible personal trauma, her training automatically kicked in. In an almost detached fashion, she made her assessment—not too serious, probably just bumped his head in a fall or traffic accident. A few stitches and he’d be told to use ice and take some aspirin. Routine ER stuff. The kind of thing she dealt with everyday of the year.


  As she continued her trek across the ER, she heard Dr. Jake Jones, a small, portly man in his forties. “And if you feel any throbbing, just take a couple aspirin. There’s nothing broken and except for some pain from those stitches in your forehead, I don’t think that . . .” The doctor’s words trailed off as Meg rounded a corner and made her way to the emergency room nurses’ station.


  “Meg,” a shocked Judy Lincoln exclaimed. “How are you?”


  Meg didn’t respond to the fifty-year-old nurse’s concerned question. She didn’t even acknowledge the older woman’s presence. Yet, a voice down the hall did catch her attention.


  “Are you sure you want to do this?” Heather asked, her words spilling out like water pouring from a glass. “Listen, Meg, there’s no easy way for me to say this, Steve’s car must have been totaled and it caught fire. I was in ER when they brought him in and I don’t really think you want or need to see him this way. Why don’t you just talk to the hospital chaplain instead? He’s right down the hall. I can get him in a flash.” While Heather searched Meg’s eyes for some sign of understanding, her pleas fell on deaf ears. Meg had become a force that pushed her beyond logic or understanding. She needed to be with Steve.


  “Where is he?” Meg’s words were delivered in a firm, demanding, and almost mechanical rhythm.


  “But . . .” Heather began.


  “Heather, shut it down. I don’t need your sympathies or empathy. I’m a big girl and I’m a trained nurse. And I have a right to do what I want to do. Now where is he?”


  Heather gestured toward a small room across the hall.


  Meg nodded. Her need to see Steve was seated in more than just the love she had for her husband. It was also attached to a previous family tragedy. Her aunt had lost her husband in Vietnam. They never found the body. For years, the woman waited with the illogical hope that he might be a prisoner someplace and would someday return to her. That looking out the window, waiting for a call, searching each day’s mail had gone on for decades. Not seeing his body had created such a deep void, the woman never accepted her husband’s death. She was still looking or at least wishing for his return when she died forty years later. Meg had long believed that things would have been different if her aunt had just seen the body. Because of witnessing that woman’s progressive decline into a kind of silent madness, Meg sensed that only by seeing her Steve now, at this very moment, not waiting even a few hours much less a day, could she really accept all of this as something other than a nightmare.


  “I’ll go with you,” Heather offered. “You don’t need to do this alone.”


  Meg had never liked being treated like a child, even back when she had been one, and she didn’t want any help now. “Heather,” Meg shot back, “I’m a nurse, have been for a while now, and I’ve seen it all. I don’t need you to hold my hand.” Reaching forward, she gently pushed her friend to the side.


  “Don’t do this,” Heather whispered, putting her hand on Meg’s shoulder. “You’re in shock. You need to take a while and absorb what has happened.”


  Meg had seen shock put others on autopilot. Shock could twist a person and force them into unwise decisions. Maybe Heather was right. Maybe she was in a bad place now. After all, wouldn’t a normal reaction come with a flood tears? Yet she felt very little emotion. Is that how it should be?


  Meg looked up and caught her reflection in a window. Yes, that was her face complete with the dark brown eyes, the arched eyebrows, the high cheekbones, and the bee-stung lips. But now she wore an expression that projected a cold, solitary, and hard person. It was a look she didn’t recognize. Could that be her?


  For a moment she looked back to her friend. She teetered on reaching out and asking for help. Her lips quivered and she felt a bit faint. Then she remembered her aunt. No, shock or not, she had to do this. Pushing Heather’s hand from her shoulder, she moved forward. Wise or not, she had to be with Steve. After all, he had made this last trip to be with her. He couldn’t rest until his trip was actually completed with her at his side. And that was what this was all about. They both needed to complete the trip.


  After taking a deep breath, she walked into the room and flipped on the overhead light. There on a hospital gurney, in a room normally used to save lives, lay a still form covered by a white sheet. The figure under that covering remained rigid. There was no hint of life.


  Suddenly, her strength gone, terror gripping her by the throat, she backed up until she felt a cool wall against her shoulders. Her knees rubbery, her stomach churning, and her head spinning, she turned toward the door wanting to run as far as she could from this room. But she couldn’t move. Even as she began to hyperventilate, something forced her gaze back to the gurney. She still had to know. She had to see this with her own eyes.


  The door pushed slowly open and Heather walked in. “Meg, you don’t have to do this and you don’t need to do it. But if you’re determined to see him, please let me be with you.” She opened her arms as if begging to draw Meg in for a hug, but Meg didn’t accept the gesture.


  “Please leave,” the grieving woman asked. “Just wait on the other side of the door. I’ve got to do this, Heather. Maybe someday you’ll understand.”


  “Meg.”


  “I still feel his presence,” Meg whispered. “I can’t accept he’s gone. I’ll never accept it unless . . .”


  “So,” Heather softly pleaded, “just let me stay.”


  “No, please go. I’ll be out in a second. I need one more moment alone with Steve.”


  As her friend sadly pushed the door open and left, Meg closed her eyes and called upon a higher power. “Dear Lord, please wake me up. Please make all of this a bad dream.”


  As she opened her eyes, she discovered there would be no wake-up call. The body remained on the gurney just as her prayer remained unanswered. There would be no reprieve or escape.


  Meg focused once more on the gurney. She’d seen enough dead people under sheets to be able to recognize if the body was a man or woman, a child or an adult. Those experiences now told her something was wrong, very wrong. This couldn’t be Steve. The body wasn’t big enough. Maybe this had all been a mistake. Clasping her hands together, sweat beading down her forehead, she took the first unsteady steps toward the gurney. As she grew closer, her heart galloped and the room began to spin. For a moment, she felt as she would pass out.


  “Oh, Lord,” she breathed. “Please stop this. Give me strength.”


  As if this prayer had been answered, the spinning room slowed down and ground to an unsteady halt. Suddenly, she again had some control.


  Once more focused, Meg inched her left hand forward and found the top edge of the sheet. As she touched the linen, her wedding ring sparkled under the harsh light. It was a single gold band, nothing elaborate or fancy, but it represented something and someone she had loved deeply for so long. What did it represent now? Memories?


  She suddenly recalled the day he had first slipped it on. As she relived that moment it felt as if Steve was once more with her, holding her hand, grabbing the sheet. With a renewed strength brought on by feeling his presence, she gave a quick, steady pull and was visited by something she hadn’t expected. What rested on the gurney took her breath away and made her stomach boil. It was like pictures she had seen of casualties in war zones and it stunned even this trained and experienced nurse.


  What was in front of her wasn’t so much one body but random, burned parts laid out on a table. They were positioned like broken china awaiting regluing. But this mess could not be put back together. There wasn’t enough glue in the whole world. The crash had literally torn this body apart and left it unrecognizable. Unexpectedly, the fact that the man had not just been shredded but burned gave Meg hope.


  This can’t be my Steve. It’s a mistake. Steve could never look like this. It just can’t be him! Someone else must have been driving his car.


  But that hope was quickly and cruelly dashed when she saw the man’s left hand, that same hand that had made him Springfield University’s star baseball pitcher and the same hand upon which she had once placed a gold ring. And there on the ring finger of that hand was a simple, plain gold band. It was Steve’s ring, the one she’d given him. The one that was engraved inside the band, “ ’Til death do us part.” And death was now not sixty years from now as it should have been.


  After one final look, Meg pulled the sheet back up. “As simple as making a bed,” a head nurse had once told her about covering a corpse. And it was easy, but still each time she had done this simple act she’d always wondered how many hearts had been shattered by that death? Now she knew that simple act of pulling up a single white sheet over a body wasn’t just covering a lifeless body, it was closing and locking a door that would never again be opened.
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  AS MEG OPENED THE DOOR TO THE HALLWAY, DR. JOHN SEYMOUR, A brash, devastatingly handsome young resident strolled toward her. Yet, even though they were only a few feet away, he evidently failed to see Meg. Perhaps that is why as he approached, his words were directed only to Heather.


  “Hey, sweetheart, you really do look fine this morning. No one wears a uniform the way you do.” He finished his offhanded compliment with a long wink and a big grin.


  Usually Heather had a quick comeback for the doctor’s flirting, but maybe because of her concern for her friend she remained mute, only responding with a stern glare. Failing to read her expression, Seymour continued to prod one of the hospital’s most desirable single employees, “Why, Heather, who stepped on your tail today?”


  “John,” she whispered, “there was an accident this morning, and . . .”


  Opening the door wider and stepping fully into view, Meg interrupted Heather in mid-explanation. In unison, both nurse and doctor turned toward her.


  “We’ve got to get someone to oil those hinges,” the doctor laughed. “The squeaking could wake the dead.”


  Heather cringed, but Seymour, sensing he had a captive audience, continued. “Well, Nurse Richards, good morning. I didn’t expect to see you this early, but it’s always a pleasure to be around such beauty even if you’re taken. That husband of yours is one lucky man.”


  “Doctor, Meg is . . .”


  Cutting Heather off, Seymour added, “Beautiful. Yes, she is. And I’ve got some good news for Meg, and I’m not going to keep her in suspense for even a moment longer.” His face beaming, he continued, “Nurse, the lab finally got caught up after you left yesterday.”


  Heather jumped in again, “Whatever the news is, I don’t think this is the time!”


  A stubborn Seymour just kept right on talking. “Meg, I overheard you saying yesterday your husband would be coming home this weekend for your anniversary and I knew you’d want to surprise him with the good news. Congratulations! Your suspicions were confirmed. Our official tests prove you’re pregnant!”


  Seemingly realizing that no one else was reacting normally to this bit of wonderful news, a confused look quickly crossed the man’s face. “Listen, Meg, I’m sorry if I spoiled the surprise by telling you in front of Heather, but I know how long you’ve been trying and I just didn’t think that you’d want me to hold back. If I was wrong, just remember I’ve never been known for having any tact.”


  Meg’s eyes met the doctor’s momentarily then she lowered her head, turned, and walked toward the ER door. In the background, she heard him ask, “What did I do?”


  Meg was out of earshot before Heather could explain.


  As she exited, the same accident victim she’d observed when she’d first arrived held the outside door open for her. He was so lucky. He got to go home to be with his family. Or maybe it wasn’t luck but fate. Maybe fate had dealt her the wrong hand and him the right one.


  Walking resolutely across the parking lot, she again felt the damp breeze hit her face. Like a slap in the face, the cold wind emphasized how quickly things could change. In a split second, good had become bad and pleasure had morphed into pain. Just as quickly, an answered prayer had turned into a meaningless coda in an evening consumed by tragedy. The “wonderful” news she’d been waiting and praying to hear for what had once seemed a long time didn’t seem to matter now. How ironic! The only thing she and Steve needed to make their lives complete had only been confirmed after his life had ended.


  Sliding into her Mustang, she slammed the driver’s side door, tightly clenched the steering wheel, and looked toward the heavens. So this is the way God worked! And if this was the case, then why bother trying to live a good life or even praying? What had it gotten her? She had experienced a few incredible years and then it had become a nightmare of pain and regret.


  Looking out through her windshield, she took a deep breath and shouted, “Why? What have I done?”


  She had more she wanted to say but she couldn’t bring herself to tell God what she thought of Him. Besides, she’d lost her voice and for the first time since the phone had awakened her from such peaceful dreams, tears filled her eyes. She was completely alone and that knowledge spilled out into the night, the car, and her heart. It rolled over her like a powerful ocean wave. A silent voice suddenly screamed unrelentingly that nothing would ever be the same again, that death had come and the parting was real and there was no stopping the “dark music”!
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  FOR TWO DAYS, MEG MINDLESSLY WALKED THROUGH THE DUTIES THAT had been suddenly and unmercifully thrust upon her. She graciously greeted scores of visitors as they came into her apartment with arms full of food and mouths spilling out thousands of meaningless words. Some even said they understood just how she felt. She wanted to laugh in their faces. How could they know how she felt? No one could know how she felt. She wasn’t even sure herself. She wished they had all just left her alone. After all, alone was now the story of her life and she felt it was time to begin living that story.


  She vaguely remembered spending time picking out a suit, a shirt, and a tie to give to the funeral director, but what did it really matter? After all, the slate gray coffin she’d chosen would be closed. It had to remain locked because Steve, like Humpty Dumpty, couldn’t be put back together again. He could have been buried in a sheet and no one would have known. So why had they wasted good clothes that someone else could have worn? In fact, picking out clothes that would never be seen reflected the nature of everything about a funeral. The whole experience seemed like a colossal waste of time. There were far better things to do than say good-bye to someone who couldn’t hear or reply. Besides, she had said her goodbyes at the hospital. That is where she’d learned the true meaning and felt the full weight of “ ’Til Death Do Us Part.”


  So as Meg now waded through all her obligations, she saw no reason for any of this. It was all just social mumbo-jumbo. She seriously thought it should be cancelled; it was accomplishing nothing more than drawing out needless pain. But when she suggested just a graveside memorial, her wishes were quickly shot down. Her mother and Steve’s folks insisted on a full-blown funeral. And when Meg balked at attending the church memorial service, her mother raised her voice and scolded her. “How would it look if you weren’t there?” Then she’d added, “Steve would want you there.” Meg had just nodded and forced a solemn smile. What a joke! Steve didn’t want anything anymore, and he wouldn’t care if she were there or not. His mind had stopped and with it all his wishes.


  With each passing moment, she grew to hate the thought of the funeral even more. She saw no real purpose in it. Was this the way all widows felt? Did they also dread dealing with a ceremony that was really nothing more than hollow words among old friends?


  Love had been the anchor in her life and that love had come from Steve. He had radiated it with his touch and his kiss. She felt it in the way he looked at her. It gave her confidence and made her strong enough to handle anything. But now that love was gone. And with each passing moment, it grew more distant. And without that anchor, she was adrift. So why hold a service that pointed out to the world the guiding force in a woman’s life had left her?


  Beyond the ache in her heart and the sense of incredible loneliness, the worst part of the two endless days had been her meeting with Reverend Cheston Brooks. There was nothing wrong with the man. Brooks, short, middle-aged, and blessed with a gentle spirit and a soft delivery, was the kind of person everyone liked, including those who didn’t ever darken a church door. Yet over the past forty-eight hours she’d come to loath the sight of him. He’d visited with her on two long, drawn-out occasions and each meeting left her feeling more empty and lost. Worse yet, the preacher in his haste to make her feel as though God was with her had actually done just the opposite. Brooks had planted a seed that made the widow wonder if God wasn’t really the problem rather than the solution.


  The first time he came to see her Brooks read a great number of Scriptures to seemingly reassure her that all of this was in God’s plan. Meg actually heard few of his words. What she did hear just made her angry. She wasn’t buying any of the “God’s plan” bit. Why would God plan such a horrible thing? Why would He break her heart? And then there was the pastor’s constant need to stop and pray. Now praying seemed to be a bit like buying a spare tire after your car had been sold. What real good could it do?


  On Brooks’s second visit, after he had finished mumbling his carefully chosen words, she pressed him on the whys of Steve’s death. Brooks admitted he couldn’t understand why the accident had happened. And if a man trained to know didn’t know, how could Meg begin to understand or possibly put any faith in the God who had killed her husband? And if He is all-powerful and had allowed it to happen, then that was just what He had done. He’d killed her husband. That singular, cruel thought almost caused her to voice her emotions. But before she could tell Brooks that God had to be responsible, he chimed in with more of his evangelical dribble.


  “Meg, I don’t know what it is in this case, but I really believe that something good can and will come out of this. You need to believe that, too.”


  She bit her lip and nodded, and then he prayed again.


  While Meg didn’t accept Brooks’s faith in there being a reason for all of this, it had been easier simply to nod her head pretending to agree than to continue to challenge the man. After all, arguing would just needlessly waste more time discussing something she didn’t want to discuss. If Brooks wanted to continue to believe in the elementary Christian faith of her childhood, he could, but she had a much different point of view now. When all of this pomp and ceremony ended and Steve was buried, she’d start to live a life based on the present and not the future. She was not going to be hurt again nor live with fairy tales and outdated ideas such as good things happen to those who have faith. It was now all too obvious that had to be a fable. After all, she’d always played by the book. She’d been faithful. She’d tithed. She’d gone on mission trips. She’d prayed for the sick. She’d been the best Christian she could be and look at what had happened! The last thing she needed to hear at this point was “just have faith.”


  Thankfully, not everyone tossed off the same old, tired, and meaningless lines. There had been one person who hadn’t spit out a long litany of clichés. Heather had just been there and she’d been wonderful. She’d done her best to understand what Meg was saying and thinking and hadn’t even attempted to talk her out of wearing a blue dress instead of the traditional black to the funeral. After all, Steve had hated seeing her in dark clothing and she couldn’t bring herself to wear black even on this day. Heather had understood and even gone to bat for her against her mother. Thanks to her, that one battle had been won.


  Somehow, maybe thanks mostly to Heather, the world had moved forward and she and the endless streams of people who had offered their condolences were now seated in the church. There directly in front of her, presiding over it all was Reverend Brooks. And those who had packed the church for the service felt sure he would find the words to bring comfort to Meg. She was just as sure he couldn’t. After reading a few Scriptures, Brooks began to speak from the heart and in the process proved Meg right.


  “As we consider his death,” Brooks began, “we can now fully realize there was no finer young leader in this community than Steven Richards. He meant so much to this church. An active choir member, the leader of our high school Sunday school department, and of course, a tremendous witness to all of our members through his devotion to the wife he now leaves behind.”


  The preacher’s next words were equally glowing as he listed all of Steve’s great accomplishments from Eagle Scout to trusted employee. He told several funny tales that captured Steve’s sense of humor. He followed those with serious narrative, presenting example after example of his incredible character. But to Meg those words and the stories rang hollow now. They offered no comfort at all. Food had no taste, the wind no chill, the sun no shine, sleep offered no refuge, and words, even those praising the man she loved, meant nothing! She just wanted the words to end. Finally, after thirty long minutes, Brooks seemed to be coming to the real point he wanted the congregation to hear.


  “I don’t understand why this tragic accident happened, nor, I am sure, does anyone. God does not let us know all the mysteries that are a part of His world, but we can gain true inspiration and insight from Steven’s short life and feel true joy knowing that he is now happy with the Master in heaven.”


  Meg couldn’t help it. As soon as Brooks uttered those words she just had to shake her head. Mysteries of His world! Yeah, that was it. Why question the mysteries, just accept them. She’d heard that for two days. She wasn’t going to fall into the trap. She would never accept this. This wasn’t right and it had nothing to do with God’s love. And then, Brooks delivered the clincher.


  “You have to trust in the Lord and something good will come out of this.”


  He just had to toss it out there—that all-encompassing line she had heard from lots of family and friends over the past two days. Her mom was the worst. She kept saying it over and over again. And now, Brooks had fallen into that trap as well. Trust in the Lord and something good will come out of this. Well, if Meg managed to be good, Santa would come visit in nine months, too. Every child in the world knew that and every adult used it to keep those children in line. Something good coming out of this was a joke. She was alone. The love of her life had died. It might have been Steve’s mangled body in the gray coffin, but she was in there, too. And when they buried him, they would be burying the part of her that could feel and experience love. She knew that as well as she knew Steve would never again take a breath or say a word. And yet the preacher kept talking as if there could be some kind of opportunity created by Steve’s death. What kind of opportunity? What could anyone gain from this? Where was the good?


  “For even though the body of Steven Richards has died,” Brooks droned on, “we know that Steven accepted Jesus as his savior, and as is promised in the Bible, a believer in our Lord will be safe from death and can be sure that his soul will find everlasting life with Jesus in heaven.”


  Heaven! Meg couldn’t make a cell call to there. There was no iPhone app for that. She couldn’t talk to Steve or be held in his arms at his new address. So his being there brought no comfort at all. It didn’t stop her pain and didn’t fill the void in her life.


  Meg’s eyes left Brooks and went to those filling the church. Many were nodding, a few were whispering amen, but they all looked sad; some were even visibly hurting. It was as if they had each been kicked in the teeth. The more she looked around the more she realized that pain hung over the service like a violent summer storm. As she took it all in, Meg’s aching turned into rage. How could this be called a Christian service when it put so many people through such great anguish? Where was the love in all of this? Better yet, where was the saving grace?


  “So, Meg,” the pastor’s mentioning her name suddenly jarred her out of her raging fog and refocused her eyes on the pulpit. What she heard turned her stomach more than soothed her spirit.


  “Even though this time must be very hard for you, try to remember that Steven embraced a mission and a life beyond this one. In fact, he had a mission and a life greater than any we can begin to realize. He had been chosen by God to live and his job is finished, and he is now in a better place than we who are left. Thank you, God, for this man and what his life stood for. Now, let us pray.”


  Yep, the old mystery angle again. If you don’t have an answer for something, then trot it out and hook it to the it-must-have-been-his-time theory. It might work for some, but not for Meg and not today.


  Meg tuned out Brooks’s prayer. While all other heads in the auditorium were bowed, her eyes remained fixed on the closed coffin. She’d shed no tears since the ones that had fallen in the hospital parking lot and there would be none coming today. Not even the sight of that cold, gray coffin could open her heart. She was too angry to cry and ached to move to a place where she could fully vent.


  When this funeral ended, she silently vowed, she’d be walking out of this church for the last time. It couldn’t happen soon enough. After the final words were said and they lowered Steve into the ground and covered the casket with dirt, Meg would shake a few hands, accept a few hugs, and even mouth a few prayers, but only for the moment because the mask would soon come off. God had His chance to prove His love and He had not proved worthy of hers.


  As Brooks said his final amen and the congregation rose to watch the coffin rolled out of the church, the emotion Meg felt centered not on loss but rage. Before this day ended, she vowed that someone would feel her wrath. All she needed now was a human target.
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  OH, MEG, I THOUGHT THE REVEREND BROOKS GAVE US SUCH A MEANINGful message today. Didn’t you?”


  Meg glanced over at her mother. Barbara Hankins was short, auburn-haired, and a bit chubby. Her fair, round cheeks caused her dark brown eyes to appear larger than they were. She was dressed in a black suit and pumps. She was the stereotypical image of a president of a book review club and she just happened to be filling that role this year.


  “I thought Steve’s parents handled it very well. It’s a shame that they live so far away. I know that they could be such a comfort to you during this time. I mean, all things considered, what a beautiful service! It really did Steve proud. I know he would have liked it. I just wish your sister Terri could have been here. She just couldn’t make connections from overseas. She would have loved the service and been touched by it. Do you suppose the church made a video?”


  It had been six hours since they’d left the graveside and except for her mother, everyone else had gone home. Standing in the kitchen, looking out the window but not seeing anything, Meg started to acknowledge her mother’s comments in the same manner that she had everyone else’s, with a simple yes and a line about how glad she had been that all of the family and close friends could make it back to Springfield for the service, but something stopped her.


  This was her mother, they were finally alone, and it was time to be honest. After all, isn’t that what she’d always preached to her daughter? “Give it to me straight!” She had said time and time again. Well, it was time that Barbara Hankins experienced her daughter’s honesty. How could God have dared to take her husband, particularly now? No words or flowers or pretty services would supply the answer, and Meg had grown so tired of pretending that she was grateful for any of those things. It was time her mother heard about what Meg really thought about the service and everything else that had happened over the past two days. This was the moment Meg could toss off the part of the good little wife who would lean on God, make it through this hard time, and let all of her emotions out. Her mother just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Like a wild stallion freed from a pen, she charged.


  “Mom, I don’t really care who came and who stayed home. I’m glad Terri didn’t waste her time and money trying to get home. I don’t give a flip about what Reverend Brooks or anyone else said or did. Steve’s dead and no one or nothing is going to change that.”


  The older woman, obviously stunned at the biting words spewing from her daughter’s mouth, rocked back on her heels. Almost joyfully, Meg observed the shock register on her mother’s face. This was exactly the reaction that Meg wanted. And before Barbara could find her voice, Meg continued.


  “If you want to believe that trash about God’s will, you can, but I don’t. You just show me what good will come out of this. I defy you to present to me just one thing! You can’t and you know it! No one can! You can’t give me one good reason that it was best for Steve to die now.”


  Meg’s brown eyes were burning with a cold, calculated fury, her tone now sharp and bitter. She was daring her mother to prove her wrong, verbally slapping the older woman with the faith she had long worn on her sleeve. And watching the confused look on her mother’s face gave Meg an emotional lift. After all, this time her mom would not have any satisfactory answers. There would be no Bible verses to trot out or old family stories that would make this all better.


  Barbara fidgeted on the couch, Meg’s sudden rage evidently shaking her to the bone. Meg could see the confusion written on her mother’s face and it brought her a strange sense of satisfaction.


  “Now, Honey,” she almost whispered, seemingly trying to choose words carefully so Meg would not become more upset. “You’re right. Nothing will bring Steve back, but bitterness is not going to get you anywhere. You can’t just give up on twenty-five years of faith simply because of one event.”


  “One event, Mom? Please get serious. Steve was my whole life. I’m not tossing out anything that matters, because I’ve already lost that. If God is a loving God, how could He have done this to Steve, to his family, or to me? You show me some reason, Mom. You can’t, because there isn’t any. There is absolutely no good reason for this. Steve didn’t die saving a life, didn’t die for some noble cause, he didn’t die for anything!”


  As silence filled the room and her fifty-five-year-old mother toyed with the corner of a magazine, Meg almost felt sorry for her. She almost reached out to hug Barbara. That is what she would have done in the past. She’d always been the perfect daughter. The girl who came home on time, kept her room neat, didn’t party, and never caused her parents’ any heartache. But she couldn’t be that person now. At this moment, with the fresh wounds of grief still raw, she couldn’t reach out in love to anyone, not even her mother.


  “Meg,” Barbara softly began, “I’ve always found that prayer is a way to understand just what . . .”


  Meg cut her off, “Okay, Mom, fine, you go ahead and pray, but I’m not going to. This God, this almighty being that zaps helpless people at random moments, He is not worthy of it. I now kind of think He kills people on whims for His own amusement. I wouldn’t associate with a person like that, so why would I speak to a god like that? It’d be like being friends with the school bully. If I have to believe that He works in strange ways, then fine. But if He is all-powerful, he could have saved Steve and He didn’t. In my mind that makes Him a murderer. And you know what we do with murderers in this state. We either execute them or put them away for life. Maybe I can’t execute God, but I can lock Him up and keep Him out of my life. In fact, I already have! I did it the moment I saw Steve’s body in pieces on the gurney. You should have been there, Mom. You should have seen it, too. That would have been a blow to your faith. Might have woken you up like it did me. I wish you’d seen what God did.”
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