
 

 

 

Adventures





Preface

An essential part of this novel’s theme is how the leading character comes to believe that wherever he goes, God should be in charge. Not that every little decision is controlled, like what to order at a restaurant, but big things like where to live and where to work, He will help us decide if we let Him. Some people go through their life by accident. Other people definitely have been brought to the same place at the same time because one of them knows he needs to help the other.

The hero of this story finds it goes both ways. His questions to others help him define his own faith. And he is also instrumental to helping friends find forgiveness in Christ. One of the biggest promises he claims was written to the Israelites centuries earlier: ‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the Lord, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.’ Jeremiah 29:11. This may seem out of context, but the protagonist hears it like it was just for him.

The same way I claim a verse written by St. Paul about himself: ‘For I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.’ Philippians 4:13. It is how I was led to start writing and it seems now that I can never stop.

I hope you enjoy this book. It is free, so give it away. Tell your friends to download it or pass along a copy. I pray that someone will find spiritual help through my work. That is the most important thing, so I am not keeping track of who gets this, or how many visit the website to get their copy.

Also, I have no apologies for what I include here. I believe it is how a Christian should live and grow. I also express a little of how a committed couple should find pleasure in each other. I don’t think I went too far.




 


Part One – Powell Finds His Way

Chapter One

Powell Ellison walked down the fifty-yard line with the cheap red gown over his street clothes. The same sun-faded red as all the other guys graduating from Allberry High School in Allberry, Ohio. The girls had white. It was supposed to be the school colors, but since the fabric was so cheap, they didn’t look quite right. The white was off-white, and the red a couple shades too light. He had the funny hat on too, just like everyone else. Today he felt like rebelling a little and tried to put it on backward. But since it was square, there seemed to be no front or back. 

He did manage to conspire with his best friend, Jamey. They tried to find a way to add something unusual to the standard cap and gown, but nothing seemed to be right. Everything they thought of would have taken something away from the graduation for everybody else. Finally, they decided on wearing shorts under the gown. It wasn’t much of a rebellion, but they were proud of it.

Powell was a little taller than average, but not so tall the basketball team wanted him. He was strong from going to the school’s weight room instead of going home. But not so strong the wrestling team wanted him. He felt like he was average. Powell saw himself as normal looking with brown eyes and brown hair that was a little longer than most of the guys. There was nothing special about him in his own view.

His group got to the row of chairs where he was assigned. The sod squished beneath his sneakers as he walked. It had rained last night, and the football field was saturated even though the rain stopped hours ago. With every step he could feel his socks getting wetter and wetter. He sat with everyone else when the signal was given for them to take a seat. He felt the old, rented, folding chair sink into the ground. ‘It will take a lot of time to get this field ready for football,’ he thought.

And then there are the bleachers. They were old and rickety, and the last winter took a toll on the stands. Some of the guys in his class were pretty big, and he wondered if the gray, weathered boards would hold their weight. Some of the girls were big too.

It seemed like a long time before his row stood to advance to the steps of the benches, so they could receive their diplomas. Jamey already had his and was sitting again, with his legs folded yoga style on the metal seat to keep his feet out of the wet grass.

When Powell got near the bleachers, he saw that one step had broken clear through. Everyone in front of him was stepping over it by taking two steps at once. Directly in front of him was a tiny girl who had a bad limp. She was a nice person, Powell thought, cute and smart, but she had a problem before birth that left her a little small and with one leg a little shorter than the other and a little twisted. She also had thick glasses and most days, like today, she pulled her dirty blond hair back and made a messy bun out of it. Powell knew she would not be able to get over the broken step by herself. Most of their classmates teased her about her leg and her size. Her only defense was to be mean back to them; usually before they had a chance to hurt her emotionally. Powell touched her shoulder and spoke close to her ear, “I’ll help you get up the stairs, Anna, but only if you want me to. Do you want me to help?”

She was in a panic as she got closer and closer to the steps. She turned slightly toward Powell, “Can you just put your hands under my arms and lift?” So, that was what he did. When she started climbing the stairs, he got close and put his hands just below her armpits and gave her a little boost. She climbed over the first few steps with no problem, and when she got to the broken one, he lifted her completely off the surface, and she flew over the broken board. He could feel her giggle but could not hear it.

Using the school’s fitness center almost every afternoon paid off. He went to the weight room instead of home because of the constant tension in the apartment. His mom and sister lived in the same unit with him, but it never seemed much like a family to Powell. His dad left the family years ago, and his mom was bitter and that bitterness she took out on all men, including him. He didn’t feel like his mom was an awful person, but he didn’t feel like she loved him either. And his little sister was learning from their mother. But – he had a secret.

Graduation was also called a commencement. He just learned the word meant ‘new start.’ It always seemed only like a synonym for graduation. He had plans for a new start that his mom didn’t know about. It would get him out of the apartment right away and give him a new beginning to life. An eighteen-year-old shouldn’t need a fresh start.

He heard his name called and walked over to the table to shake hands with the principal and get the diploma. Evidently, the principal had seen Powell lift his classmate over the broken board because when Powell shook hands, the older man held on and pulled Powell closer, so he could whisper, “Thank you, Powell, for helping Anna.” As far as Powell could remember, it was the only time the man had said anything to him.

He took his diploma and went back to his seat with the others. Anna motioned for him to bend down a little. He thought she might just say thanks, but she kissed his cheek instead. Powell was surprised, and that was something else new to him. He couldn’t remember anyone ever kissing him. It felt good. So, he smiled at her and touched the back of her shoulder, then turned his attention to the front to watch the rest of his class file through the gauntlet the faculty made.

After the ceremony was done, he found his mother and gave her the little book that contained the diploma. “I’m going to Jamey’s house for a while. I’ll be back before supper.” His mom took the document and didn’t say anything she just turned and walked away. Across the field, Powell thought he saw his dad. He started to wave, but the man was already walking toward the parking lot, and he never saw the wave. Powell thought he would never know if his dad was there or not. 

Powell met up with his friend and rode with Jamey’s family to their home. His best friend was almost like a brother. They looked like family too except Jamey was shorter than Powell and not as muscular. The biggest difference in the two was that Jamey came from a loving home and that made him a happier person.

Jamey’s mom, Regina, had lots of refreshments laid out. She had been busy making sandwiches, desserts, and her famous cookies. Powell always wished he could live there. Besides the excellent food, he felt welcome and accepted – just as he was. “Hey, Jamey’s mom. This looks fantastic. So much food and whatever you cook, it always tastes great.”

“Thank you, Jamey’s friend.” It was an ongoing joke between them to use those names. It was another reason he felt so welcome when he was there, they joked with him as if he belonged. “I saw what you did for that small girl in front of you. Come over here.”

Confused, Powell walked over to the side of the table where Regina was standing. She grabbed him and hugged him. Another first. How long since someone hugged him? He didn’t know the proper response, so he finally put his hands on her arms and patted them a little. That made her laugh, and she let him go. “I’m sorry if that felt awkward for you. I just wanted to show you that I think you are a hero.”

“Uh… Thanks.”

“You boys… sorry. You young men can take some plates and fill them then go on down to the basement. Make yourself at home.”

Jamey answered first, “Sure thing, Mom. I’ll make myself at home. Always do here.”

“Oh, you! You know what I meant.”

Powell laughed at that. It was good to see what a family was supposed to act like. The two young men went on down and started to play video games. More classmates would be coming in a couple of hours after they celebrated with their families. Jamey was getting frustrated with Powell because it seemed his mind was not in the game. Jamey was scoring win after win, and usually, it was the other way around. Finally, right after losing yet again, Powell spoke up, “Jamey, can I ask you a question?”

“Sure. Maybe then you can concentrate on the game. What’s on your mind?”

Suddenly shy Powell barely got out, “Who is Jesus?”

“Huh? Who is Jesus?” Jamey repeated, “He is it.”

“It? Just it? There has got to be more.”

“Well, you know the story. How it all went down.”

“How it all went down? Why are you talking like that?”

“I wasn’t in this line of thought, and it has surprised me. It’s a defense mechanism to give me time to get my thoughts together.”

“Okay. Proceed when ready.”

“How many years have we gone to church together? You know who Jesus is. The Son of God. He and his Father were always together until Jesus came to die for us.”

“Yes, I know. Jesus came and died. Then He came back to life and in a little while He went into heaven. What I want to know is… who is He now?”

“Same. He is still alive, and God still cares about us. I talk to Him every day. You can do it too. As I understand, there is enough Jesus for everybody. No need to share.”

“What do I say, though?”

“Whatever is on your mind. I usually start with a statement of worship. Do you understand that?”

“Yes. I know what that means.”

“Well, people do it differently. Jesus gave us an example in The Lord’s Prayer. He started that with a statement of worship. But when you talk to Him, just do it your way. Ask for what you need. Give thanks for things you have and thanks for things you know He answered. Talk to Him about whatever is on your mind. He will care and listen.”

“Does He still have the power to forgive? And the power to give me what I want?”

“Yes. And yes. Although Jesus might say no to some requests. Like praying to be filthy rich. He probably won’t say yes to that.”

“Okay. I’ll have more questions later. Right now, get ready to lose.”

The next day, Sunday, Powell left early to go to Jamey’s house, so he could go to church with them one last time. He was a little late, and they were walking toward the car when he turned the corner. He sprinted the rest of the way and got there just in time. They were glad to see him, as were the people of the church. 

On the way back to Jamey’s house Powell was silent. The sermon was written to challenge people to live better lives. The pastor made it clear he expected everyone to decide about the topic, ‘Since Jesus forgives everything should we keep on sinning?’

Like almost every Sunday, Jamey’s family invited him to stay for lunch. He always stayed. If they only gave him a bowl of dry cereal every time, he still would have wanted to eat with them. It was the people that made it enjoyable. After lunch, when he and Jamey went down to play video games, Powell didn’t want to play. He wanted just to talk. “I know I told you what I was going to do after graduation.”

“Yeah. Joining the Army.”

“Did I tell you I leave in the morning?”

“No. I was hoping we would have a few more Sundays together.”

“I have to be on a bus at seven in the morning. Right now, I don’t know how I will get there. It is about a two-mile walk. Maybe I should just start getting used to marching everywhere.”

“I’ll take you.” The voice came from behind him. It was Jamey’s dad, James, Sr. but he went by Jim. “I wasn’t eavesdropping. I just walked in at the right moment. It would be an honor, Powell, to pick you up and take you to the bus station.”

“Thanks. I really appreciate it.”

“I’ll see you at your apartment at a quarter till.” Then he took what he came downstairs for and left.

“Jamey? Are you still going to study law?”

“Yes. Not criminal law. The court sessions are too much of a contest. Both sides are trying to win, no matter what the truth. I just want to be in a situation to help people. You know, so they don’t get run over by some unscrupulous lawyers. We’ll see how it goes. I might change my mind when school starts. I might even change my major to pottery.”

“Pottery? When did you develop an interest in pottery?”

“Just the first thing that jumped into my head. Just saying that after I start, I might think of something better I want to do.” Then Jamey groaned as his video game character died.

“Or maybe you’ll change your major to whatever some cute coed is doing.” Powell put down the game control and grabbed a leftover cookie.

“I hadn’t thought of that. Interesting,” and Jamey rubbed his chin. “Or maybe not.”

The next morning Powell was up extra early. He found the old green bag he bought at an army surplus store and started throwing things in it. The recruiter told him what to expect, so the teen knew he did not need much. After that, he sat down at the kitchen table and wrote a short note. 

“Mom, 

Thanks for everything. I know life has been rough for you and I am sorry I couldn’t make it better. I really felt that you wouldn’t even want me to try. I am out of your hair for good now. This morning I am leaving for the Army. I have signed up for four years, but I may reenlist if it goes well. I’ll send a postcard now and then just so you know I am still alive.

Jesus and I are good. If something happens and I die, I know where I’ll go.

Powell”

He left the note under a magnet on the fridge where he knew she would see it. Then he grabbed his bag and went down the stairs to the street in front of the building. He sat down on the bag and waited for his ride. Powell couldn’t help but feel sad. Everybody else had parents who loved them, but he never saw his dad and his mom just tolerated him, like it was only her duty to let him live with her. Powell started thinking that maybe he hadn’t done enough to bridge the gap between himself and his mom. But every time he tried, it ended bad.

Jim drove up a half an hour later. Right at the precise time he said he would be there. Instead of just letting Powell throw his stuff in the backseat Jim got out. He took the bag from Powell, then took something out of his coat pocket and put it in the bag. “Just a small Bible and my business card with the home number on the back. I expect you know it by heart, but just in case. Powell, I want you to call me if you ever need anything. Anything at all. And if it is in my power, I will do it; if not, I’ll find someone who can. Anything and at any time. Promise me you will call.”

“Sure. I promise. I don’t understand why I would need something, but I’ll call you.”

“Phone us anyhow. We want to know how you are. We will really need to know how to pray for you. Be specific about prayers you want us to offer for you. All three of us will remember you every day.”

“I don’t think anyone has ever prayed for me before.”

“That’s not true. Maybe we didn’t make it clear, but we have been for years already.”

Powell felt a tear form in his eye. He always felt like the boy nobody loved.

In these last couple of days Powell learned that he did have people in his life who cared for him. He was not alone after all. He also found that he wanted more from Jesus than just forgiveness. The young man wanted guidance. There was a deep longing inside him for someone to love him in a different way than his friends. Right now, he thought that might be Jesus.




Chapter Two

The recruits all grabbed their gear and got off the bus. The noon sun was hot, and it felt like it would burn the skin right off of them. The grass was brown, and in most places, the bare earth was showing through. In areas where anything was growing, it was only weeds – and they were tall. Budget cuts took the money for mowing, watering, and fertilizing the grounds. Once in a while, there would be a slight breeze, but it only blew the orange dust into their faces.

Nobody knew what to do so all the recruits were just milling around when the bus left. Powell looked at the group and knew something had to be done. “Everybody listen up,” he yelled. Most of the guys seemed shocked.

Someone yelled, “Who put you in charge?”

“I did. Until the drill sergeant gets here, I am in charge. Does anybody else fancy the job?” Complete silence. “Okay then, grab your gear. Make a straight line right here and put your gear in front of you.” He found a stick and made a line in the dirt. Everyone did as he said. Powell didn’t know he could speak with such authority. It was only a minute later when a golf cart drove up. The drill sergeant got out and grabbed a crutch from behind the seat.

“I am late. You will never be late. If you are late, you will regret it.” He started walking up and down the line looking at each man in the face. “Eyes front. Don’t you dare look at me. Who did this? Who got the sorry lot of you organized?” No one said anything. “I asked you a question, and I expect an answer. Who did this?” Powell raised his hand. The sergeant used the crutch to walk over and get in Powell’s face. “You did this recruit?”

Powell was staring straight ahead but bent his head and looked at the drill sergeant’s uniform. “Yes, Master Sergeant!” Powell yelled.

“Eyes front! What did you think you were looking at?”

“Rank, Master Sergeant!”

“Hmm? Looking at my rank.” The drill seemed a little confused for a second. “Who gave you the authority to organize my recruits?” The man screamed in Powell’s face.

“I did. The men are all yours now, Master Sergeant!”

“Hmm?” Confused, the older man decided to move on. “What is this? What kind of sick joke is this bag?” and he used the crutch to poke a backpack in front of one of the men on the line.

“My sister’s sick joke, Sergeant.”

“I have never seen such disrespect for this man’s army.”

“I respect the army, Sergeant. It was all my sister. I didn’t have time to change it.”

“What are those things anyway?”

“The Cutest Puppies, Sergeant.” The bag was covered with cartoon drawings of small dogs with big heads and ridiculously big, sad looking, brown eyes.

“This sun is dangerous, so not now, but before we get to the barracks, you will remove your shirt and cover that thing up. Then you are to burn that bag before anyone else sees it.”

“Yes, Sergeant!”

He went back to the front, so he could see all the men at once, “The last class of recruits I would like to forget. They were all worthless. One of them was the biggest tub of lard I have ever seen come through this base. And he was stupidly clumsy. One day on the rifle range, he tripped and landed right on my leg and broke it in two places. Now you know, and you don’t ever need any more information about my health.” He went over and put the crutch back behind the golf cart seat, then he sat down in the driver’s seat. “Listen up, recruits. You will find I am different than what you expect. I never use crude language. If you make me break that promise you will regret it, I guarantee. Still, I will be in your face making you understand the Army way. If you listen to me and do precisely as I tell you, you will survive the next few weeks. If you listen to me and obey my instructions, you may even survive the next few years in the United States Army. If you ignore me, you will not graduate. If you forget what I teach you, you may die in combat. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Sergeant!” They all yelled in unison. Then he used his hands like a cavalry officer on horseback used to do and led them to the barracks. The young men had to march double quick to keep up with the gas-powered golf cart.

That night back in Allberry – Jamey, Jim, and Regina prayed for Powell as they sat down for dinner. They talked about what he must be going through. The family conspired to figure out what to send him when they were finally able to send a small package. Whatever they decided the box had to have room for Regina’s cookies. They just had to wait on a note from him so they’d know where he was.




Chapter Three

The day after Powell left for the Army, Jamey felt like he should go see Anna and let her know what Powell had done. It is something she has to know, he told himself, but in reality, he had been thinking about her even before graduation. “Hey, Mom! Where are you?” Jamey yelled from the kitchen.

“In the basement,” she yelled back. “Do we have to yell?”

Jamey ran down the stairs. “Remember the girl Powell helped at graduation? Her name is Anna.”

“Yes, I remember him helping her. I don’t remember ever hearing her name before, though. Haven’t I seen her at functions with our sister churches?”

“Yes. Anyway. I feel like I should go tell Anna about Powell joining the army. They weren’t close friends or anything, but I just feel she should know. She did help him with math, now-and-then, though. So, I am going to go over to her house and let her know what Po is up to.”

“You have to do it in person? Why can’t you call? Text. Email. Some… social media?”

“Smoke signal, maybe?”

“Go on. Go tell Anna. I suppose you want the car?”

“Please? I don’t think I’ll be long.”

“Go on.”

Jamey took the family car and went over to the house he remembered – from when he was with someone who had to pick her up years ago. Anna answered the door herself when he knocked. He was surprised that she did, and she was wearing a pair of loose fitting shorts and was barefoot. “Jamey? What are you here for?”

“Just felt like I should fill you in on what Po is up to, and I felt like I had to do it in person.”

“Well, come on in. I was just thinking about getting something to drink. Do you want a soft drink or something?”

“Sure. Any iced tea?”

“Come this way.” And she led him into the kitchen. Jamey noticed when she walked that she put her whole right foot down, but she could only use her toes with her left.

“Anna, I hope this doesn’t bug you. But do you mind if I ask a few questions about your leg?”

“I don’t like it.” She paused for a few seconds, then in a softer voice, “But if you have to know, go ahead.”

“What is the difference in length?”

“About two inches. A little over.”

“Wow. Does it hurt?”

“No. It doesn’t hurt now, but it will because I can develop problems with my back or hips from always walking weird.”

“Oh. Why did this happen?”

“My mom got sick. No questions about that. About her. Anything else about me, though?”

“Thanks for answering. So, before you were born, something happened that caused one of your legs to develop wrong. Right?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.” Then Jamey bent over and looked closely at her legs.

“What are you doing? That is creeping me out. Get up now or get out.” There was a lot of anger in her voice.

Jamey straightened up. “Sorry. Just a little more curiosity. But it’s not about you… it’s about me. I have never seen your legs before, and I wondered what I would feel. As it turns out, nothing. I’m not upset, or repulsed, or sad, or sorry, or anything else. The only thing I feel is that they are okay legs because they are your legs.”

“Don’t make fun of me. You are one of the few boys who didn’t. Don’t ruin it now.”

“Anna, I’m not. I am just honest. All I am trying is to say that I know you are different, but that is not a bad thing. You and I are equals. Aren’t we? I am just a little bit bigger is all.”

She softened, “Here’s your iced tea. Let’s change the subject. What do you have to tell me about Powell?”

“Yesterday morning my dad took him to the bus station where Po left to join the Army. He’s enlisted for four years. Since Po helped you at graduation, I thought you would like to know. Why did you let him? You have a reputation for being kind of mean. If somebody else had tried to help, wouldn’t you have yelled at them?”

“Yes, I would. And I am only mean because I am trying to keep from getting hurt. Almost everybody makes fun of me. It is only self-defense. I let Powell because he was always kind to me, and he asked me nicely if I would let him help me. It is not the help that is a problem for me, it is the attitude of the person. Usually, they act like they deserve a medal or something, or they make fun of me while doing it. Some would have even dropped me on purpose… so they could laugh about it.”

“I’m sorry, Anna. Sorry that there are so many jerks.”

“To be honest with you, Jamey, it is only you and Powell that have always treated me like an equal.”

“Wow. I didn’t know that.” Jamey seemed to be thinking for a while. “It is really their loss, isn’t it? I’ve always liked to talk to you. You’re cute, and you’re smart. And…” Jamey was at a loss for words because he suddenly realized what he wanted but was afraid to ask.

“What? You’re leaving something out.”

“Mom asked me why I had to come to tell you about Powell in person. I couldn’t answer. I still don’t know, but I know I just wanted to see you. I’ve been thinking about you a lot. So… Maybe... I was thinking... Would it be possible… for me to take you to a movie this Friday?”

“No. Not possible. Sorry.” Anna looked really upset. “I… uh… I am going into the hospital tomorrow and will have surgery Thursday. They are going to work on my leg to make it longer.”

“Wow. I didn’t think that was possible.”

“Yes. It will be a long road for me. Doctors will do the surgery, then I will be in a framework for months. They are going to give me specific drugs to help it grow. It is possible that I will grow all over because of the drugs. It will be Christmas before I even walk again.”

“Wow.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Wow. There. I said it backward.” And Jamey heard Anna laugh, enough that he had to join her. “You have a pretty laugh. I don’t think I ever heard you laugh before.”

“Not much in my life to laugh at. Anyway, you see I won’t be able to go Friday. But I am free tonight. It will be my last night of freedom for a long time. Is it possible for us to go to the theater tonight? There is a movie I really want to see. I hear it is a riot.”

“I’ll just call my mom to let her know where I am. Then we’ll go right away.”

“Right away? Uh… Jamey? The movie won’t start for about four hours.”

“So? We’ll just be a little early.” She laughed again. Jamey was trying to think fast. “Should I leave and come back?”

“Or we could sit on the porch swing and talk if you want.”

“Okay, Anna, that sounds good. I still ought to let my mom know what I am doing. She won’t mind as long as I keep her informed.”

“Um… Jamey?”

“What?”

“Tonight. Is this a date? An official date?”

“Yes. Absolutely. Positively. Most definitely. Undeniably. Unquestionably. One hundred percent. Any more questions?” Jamey saw Anna purse her lips inward and heard her make an internal squealing noise. “What’s with the noise?”

“This is my first real date ever.”

“Mine too, well, you know as far as being alone with a girl. I have always been in a group when I have taken a girl somewhere. This is the first time to actually take a date by myself where it will just be the two of us.”

“And a hundred other people watching the movie. But for me, I haven’t gone with a boy even in a group.”

“So, we’ll be a couple of rookies, Let’s just have fun,” Jamey offered that as a plan. So, they sat on the swing on the front porch of Anna’s house and watched the traffic and talked. They talked a lot about their churches and their beliefs. They shared their future plans. College right away for Jamey to study family law. Hospital right now for Anna, then college to study accounting. She wanted to have a business of her own helping people with finance. Once in a while, they would lapse into silence, but it was okay. They laughed at the squirrels running from tree to tree and then making a chirping noise like they were angry with Jamey and Anna.

Jamey turned to Anna, “Promise me something.”

“I won’t promise anything until I know what it is.”

“Promise me that if something happens tomorrow…I mean if something happens… ever…to either one of us…,” he stopped.

Anna waited for him to finish, “Go on.”

“Will you be there? Will you be there so we can sit like this again in Heaven?”

“You got it. I promise we will sit and talk just like this in Heaven. No matter how old or young we are when we die.”

“Good. Thanks.”

They sat silently for several minutes before Anna said, “If we are going to stop to get something before the movie starts, I better go change now. I’ll have to put on my jeans and wear my special built-up shoe one last time. I sure hope this surgery is worth it.”

“I’ll be praying for you every day. My mom and dad will remember you too. Sometimes we pray together, and we share what we are praying about. You will be on our lists now, too. Just like Po.”

Anna smiled at him as she went inside to change; she was at a loss for words. She wasn’t gone a full minute before her dad drove up. He had just gotten off of work for the day. Jamey wasn’t sure what to do so he stood up. “Hi. I’m Jamey. Anna is changing. We are going to a movie tonight. Something funny she wants to see.”

“Sit down. You look familiar.” Anna’s dad sat down where Anna had been.

“Anna and I were in the same class at school, and my parents and I go to one of the churches that does stuff with your church. I kind of remember seeing you there. I kind of ignored the adults at those things.”

“Yeah. I remember. Your dad is Jim, isn’t he?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. Have you been here long?”

“We have been sitting out here on the swing watching squirrels for hours. That and just talking. Remember the guy who helped her up the stairs? That is my best friend, Powell. I came to tell her that he joined the army, but I also just wanted to see her. I asked her to go to a movie on Friday, then she told me why that wouldn’t work. So, we’re going tonight. Is this a problem? Did you have plans?”

“No. No plans,” Anna’s father’s expression turned sad. “You can see her problem. But you can’t see how special she is to me. I almost lost her. Her mom caught a bad strain of something, and a high fever came with it. Anna had to be taken early and barely survived. Her mom had some brain damage and is in a home. She functions at the level of a seven-year-old.”

“Anna didn’t tell me all of this.”

“I am going to visit her at the nursing home tonight. I go almost every night to see her for an hour or two. Anna often goes, too. Please, Jamey, be careful with Anna.”

“Sure. I’ll do my best.” Anna’s dad got up and went inside. Jamey noticed that he was bent over and acted like a man thirty years older. When Anna came out, Jamey noticed that she had brushed her hair and was letting it hang down. Something he had never seen her do. She was also wearing some makeup. Something else he had never seen on her. “Anna, you look really pretty.” They drove to get some tacos then on to the movie. All evening Jamey kept thinking of something he should have done, or something he could have done better. Dating was harder than he thought it would be. Jamey bought popcorn and drinks before they went into the theater. When they found some seats, he made sure she would be able to see and made sure she was comfortable. He noticed that her legs stuck out straight when she scooted back in the chair. It was cute, but he decided not to mention it. All through the first half of the movie, he heard her laughing, but he wasn’t paying any attention to the story. Instead, he was trying to work up the courage to hold her hand. Finally, about halfway through he was able to reach over and take her hand. It felt good. He felt her wiggle her fingers a little to get a better grip on his hand.

When he drove her back to her house, he saw that her dad was home. “Anna, go spend some time with your dad. He looked sad tonight when he was talking to me. I enjoyed being with you tonight. I enjoyed it a lot. But I think he needs you, too.” Then Jamey went to her and kissed the top of her head then turned and started walking to the car.

“Jamey!” Anna yelled like she was angry, “Get back here.” She pointed at the sidewalk in front of her. He turned back and took a few steps toward her. “This was my first date ever. And it will have to be the last for a very long time. I want a proper kiss good night.”

Jamey took another step and bent over and kissed her. “That won’t do either. Come here,” he said. Then he led her over to the steps to the porch and motioned for her to climb up one level. Then he kissed her again and this time held it a lot longer. “Much better.” Then he got a faraway look in his eyes.

“What are you thinking?”

“Maybe I should build a wooden box to put you on to make it easier to kiss you.”

“A kissing box?”

“I was thinking pedestal.”

Kissing someone was not something that went through Powell’s mind that night. He was not sure he was going to make it through training. When he laid down, he prayed until he fell asleep. That became his habit. Every night he prayed to make it through one more day. Just one more.




Chapter Four

Basic training was easier for Powell than most of the others. He was strong and smart, and he paid attention. Powell thought it was going to be harder than it really was. He made a couple of small mistakes that got him in yelled at – but nothing serious. Then, he applied and was accepted to paratrooper training. This was a little more challenging mentally than basic, and it included a lot more classroom time. They all had a lot to learn. The soldiers had to learn to inspect and repair the parachutes and how to fold them. Powell worked on his so much his hands started to get raw. His goal was to have the best packed chute of the whole class. He worked on it over and over until he was happy with it. When he looked at the others work, he felt like his ’chute was the best. There was no official result, but he liked his own the best.

After that, there was more time with the rifles. He thought he already mastered that in basic, but the Army had more in store for him. These guns were different and a little more complicated than the standard rifle. They were lighter but more accurate. He did okay in this class but felt that the whole aim of having a gun was to kill somebody and he simply didn’t want to have to do that.

The soldiers spent days jumping off of platforms onto the grass. Jump, land, roll, stand. Over and over. Then they got to the airplane. First, they just went for a ride. It was Powell’s first time in a plane, and he was really excited. It was an old plane and it smelled gross, but he could see out a little, and the view was fantastic. He missed some of the instructions because he was so caught up in looking outside and got yelled at for it.

Finally, the day came when they would make their first jump. He stood with the others when the signal was ready. There was a cable running the length of the interior that ended at the jump door. They all clipped the carabiner that was on the end of a cord – and that would pull the parachute out of their packs. When he fastened his chute, he saw his hands were shaking. As he looked at the other men, he could see that some were more nervous than him. One of the guys even got sick. It was then that Powell realized why the plane smelled the way it did.

When he jumped out the door, there was only a second of free fall before the tug of the cord pulled the chute out of the pack. The parachute opened with a snap, and Powell felt a little pain with the jolt. Now he was mostly a passenger as he floated down to the field. Powell made himself do everything just as he was instructed. It was tempting to just look around at the scenery, but he disciplined himself not to. Powell landed, rolled, and stood just like in practice. He controlled the chute and got it gathered up quickly. “Not bad, Powell,” he told himself. He had survived his first jump. Now there were dozens of more drops ahead of him. The plan for these soldiers was to train for several weeks, then they would be based overseas somewhere. If the need ever arose to use them for what they taught, they would be in the vicinity. That was the plan. 

But a week before finishing paratrooper training, they were assembled and told they had new orders. They were to leave the next day to save a village somewhere that had been taken over by rebels. The soldiers were not told of the destination. They would learn when they got there. Powell could imagine how it would work, the insurgents would see the Army coming and run away without a shot being fired. He was confident that was how it would happen.

On the plane, Powell sat near his friend Larry Astor. Larry was the one who’s sister pranked him with ‘The Cutest Puppies’ backpack. Everyone called him Lazy. He was really just as hardworking as the rest, but one day when someone asked his name, he kind of sneezed and the pronunciation sounded like Lazy. That became his nickname from then on. Larry could live with that. It was better than them calling him Cute Puppy.

Powell was close enough that they could talk. They were at the front, and the next guy in line fell asleep. Powell knew their conversation would be confidential. “Hey, Larry? Can I ask you a question?”

“Larry? Not Lazy? Must be serious. Go ahead.”

“Who is Jesus?” Powell already knew that Larry went to church with his family. This had to be the one to ask.

“Jesus? He’s the man.”

“What I mean is, what does your church say about him? How are you supposed to live?”

“Our church talks about Him almost every week. The songs are about Him. You ought to come sometime and listen to the special music. It is fantastic. We have rock bands, a full orchestra, great singers, and special effects. You should see some of the stuff. Fog… and lights in all colors. They really put on a show.”

“Do they teach you how to live?”

“We do stuff. You know, helping to build a house for somebody. Making coat donations before winter. I helped with that one time. Yuck! We had to go through all the pockets and feel the linings to make sure nothing was left in the coat. Then we took them down to the dry cleaner. That bill was huge! We do toy drives too. All of that kind of stuff.”

“Doesn’t the pastor say something about sin? About how Jesus can forgive anything? About how we should hate sin, but still love the person? Anything like that?”

“Not that I remember. We have several pastors, and they take turns giving a short speech. Usually something uplifting… encouraging. Why are you asking this stuff?”

“I am trying to understand. I believe that Jesus came to save us from our sins, and I have asked for Jesus to be part of my life. I just never had parents that would show me the way. I just don’t know what to do.”

“Come home with me sometime. I’ll introduce you to my parents and my sister. Maybe they can help you get these questions answered. 

“Ha! My sister. She really got even with me with The Cutest Puppies backpack. I deserved it. I pulled so much stuff on her over the years. I even put a ‘kick me’ sign on the back of her prom dress. I would say we are just about even now. I’ll have to congratulate her on that prank. Even though I was getting screamed at, I thought it was funny. We really do love each other and would kill anyone else who tried to hurt either one of us.”

They neared the drop zone, and the lights came on telling them to prepare. The paratroopers stood and fastened the cords to the cable. They all checked their gear. Straps – okay. Weapons – okay. Helmet – okay. The men looked over their neighbor’s equipment too – just in case. The door opened. The leader took a step forward. He looked up at the lights above the door and waited. The indication came on, and he jumped out the door. Larry was out the door in exactly the proper distance from the leader. Powell followed suit. The rest of the men jumped after them. They had done this enough that they didn’t need to think. The men all reacted like professionals. Larry was to the right and below Powell, and Powell saw Larry had a good chute – it fully opened and was functioning normally. Powell’s parachute opened and gave him the jolt like normal. He looked up and saw his open as it should be. 

Then he started thinking about business. He had to land and gather his parachute. They would assemble and march toward the village. About three or four hundred yards off the ground Powell saw a flash, then saw Larry’s parachute jerk a little. Then the parachute went out of control. 

Powell saw more flashes and started hearing the gunfire from below him. He saw the exact location of the enemy firing at them. Powell grabbed his automatic rifle and pulled it in front of his body and removed the safety. Then he unloaded the full clip at the area where the flashes appeared. He stopped, and there was silence.

Larry landed and did not control or gather his parachute. Powell saw the fabric float down then a gust of wind took it, and he saw Larry being pulled along the ground. He looked limp. Powell landed and did everything by the book. Then he ran over to his friend. Larry was face up, and his eyes were open, but they didn’t see anything anymore. Powell counted five bullet holes. Larry had been used as target practice.

In anger that he had never experienced before he reloaded his gun and took off for the area where he knew the shooter had been hiding. He found the shooter face down over a tree branch. Powell pulled the leg closest to him, and the body fell on the ground. Still pointing his rifle at the rebel soldier, he used his foot and rolled the body over. It was a kid.

Powell knew that he, himself, was still a teenager, but this guy had to be years younger. His body was full of holes, and Powell knew that he, personally, caused everyone one of those holes. He had killed another person. That person had taken his friend’s life and would have shot others, but still. He killed someone. 

Powell removed his helmet and fell on his hands and knees. He had a violent case of dry heaves. He could see Larry’s face and the rebel’s face in his mind. Both had their eyes open. Neither man focused on Powell nor followed his movements. Neither reacted to him in any way. He was angry. He was sorry. He was brokenhearted. “Why?”

The rest of the mission went as he had imagined it would go. The rebels, who were really just a ragtag criminal gang, fled into the hills. The village was free again. The commander saw Powell empty his weapon into the clump of trees, silencing the threat the lone gunman made. He included that in his report. One man lost. One enemy combatant killed. Cpl. Powell Ellison is responsible for saving the lives of many of his fellow soldiers.

The paratroopers returned to the base in the states. They all received accommodation for jumping into enemy territory. Powell was given a medal for saving his mates lives, and he was promoted.

After the ceremony, Powell went to the office building, to the commander’s office. The aide wanted to know his business; Powell told him he had written a letter about the last conversation Larry Astor had before he died. He needed an address to send it. “Wait here.” The aide went into the commander’s office, and in a minute, he returned. “Go in.” Powell was more than a little nervous about entering.

The general was behind his desk but looked up and smiled. “At ease. When I heard it was you, Ellison, I had to make time for you. How do those new stripes feel, son?”

“Pretty awesome, sir. Except for…” Powell gulped. He still couldn’t say it out loud.

“Except for your platoon mate dying?”

“Yes. That and the enemy combatant. I didn’t want either to die.”

“I understand that you took it personally.”

“Yes, sir.”

“What is your business here today?”

“I wrote a letter to Astor’s family. I don’t have an address to send it to. It is about the last conversation we had before jumping, sir.”

“Let me see it.”

Powell handed the letter to his commander. The man read it silently.

Dear Mr. and Mrs. Astor and Cindy,

I am sure that you already know about Larry’s death. I cannot tell you how sorry I am. I was the last one to have a conversation with him. It was on the plane before we jumped.

We talked about family and church, and I asked him about Jesus. I have been trying to figure this out for myself, and I am getting nowhere. I knew he attended church with you when he was home. He spoke highly of the church, and he got excited telling me about it. He loved the services and the outreach of the church. He even invited me to come home with him some time to visit the church and meet you. Your son was a great friend to me, and I will miss him very much. He always spoke highly of his parents and how much he loved you. I saw his wounds, and I know he did not suffer.

Cindy, the last thing he said about you was how much he loved his little sister. He said you finally got even with him for all the pranks he pulled on you. I saw the backpack, and I heard the drill sergeant scream at him about it. Larry said he still laughed at how you got him, even though he got yelled at. He wished you could have seen it. Larry told me that if someone else had tried to pull a prank like that on you, he would have killed them. I don’t know if he would have actually hurt someone, but he would have protected his little sister.

Sincerely,

Sgt. Powell Ellison

“Excellent letter, Ellison. I was just about to start my letter to his parents. The one thing I hate about my job. I will include this letter along with my own. Just as it is.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Dismissed.”

During the next two years, the platoon was sent overseas for several months at a time but never saw combat again. With a little over a year left of enlistment, Powell was called into the commander’s office and offered a choice. He could reenlist early and join an elite group. Or Powell could remain at the stateside base and train others. He chose to teach others. He had killed a person. Another human being. He was adamant to never take a chance on that happening again. The commanding officer understood his position. Powell became an instructor for the last year and trained many other men to jump into danger.

During the years of his service, he never remembered to write to his mother. He never bothered to write to Jamey or his family. He did keep the small Bible Jim had slipped into his pack and read it often. The business card with Jim’s phone number and the family’s home phone number Powell used as a bookmark. He looked at the numbers often and thought about calling, but never did. He just didn’t know what to say. Nearly every day he thought about the last conversation with Larry. He thought about the church being a big show with lots of extra programs. To Powell it seemed out of place. But he was still searching; trying to learn who Jesus is and how his life fit in to Christian service. What he craved was a simple relationship.




Chapter Five

Anna had the surgery on her leg. When they wheeled the gurney into the operating room, Anna had a smile on her face. She was thinking about her first kiss after her first date. The doctors put in rods and removed bone from her hip and used that to splice together the bones in her shin. They put a big metal frame around her lower leg and screwed it to the bone. It was a long, long surgery. In addition to extending the bones, they had to lengthen some ligaments, so the muscles wouldn’t be too short. Now it was going to be weeks leading into months to see if the surgery was successful. Jamey wanted to be there the day of the surgery but decided not to get in the way. Later, in the evening, he borrowed the car again and drove over to see if her dad was home. 

“Sorry to bother you so late. I just wanted to know if the surgery went well. Is Anna okay?”

“Yes. Everything went to plan. Anna woke up, but the hospital has her really drugged, so she is not totally awake.”

“Good. Please tell Anna I asked about her.”

“Don’t you think you should tell her yourself? She told me that if you don’t come to see her every day, I’m supposed to go find you and beat you up. Then drag what’s left of you to see her.”

“Really?”

“Of course not. She did make it known though that she wants you to come often. Anna doesn’t know what to expect from you, and frankly, I don’t know either. It will hurt her if you just disappear, though.”

“I want to see her,” Jamey nearly yelled because he was so adamant. “I just don’t know what to do. I’ve never been in this situation before.”

“Tomorrow she will still be too groggy to know you are there. Day after tomorrow, please go. She needs help getting through these months. You can do more than any other person to ease the loneliness and boredom.”

“I’ll be there.”

Jamey was there as he promised. It was awkward through the first few days. He didn’t know where to stand or sit. He kept trying to move so she could see him without straining too much. He never did find the perfect spot, but leaning over the end seemed to be best for her. He kept going every day and stayed as long as he could. Many of the days, it was hard because she was in so much pain, or the drugs made it hard for her to concentrate on what they were talking about.

Then the week after her surgery, Jamey found a summer job; he went to work for a florist. The job usually was held by a college student, but she had gone home for the summer, and Jamey got her spot until she came back. So, he would work until late afternoon, watering the plants. Sweeping the floor. Unloading trucks of fertilizer. It was hard work, but he didn’t mind. Jamey put in a full eight hours, then go home and eat.

After supper, Jamey always went to see Anna for a little while. One thing he had to do at work was pick out the flowers that had gone past their sale date, or were a little past their prime, and throw them out. Jamey explained Anna’s condition to his employer and asked if he could have some of the ones being thrown out. So, Anna had a new bouquet of fresh flowers by her bed almost every day through the summer.

Every night before he would leave, they would hold hands and pray. They were thankful for each other, and they had a long list of people they wanted to ask God to bless. On top of the list was Powell.

When the other college student came back to the florist, Jamey lost his job. School started soon, so he was okay with that. There wasn’t a lot of expenses for college since he was staying local, and for the first two years, he planned to live at home and eat at home. So, a lot of the money he made over the summer he saved, then got a part time job and saved most of that too.

The school was tough. He had a lot of studies to do every night and was having trouble keeping up. One day he told Anna about it, “I need to spend more time with the schoolbooks. I need to spend less time here and more time with homework. I would rather spend more time here. Maybe I should just drop out, so I can be here more. I just know it is not working for me this way.”

“Jamey, try bringing your work here. I’ll help you study. We’ll work together on it. I’ll quiz you on stuff, and if you have to write a paper, I will edit the rough draft. You have helped me so much, let me pay you back. Please?”

“I like your plan a whole lot better than either of my ideas. We’ll try it.”

Jamey came the next day with his pack full of books, and they worked out a plan on how she would help him. It took some adjustments, but it worked. His grades improved drastically, and they grew closer. It gave Anna something to do, too that helped the boredom.

Right before Thanksgiving Jamey came into her room and she seemed different. She was happy and excited. Somehow, he thought Anna looked prettier than usual. “Well?” she asked. He held up his hands so she wouldn’t speak for a minute and looked at her. Then he looked again from head to toe. Something changed. Finally, he just shrugged his shoulders.

“I feel stupid. I know there is something new, but I can’t place it.”

“The framework. The surgeons came today and took me down to surgery and removed it. Look.” She pulled the covers up, so her feet were showing. She moved her feet back and forth and wiggled her toes. Anna giggled. Jamey smiled then grabbed her left foot and just held onto it. “I start physical therapy next week. I will be moved to a rehabilitation hospital. The plan is to make my muscles stronger first, then in a couple of weeks, I can start to learn to walk again. I might be home by Christmas.”

“I learned to hate that contraption. I practiced ignoring it and I didn’t even notice it was gone. Hey! The doctors even painted your toenails. Cute.”

“Actually, your mom did that.”

“No way. My mom?”

“Yes. You know Regina comes to see me at least once a week.”

“Yeah. But we don’t go into detail about what you talk about or anything.”

“Well, she has given me a manicure a couple of times and brings makeup for me. She wants me to feel complete, she said. So today after they took the frame off, I looked at my toes, and I just thought they needed some attention. I called and asked if she could bring some polish for me, so I could do my toes. As it turned out, I can’t reach them. Not yet anyway. So, she did them for me. Regina is so sweet.”

“I’m glad she is a good friend to you.” Jamey was still in shock.

“She helped me another way. Slowly she helped me see the error of my ways and Jesus’ teaching. Your mom made me see how it was not the Christian way for me to be mean to the people who were mean to me. She didn’t preach, but we started to talk about it. I’ll never do that again. What she suggested is that I should aggressively tell them about the gospel. If that doesn’t get them to leave me alone maybe it will at least make them think.”

Anna was home before Christmas. They had as many dates as they could in the days Jamey had off from school. She wasn’t strong enough to go on long walks, but really wanted to see the lights the city had put up in the park. Jamey found his old, red, toy wagon in the garage and cleaned it up, then he put it in the trunk of his mom’s car. When they got to the park, he put her in the wagon and placed blankets all around her and pulled her up and down the sidewalks. She had a great time, while Jamey was getting a sore back from bending down to grab the handle. On Christmas day, Jamey’s mom invited Anna and her dad to come for a late lunch. Regina had a gift for Anna that surprised everyone. She gave her a fancy pair of red high heels.

Janey hugged the shoes and beamed, “Regina, will you show me how to walk in these?”

“Of course, Dear. I’d love too.”

“Before we start – could we all pray? I’ve been thinking about Powell. I want him to find what he’s looking for. I think Jamey and I have.”  




Chapter Six

Powell’s last week in the Army was rather dull. He was filling out forms and getting checked out, stuff he was used to in the Army, but this was boring because there was nothing to look forward to. The Army shipped him off to the base where he enlisted. While he was there, he decided to look up the drill sergeant. He walked across the camp to the small office the sergeant used and knocked on the door.

“Enter.”

“Master Sergeant.”

“Sergeant… Ellison… you look familiar.”

“Four years ago. I was in your recruit class. I came to thank you. Thank you for teaching me so well that I did very well during my service.”

“I remember you now. You were one of the best I ever had. Smart. Hard working. Real army material.”

“Thank you, sergeant. I am getting out though.”

“Too bad. Any particular reason?”

“I was there. I mean I was one of the men that jumped that day when Astor was killed. I saw him die, and I killed the man who killed him. I can’t go through that again.”

“Astor… sounds familiar, but I can’t place him. So many men go through here.”

“The Cutest Puppies.”

“Oh, no. Not Astor. I really liked him. Not as smart and tough as you, but still he was a good soldier. Was it really his sister that put his stuff in that pack?”

“Yes, it was. Turns out she was getting even with him for the stuff he had done to her. He was laughing about it on the plane before we jumped.”

“It’s too bad you’re leaving us. I understand, though. Some men can’t handle taking another human life, no matter the circumstances. I feel lucky that I have never done that myself. In fact, I have seen men who celebrated how many they had killed. I have no respect for them. Even an enemy’s life is sacred.”

“I had no idea anyone else in the army felt the way, as I do.”

“If we do, we don’t advertise it. As you can see, it makes the job harder. Good luck to you, Ellison. Whatever you do, I hope it is something you will be proud to do.”

Powell left and went back to get his few remaining things, then headed off the base to find the bus station to take him back home. Home. He didn’t really feel like he had a home. The Army gave him a home for the last few years, and that was more than he thought he had before. Now it was over. 

He rode the bus back to his hometown, then walked the two miles back to the small apartment he shared with his mom and sister. When he got there, he found it was empty. It looked as if it had been vacant for quite a while. The appliances and light fixtures were all gone. Even the toilet was missing. The rest of the small apartment was in a shambles. The doors were broken, and the tub was broken. There was gang graffiti on the walls, and the carpet was stained. The place smelled like several people had been relieving their bladders on the walls and floors. He could also make out the smell of smoke, probably from the use of drugs. In a corner, he saw a crumpled piece of paper. He picked it up and saw it was the note he left for his mom years ago. So, this was all that was left of his childhood home. 

He was still in uniform. He was proud of his service, and this place was the antithesis of that. His clothes were clean, pressed, and in good order. Where he grew up though was now filthy, torn apart, and smelled. He quickly left and went to the park to sit and contemplate his next move. He thought about calling Jamey, but he had not called or written to him the entire four years of his service. He was embarrassed about that and could not face his old friend. Jamey probably had moved on anyway.

Powell decided there was nothing left for him in his old hometown. He started walking again toward the bus station with no idea where he would go. Maybe at the depot one of the city names would look appealing. He felt more lost than he ever felt in his life. The Army was to be his life; he thought. Then he found it just wasn’t him. He was not the right type of person to make a living out of service to his country. Four years was all he could take, but he was proud of that short time.

He got to the bus station and saw a man standing out in front. He was just standing, staring out into space. He looked sad and like he just didn’t know what to do next. Powell became concerned, so he walked up to him. “Are you okay, sir? You look upset.”

“Yes. No. I don’t know. I bought a ticket to New York just minutes before my girlfriend texted me saying we were through. I was going to be with her. Maybe ask her to marry me. Now it’s over. She sent a text message?” The man shook like he was about to cry.

“Sorry, buddy. That has to be one of the worst things I have ever heard happening to someone. That has to really hurt. Do you want to sit down inside and talk?”

“No. No thanks. I appreciate the offer. Maybe it is best. Huh. Listen to me. Trying to be all philosophical about this. Maybe she would have left me after we got married. That could have been a whole lot worse.”

“I was thinking that but decided not to say it. Sometimes it is just stupid to say to someone hurting to look at the bright side. I guess that with time, the hurt will fade a little.”

“You make me feel better, just by being honest with me. Thanks. What is your name, soldier?”

“Powell Ellison.”

“Where are you going?”

“I really don’t know. I went to find my mother, and the old apartment is vacant. I haven’t spoken to her in four years. I found the old apartment is being used now for gangs and drugs.” Powell kept going, “So, this town really has nothing for me. I thought I’d just look at the board and see what town looked interesting.”

“… tell you what, Powell. This ticket to New York City is all yours. I don’t need it. You are the only person who asked if I was okay. Take it. Maybe do something good for somebody else someday.”

“I can give you the money for it. I have the cash.”

“No. If I had money I might decide to go anyway and then what would I do? Confront her? No. It’s better this way. Take the ticket and go on with life.”

“Well, thanks,” Powell took the ticket from the man. “Will you be alright? You won’t hurt yourself, will you?”

“Believe it or not, I am a religious man. That is not what we do. I will feel sorry for myself and maybe eat a whole pizza, but that is as close as I’ll ever get to harming myself.”

“Okay, then. Thanks a bunch for the ticket. New York does sound pretty good right now. Then I’ll just have to find a job once I get there. Take care of yourself.” He thought about asking the stranger who Jesus is. It just didn’t seem right at that time.

Powell went inside and found the men’s room where he changed out of his uniform and into some civilian clothes. He felt sad taking off this green attire for the last time. That was the last thing he had that made him feel a part of something. He folded the clothes and put them in the bag. The same old green bag he left town with four years ago.

In an hour Powell was on his way to a city that he had never seen before. On the bus, he didn’t feel like sleeping just yet, and it was still daylight, so he got the small Bible out of the bag and read.

He had been reading through the Bible. Not really having a plan, he just started on page one and kept going. It was slow going, and in four years, he was still in the Old Testament, and today he picked up again reading Jeremiah. When he got to the verse, ‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the LORD, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future,’ it hit hard. He didn’t feel like that was written to some ancient tribe or some long forgotten person. That day on the bus. At mile marker… whatever it was… he didn’t get the number... In the state of… he didn’t know where he was… At precisely twelve nineteen in the afternoon, God was talking directly to him. It was late spring, and Powell was sitting directly in the sun. He should have been extremely hot and sweating. Instead, Powell got goosebumps and started shaking. If anyone had been paying attention, they would have thought he was sick with some type of flu or worse. Then the tears came. In a few minutes, he was sobbing. The honeymoon couple in front of him got up and changed seats. The old woman across the aisle kept looking at him, and she hugged her purse like it would protect her from him. A man went forward and told the driver, but the driver just yelled at the man to take his seat and shut up.

In a quarter of an hour or so Powell was able to get control of himself. “God,” he started to pray silently, “I prayed to You a long time ago, at Jamey’s church. I asked for forgiveness for my sins. I believed You forgave me. I asked that You always be a part of my life. I believed You would, and I have never felt like You have left me even though I have no other person in the world right now. And now I feel like You are talking directly to me. I don’t know why You are. You are going to help me. I don’t deserve it. You say there are plans for me. Plans for good things to happen to me. I can have hope that things will be good for me. Why? What am I, that You should care?”

Powell couldn’t say for sure if the voice were real or he imagined it, but the message was real, and that is all that mattered. “The answer is simple, Po. I love you. I even died to save you. Life won’t always be perfect for you, but you have a future. I have a job for you. Someday, you will have a job that will give meaning to your life. And people. I will bring people into your life who will love you. Not as much as I do, but they will love you.” The voice faded away. 




Chapter Seven

Powell got off the bus and tried to find a map of the area first, so he could figure out where he was. He found a cheap motel. Really cheap. It was better than the barracks in some ways, for which he was grateful. And he was alone, and it was quiet so he could pray and meditate. He was thankful for the small Bible Jim had given him the day he enlisted.

He unpacked and hung up his old uniform. Then he found a note pad and pen and started making a list of what he would need to look presentable to find a job, which was his first concern. He had some toiletries but made a list of other things he needed. He thought he would get the store brands to save money. His clothes were okay, and he had another outfit with him, but he might have to look for more garments. If he bought some detergent, he might be able to wash the clothes in the tub. The room lacked a microwave or refrigerator, which really limited his choices for eating. Maybe he could find some cheap places to eat. So, to feed himself, he tried to think of what he could get that would not have to be cooked or refrigerated. He wrote: protein bars, energy drinks, and bottled water. That sounded about as good as the ready to eat meals the army gave him. Tonight though, he was going to go to a restaurant. A little celebration of making it to this strange town in one piece.

He found a family style place to eat that was part of a national chain so he would know what to expect. He chose an inexpensive meal, even though he had a lot of cash. He had almost his whole final paycheck for the last month of his service. Most of the rest of his pay for the previous four years was in a government savings account. Powell just didn’t know how long that would have to last. He had a plan to walk down the street and see what jobs were advertised in the windows. Any employment would help him get started, then Powell could find something better later. After eating, he decided to have dessert. It was something he never ate, not since the fun, tasty desserts Jamey’s mom made. The pie was just okay. When he got the bill, he used the back and a pencil to figure out the tip down to the cent.

When he left, he was going to start looking for help wanted signs but saw a church about three blocks away and had an urge to go there first. It was about seven in the evening, so Powell didn’t expect anybody to be there. When he tried the door, he was surprised that it came open. Powell went in and found some people in the sanctuary. He walked in and found a seat. The leader stopped and stared at him. “Sir? Everything okay?”

“I just felt like stopping for a worship service. Isn’t that okay?”

“Well, if you didn’t notice this is a women’s Bible study. You are welcome to stay. We don’t mind. But there is a men’s group that will meet tomorrow. You might feel more comfortable with them. They are doing a series on who Jesus is today. That group could use some fresh faces. Their attendance is a little down.”

“Oh. I am sorry. I didn’t realize it. I would have noticed after a few minutes that it was only ladies.” He looked around the room. The rest of the women turned in the pews, so they could see him. There was no judgment, only curiosity. He noticed that there was a wide variety in them. There was a wide range of ages and cultures and races. There was probably even a wide range of economic status he thought, or maybe not. He changed his mind about that. They all looked low income to middle class. “I’ll leave and come back tomorrow. I am sorry I interrupted your meeting.” He stood to leave. “Would it be alright to use the men’s room before I go?”

“Not a problem at all. Go back into the foyer and turn right.”

“Thank you,” and he turned and walked out. While he was washing his hands, he heard yelling, and it sounded like some of the ladies were screaming. Then a gunshot.

Without thinking about what he was doing, he hit the light switch, so it was dark. If something was going wrong, he didn’t want to be found. He leaned against the door and listened. The screaming stopped, but the yelling was still going. He was able to hear that the women were going to be held hostage but didn’t know why. They had been kind to him and invited him to join their men’s group. He didn’t know what he might do but decided he had to find out what was going on. If he really did hear the word hostage, then the group holding the women might hold him hostage too. Or hurt him or kill him. He would have to be incredibly careful and very smart. He didn’t know what to do first. He reached for the door handle. Then he stopped.

“Pray.”

Powell didn’t audibly hear that. He knew that the voice was not in his ears but in his mind. But, it was genuine. “Okay. I can do that. Jesus, I think I have to hurry. I want to go find out what is going on, and if needed, I want to try to rescue those women.” Powell paused for a second, so he could think. “There are women in the room praying, too. Aren’t there? So, please, Jesus, answer my prayer and theirs. Help me to help them. I don’t want to kill anybody. Never again. But I’ll use whatever force I need to make sure none of the Bible study women are hurt. I feel as if I am leaving something out. Maybe… I am supposed to say something about showing the world You are in control. You know I have to go. Please be with me. Amen.”

Powell carefully and slowly opened the restroom door. He peeked out into the foyer and saw no one. Then walked close to the wall and tried not to make any noise. When he cracked the sanctuary door open an inch and looked into the room, he saw that there were three men with small handguns. The top of the pulpit was splintered with a bullet hole. All of the women had been forced to sit in a tight group on the floor.

He closed the door again and backed into the foyer. He had to get the layout of the building and come up with some kind of plan. “Give me an idea, Jesus.” Then he saw a door that said balcony. That seemed like what he should do. He crept to the door and slowly opened it. “No noise. Good.” Then he went up the stairs, using only the very outside of the treads. He thought it might be safer to use the outside since he didn’t want the steps to squeak and give him away. He made it to the top without making a sound. It was dirty up here. This balcony must never be used. He looked around to see what was up there.

Christmas decorations. Easter decorations. Old musical instruments. Choir robes. And dust everywhere. It looked like no one ever came up here to worship. Then, over in a corner, he saw something else – a bottle of olive oil. That gave him a crazy idea. He took the oil then gathered up as much dust as he could. He poured some oil into the dirt, and it made a dark brown paste. Using the bell of an old trumpet as a mirror, he took three fingers of his left hand and put them in the mix. He drew three lines on each cheek, then three across his forehead, and on one down his nose. Then he thought, “Why not?” and drew lines going up from the corners of his mouth. “At least if I die, I’ll die with a smile on my face.”

He cleaned his fingers off on an old rag he found in a box. In the container, he also found a pair of excellent work gloves. Ones that would give him extra grip at his fingertips, so he put those on.

Powell crawled over to the balcony wall and carefully looked over into the sanctuary. The three men didn’t look to be professionals. In fact, they didn’t seem to know what they were doing at all. He listened and watched. The men down below seemed like they were on the run and hiding from the police. Finding the church had to be an accident. Now the innocent women were going to be used for bargaining. The three young men expected to be located by the authorities. He heard one say that if the police didn’t let them go, he would shoot an old lady, and then they would let them go. “No. I will not let one woman be hurt. Not in the least,” he thought to himself. The first thing to do was to get the men separated. Powell went back down the stairs. He walked over to the sanctuary door and knocked.

“Junior, find out who is there and get rid of ‘em.”

“Why me?”

“Because I said so.” The oldest one yelled. “We’ve been through this before. I am in charge. Now go.” And he pointed his gun at the younger one.

Junior hung his head down, and his arm with the gun dropped down to his side. “Alright, Jonny. Don’t get so worked up.” Junior walked through the door. When the door closed, Powell jumped out behind the smaller man and tapped him on the shoulder. When Junior turned, Powell hit him in the jaw. It was just like the army taught him. The man went down unconscious. Powell removed the man’s belt and put the man’s hands behind him. After pulling the belt tight, he took out his pocketknife and put an extra hole in the belt and fastened it. The belt held the man’s arms behind him. Powell then removed one of the man’s shoes and his sock. He wadded up the sock and put it in the man’s mouth. Then, he pulled the guy over to the wall the foyer shared with the sanctuary and laid him next to the wall.

“One down.” Powell looked through the crack in the door. The other two men were still arguing about who was to blame and who was in charge. 

“Bobby, shut up.” And Jonny hit him with the butt of the gun. Bobby started to bring up his weapon, but Jonny aimed his at Bobby first. “If you weren’t my brother…” Then Jonny made a clicking sound to indicate he would shoot. Bobby took a submissive pose and shuffled away a few feet. Their argument continued, and Powell knew he could slip in unnoticed, so he quietly and quickly entered the sanctuary and got down on the floor. He rolled under the nearest pew and came up halfway on the other side, between the back seat and the next one. All of the women’s purses and other bags were all on the rear bench. He hadn’t seen that from the balcony or outside in the foyer. He didn’t see that when he went in earlier and sat down to worship. The three brothers must have done this. Powell decided to look through the bags to see if there was anything he could use. Not much in a Christian lady’s bag to use as a weapon. One bag was actually a shopping bag full of yarn. He took a skein of yarn and put it in his back pocket. He looked at the knitting needles, then put them back. To use those, he would have to get close and maybe kill someone.

He kept going through bags. He found a brand-new tube of lipstick still in the little box. He scanned the label. ‘Passion Red, smudge proof, and kiss proof.’ He put it in his pocket and kept looking.

Bingo. A taser. It was one where he would have to get within arm’s length. He would have preferred one that was more like a pistol that fired the wires several feet. Then he almost laughed. Here he was stealing stuff from women’s purses, so he could try to save them. And he was picky.

He had to get the two remaining men apart. He rolled under the pew again and carefully looked under the benches to see the location of the two men. They were still looking toward the front. Toward the ladies. Now they were arguing about what to do next. Jonny wanted to kill all the women, but Bobby wanted to just run without making things worse. Powell took a chance and slipped out the door again. He charged the taser, and it looked ready to go. Then he went to the crack in the door. He would have to try to imitate Junior and call one of his brothers. Powell coughed then yelled like he had something caught in his throat. “Bobby, Come, help me!” Then he coughed again.

“Go see what that loser needs,” Jonny snapped. Bobby was glad to get away from his older brother for a few minutes. Powell carefully hid near the door, right next to the unconscious Junior. Bobby came through by hitting the door and making it swing open so hard it swung through half-a-circle and hit the wall. Bobby looked over toward the noise the door created. Powell simply took a step forward and held the taser against Bobby’s neck and pulled the trigger. Bobby jerked and fell to the floor. Out cold. Powell pulled Bobby over beside Junior. There he took some of the yarn and tied Bobby’s arms together. He remembered something from the story of Samson. If there were several strands, they could not be broken. So, Powell used a lot of the woman’s yarn. He hoped she wouldn’t mind. Again, he removed one shoe and one sock and filled the man’s mouth with it.

“Two down, but what next?” Powell whispered to himself, as he climbed the stairs to the balcony again. He looked over the short wall. Jonny was getting upset and starting to pace. He waved his gun at the women on the floor.

“Junior. Bobby. What are you doing out there? Get in here. Now!” Powell took off his shirt and tied it around his waist. Paratrooper training made him realize he knew how to jump over the rail without getting hurt. More importantly, how to retain control of his body and attack. With the dirt stripes on his face and his shirt off, he hoped he would look fierce. He just had to wait. There was no way from his location to make a noise to draw Jonny out. He had only to wait. It didn’t take long since Jonny was so agitated. He kept yelling for Junior and Bobby. Finally, the criminal started backing up the aisle. Jonny would not take his eyes off the women. He kept waving his gun around. Powell got into position and when Jonny got close Powell vaulted over the rail, landing two feet behind Jonny. He landed on his feet, then stayed down in a crouching position.

The reason was to dissipate the energy of the jump, but the effect was that Jonny heard the landing and felt the floor shake. He turned around and thought no one was there. Then Powell shot up and growled in the man’s face. Jonny only saw a wild man. Stripes on his head. No shirt. Growling. Jonny gasped, his eyes went blank, and he fainted. Powell had his fists up, ready to strike. Instead, he stood looking down at his opponent. He took the remaining yarn out of his pocket and wrapped several times around Jonny’s wrists. Then, one shoe, and one sock, in the mouth.

Powell took Jonny and leaned him against the end of one of the pews. Then he went out and pulled the other two into the same area and leaned them against the end of the benches. The three were unconscious and tied up. He took the weapons off all three and removed all the ammunition. Powell remembered the lipstick. He didn’t know why he took it, but there was another crazy idea. He took the lipstick and opened the box. He removed the cap and went over to Junior and pulled the sock out of his mouth. He started putting the lipstick on Junior. It was a mess. Next, he did the other two men. Practice made it a little better. He stood up and laughed at the result. He didn’t know why he did that, either. It looked funny, though. Then he realized the ladies weren’t doing anything. They were tied up, too. He didn’t notice that since he was so busy studying the three men holding them. The women still looked terrified, but now they seemed to be terrified of him.

“Remember that story of Samson? The spirit of God came on him, and he was able to do miraculous things. That has happened here tonight. God helped me to subdue these men and save you. I will not hurt you.” Powell remembered one of the men on the floor had a large knife. He grabbed the knife from the pew where he left it and went to the women. He started cutting the tape that made their restraints. The women all started standing and helping each other get up. Then they all started talking at once as the fear receded.

“Thank you.”

“God bless you.”

“Who are you?”

And many other things all at once so that he couldn’t understand. Then they came right up to him, and some hugged him. He felt someone grab his bottom, which startled him, but he tried not to show any reaction.

“Look. I am going to leave. When I am gone call the police and have these three picked up. God bless you.” And he ran out the back door. He put his shirt back on and thought about all the dirt on his face. He used the backs of the work gloves he still had on to wipe off as much as possible. By now, it was dark, and he felt he might not be noticed. Yet he kept to the back streets and alleys as much as possible. When he finally got to the motel, he went straight to the bathroom and looked at his face. The stripes were still very evident. He washed his face and returned to his usual look. He thought about that woman grabbing his butt. He kind of shivered and put his hands on his back pockets like a reflex. There was something there. Powell reached into his right hip pocket and pulled out a massive wad of cash. It was mostly large denominations. There were thousands of dollars in his hand. At first, he wanted to try to give it back. But to whom? And that woman did this in secret. She didn’t want to be noticed. If he tried to return the money, it would ruin her secret and embarrass her. He knew the best course was just to accept the payment. It would be best for the Christian lady who gave it to him. He would pray for her. Pray that she would prosper.

When he prayed something important occurred to him. He could be the answer to someone else’s prayer.

Across the state, near Albany, Jamey and his new wife, Anna, were setting up their new apartment. Just before they climbed into bed they sat on the edge and prayed together. That night Powell came to Anna’s mind. She hadn’t thought of him much the last year. This time they both prayed for him. They asked for his health and spiritual life to be good. Jamey asked to see his old friend again, or at least hear from him.




Chapter Eight

Powell woke up early the next morning not feeling too bad. Not really sore at all. He went to shower, then changed his mind. The bottom of the tub looked really bad. So, he washed off a little using the sink, then went to his stash of food to get something for breakfast. He wasn’t too excited about eating a dry protein bar that morning, so when he saw a mouse had been in the protein bars, he didn’t feel too disappointed. Hot breakfast sounded a lot better anyway, so he planned to go back to the restaurant he was at last night. 

Before he left the room, he took all the money he had and divided it all up into six equal amounts. He put two stacks in the tops of his socks, then one in his front pockets. One in a back pocket with a couple rubber bands around it. The last of the money he put in two plastic bags, and he hid them in the tank of the toilet.

He ate a good breakfast even if it was off the economy menu. Ham, fried eggs, bacon, sausage, and coffee. He wanted grits, but they aren’t available in New York City. The waitress, who was about his age, brought him a glass of orange juice. “No charge. I poured this by mistake. The way you are eating I thought you could use this.”

“Thanks, Ma’am. I really appreciate it. I love orange juice.” Powell completely missed that she was flirting with him.

“No problem. I’m glad you’ll enjoy it.”

Powell took a big drink of the orange juice right as he looked up at the TV on the wall near him. He saw something so funny he laughed, and orange juice came out his nose. He saw the news article the local station was doing on a failed bank robbery and the men who were detained by an unknown civilian. What was so funny to Powell was the picture that was a composite of all three mug shots. The three brothers still had the lipstick on. The waitress saw what happened and brought a towel and a handful of napkins. She started cleaning up his mess as he apologized, again and again. “What was so funny?”

“The mug shots of those three. They were wearing lipstick. They just looked hilarious to me.”

“Did you see the crawl at the bottom of the screen? All the news people are calling them the ‘Lipstick Bandits.’ They will never live that down. Evidently, they failed to rob a bank, then they ran into a church and tried to hold some women hostage. Some kind of commando took them all out. Nobody has any idea who the commando is, where he came from, or where he went. One of the women said he was like a modern Sampson. You know from the Bible. She said she believes God sent the man to rescue them.”

“Sounds like Hollywood.”

“Yes, it does. Even the sketch of the guy the police artist did looks like a movie star. That church has been really struggling. Their pastor was just cleared of false charges of embezzlement. It’s been two years. He should be able to start preaching there again soon.” The waitress smiled at Powell, “Take your time. We don’t need the seat today. Let me know if you need anything.” That time he realized she was flirting, and he smiled back.

Powell finished eating and left a lot bigger tip than he did the night before. As he was standing to leave, he saw another news article. Canada wanted to hire firefighters to help with a massive forest fire near the west coast. Any experience was helpful, and the pay looked to be rather good. Powell wrote down some information and shoved it in his pocket. His hand hit the cash there. He had better do something about that. He went outside and started walking back to his motel and ideas kept coming to him. He saw a large bank near the motel that was part of a national chain. He could deposit all the money, then use an ATM card anywhere, or find another branch of this bank and make a withdrawal. If he kept a fair amount in his wallet and put the rest in the bank, he would feel safer. He hurried to the room and got the rest of the cash then went to the bank and opened an account. When he was done, he had a debit card and nearly ten thousand in the bank. And more in the first bank account he began when he joined the Army.

Powell went back to the motel. He didn’t like staying there. At first, it seemed better than the barracks, but the place smelled and seemed dirty. Then there was the mouse or rat, that ate his food. He thought he should move on and started getting ready to leave. He pulled the information for the job in Canada out of his pocket and called the toll-free number. They seemed excited to have an experienced paratrooper. A lot of the positions they needed involved airplanes. They didn’t plan on having anyone jump unless absolutely necessary, but he should be ready just in case. Powell stuffed the clothes and toiletries in the bag. He was careful with the uniform. Powell didn’t think he would ever wear it again, but it was precious. It came from the time he felt like he was doing something worthwhile. Remembering the rule about the number of liquids he could take on an airplane, he decided just to leave the water and energy drinks behind.

When he settled the bill at the motel’s office, he asked about how to get to the airport. Two blocks to the bus, then get the subway… He wrote that all down. At the airport, he bought a one-way ticket to western Canada. As he paid, he thought, “Will I be an answer to prayer, or will I learn more about myself and Jesus?” 




Chapter Nine

Powell found his seat on the plane. It was an aisle seat. He found it and went to sit down. In the window seat was a nice-looking young woman. But he froze when he saw she had a baby. In his whole life, he couldn’t remember ever being close to a baby. The woman saw him hesitate, and she made a face and threw her head back against the headrest of her seat. “I’m sorry! Sorry you have to travel next to a baby. I’ll do my best to keep her from crying!” 

“I’m sorry. It’s not a bad thing. Just unexpected.”

“People have babies, you know!” She was furious with him. He sat down and decided he wouldn’t respond. After a minute she said, “I apologize. I shouldn’t be so cross. You did nothing wrong. I just haven’t had any sleep for days. She keeps waking me up. We’re going to go see her daddy. Aren’t we sweetie?” she looked at the babies face when she said that. “My husband has been fighting wildfires in Canada. His time is up with the job, and we are going to meet him and have a vacation along the coast. I am so anxious to see him, but I am afraid all I will want to do is sleep once I get there.”

“That’s what I am going to do. Not sleep. The fires.”

“Oh, good. Have you done this before?”

“No. But I was a paratrooper, so when I called about the job, they said they wanted me.”

“That’s nice.” Then the woman yawned.

“Look. Um… give me the baby, and then you lean back and sleep. Sleep the whole eight hours.”

“Are you crazy? I am not going to hand my baby to a total stranger.”

“Where am I going to go?”

She looked around the cabin. “You’re right. You can’t take her anywhere. That sounds so tempting.”

“Trade seats with me. I would have to climb over you to get out. Then you would have to wake up if I tried to leave.”

“I have no reason to trust you. But I do. Okay, stand up.”

He stood, and she handed him the baby, then she stood and took the baby back. He sat down and fastened the seat belt, and she gave him the baby once again. Then she sat and buckled in – right before the flight attendant started to get cross about staying in the seats.

Powell started asking a bunch of questions about the baby, and the mother asked a few questions about him. “If she starts to cry, there is a bottle in the seat back pocket. There is also a pacifier. Bounce her a few times, and maybe she’ll go to sleep. There are also wipes in the pocket and a diaper. If it gets to be too much wake me. If they come by with food or anything, I don’t want any.” Soon they taxied out to the runway and took off. As soon as the wheels left the airstrip, the young mother fell asleep. He held the infant in his arms, and she went to sleep too. The job seemed natural enough. He found he liked it. Powell leaned against the window and looked out. Soon he was asleep as well. He slept on and off most of the flight. The baby and her mother both slept the entire time.

When the lights came up in the cabin, and the chime rang, Powell woke up. The woman had shifted in her sleep, and her face was on his bicep. Her mouth was open, and she was snoring softly. The baby started to fuss, and Powell tried to reach the bottle in the seat back in front of him. His movement woke the woman. “Oh. I am so sorry. I didn’t mean to sleep on your shoulder.” She sat up straight. “Oh, no. I drooled on your shirt. I am sorry. Please forgive me.” She grabbed one of the wipes and rubbed his shirt with it. “Where are we?”

“Ready to land. There was a problem getting clearance. I think because of the fires. We have been circling for another hour.”

“Oh, my. Did I sleep that long? How did you two do?”

“She slept the whole flight too. Up till now.”

“Give her back to me. I should change her diaper and give her the bottle.” Powell did as she asked then moved his arm around to get feeling in it. He didn’t know holding a baby would cause his arm to fall asleep.

They landed in half an hour. As they taxied to the terminal Powell looked over at the lady. “Give me the baby again.”

“Why?”

“Brush your hair. Look nice for your husband. You look like you’ve been sleeping.”

“Thanks. Here.” Powell took the baby, and the young woman brushed her hair and freshened her makeup. When she held up her hands to take the baby back, Powell surprised himself by bringing the baby up close and kissing her forehead. The woman smiled at Powell and took the baby. They went their separate ways going through security, then on the other side, he saw the sweet reunion of the woman and her husband.

The lady at customs had been brusque, until Powell stated why he was visiting Canada. She became like a completely different person and smiled the rest of the time she dealt with him. There was a specific office set up for the ones the government hired. He was to go there, and they would give him the visa. In less than twenty-four hours from leaving New York he was on another plane, flying over the fires. He thought about that young mother and baby. He didn’t get their names. But he helped someone in need in a small way.

 




Chapter Ten

“Which one is Powell Ellison?”

Powell raised his hand. “Here.” He helped on one flight so far that dropped chemicals and water on the fire. After they released the fire-retardant, they scooped up lake water a few times and dropped it on the flames. It really was making a difference. Now they were back on the ground, so the plane could be refueled and checked over. This particular plane had made hundreds of drops on dozens of fires over decades of service. The crews had to make sure it was safe to fly. They really didn’t want to lose it, or the people on it.

The man asking for him came over and sat on the opposite side of the picnic table sitting in the old hanger. “We have a situation. Understand that this is totally voluntary, and no one will judge you if you don’t think it is possible. There is a man who was separated from the crew he was with. And he is hurt. Broken leg, we think.” He waited for a response from Powell. Powell just kept looking at him, waiting for him to go on. “The fire is coming toward him, and the terrain makes it impossible to get anyone to him on the ground. We think the only way to save him is for someone to jump in. Jump with medical supplies and splint, then drag him out. Or whatever it takes to move him to safety.”

“Let me see the charts and the path of the fire. I’ll have to be in charge of when and where I jump. The pilot will have to take me close, so I can see the best place to jump. I think I may have to jump low, with a static line. All I can say now is I would like to try, but I have to know more. As much as we can possibly know.”

“All you have asked for we can do. All of the supplies are here, so you can look those over, and the medic we have can show you how it all works and how to administer the needed drugs or appliances.”

“What do we have to use to pull him out?”

“Not much. Basically, it is a sled. It can be dropped by itself and then you would have to retrieve it. There is also a two-man fire blanket if you have to bury yourself and the rescue while the fire goes over or around you. Radios, of course. Rations, charts, compass, and anything else you can think of you might want. I want to remind you. This is voluntary. If you don’t like this idea or if you just don’t want to risk your life, that is fine. We can just hope he will still be alive when we can get to him another way.”

“I’ll do everything I can. If it appears that the mission won’t work, I’ll let you know. I won’t jump to my death for nothing.”

“Okay, Ellison. Let’s get started on this. We don’t have time to spare.”

The plane Powell had been on to dump water on the fires was ready to go again. They were going to do a three-part mission. Dumping chemicals, water, and Powell. The plane was to dump the water on the fire line coming toward where the injured man was trapped. Then Powell would jump. The aircraft would go on with its mission. Powell got behind the pilot during the water drop so he could see the terrain and the path of the fire. He was wearing a headset, so he could hear the pilot and tell him what he needed. Powell directed him to fly low over the trees near a particular group of rocks. He would bail out over the rocks. The water they had just dropped left a break in the fire and Powell could land in the clearing the flames had left near the rocks. He went to the bottom of the plane and put on his parachute and attached the line. Through the headset Powell announced he was ready, then he took the headset off and looked out the open door for his jump zone. It worked about as he planned. The parachute was smaller than he was used to, and the descent was a little faster. But he had a good, but rough landing then was able to gather the rest of the supplies he dropped seconds before he jumped. Now, he had to hike about a mile to the man. He got out the compass and tried to figure the best route. He made out some landmarks and with those and looking at the charts, he plotted a course through the forest toward the man. It took an hour to reach the area where the man’s beacon was signaling.

“Hey. I’m Powell. How are you? How bad are you hurt?”

“Stuart. Call me Smokey,” he held out his hand. “The leg is broken. I got separated from the crew, then fell. I’m sure it is broken. How bad is the fire?”

“It’s coming this way. The tanker drop stopped the part coming toward us, or at least slowed it down. I’m going to start with the procedure to immobilize your leg and give you something to deaden the pain. Then I’m going to try to drag you out. I think I’d better hurry.” Powell got the bag of medical supplies and pulled out the syringe. He injected Smokey with the drug just like the medic showed him, then he unrolled the splint. After putting it around the broken leg and securing it, he pulled a cord and the cuff inflated. There was foam inside the brace, and in a few minutes, it was hard. So hard it would have to be cut off. The two men worked together to get Smokey into the sled. They put the straps around him and tightened them, so he couldn’t slip. Powell put the medical bag on behind Smokey, and they started down the hill. Sometimes he would have to pull the toboggan behind him as he walked, sometimes he had to turn around and practically lift it over an obstacle. It was incredibly hard work.

They made it about a mile, less than halfway to the safe area where others were waiting to help. Suddenly the wind picked up, and they were choked with smoke and ashes. They heard the roar of the fire as it was bearing down on them. Powell looked for a way out and saw nothing. He would have to dig fast to make a small pit and cover both of them with the fire blanket. It was a long shot. Smokey started yelling, “Powell, Powell, over there. Over there. A cave.” Powell looked at where Smokey was pointing and saw the opening of a small cave. He unfastened the straps holding Smokey to the sled and grabbed the front of the man’s coat and dragged him into the cave. Then he went back and got the toboggan and medical bag. The bag had everything in it, including the shovel and blanket. He took the flashlight he had clipped to his own coat and looked deeper into the cave. He hoped it was deep enough. 

Smokey was nearly unconscious. The drugs and the movement were more than he could take. Powell started working. He took the sled and made a gate out of it. Then Powell put the fireproof blanket around it. After that, he found rocks and dirt and blocked any holes he could see. When he was done the entrance of the cave was sealed from the fire. He didn’t know if the smoke would come in and kill them, or if the heat would roast them alive. Then he had to wait.

Smokey started waking up. It was enough that Powell could talk to him. Powell was more scared than at any time in his life. He said the first thing that came into his mind, “Let’s pray.”

“Pray? Pray that we will make it out of here?”

“Yes.”

“Okay,” Smokey started, “Father God, Mother Earth, hear our prayers. Father God, help our spirits to survive this hell. Mother Earth, pull us into you and shelter us from the firestorm coming our way. Protect your servants who are trying to stop this terrible thing happening to you. Mother Earth, only you can put your hand over us and keep us alive.”

Powell recoiled in disgust at hearing this. “What are you doing? What do you think you are praying to?”

“I am praying the way Prophet has taught us. We are the Temple. We are the only true religion on earth. The Prophet has taught us.”

“The drugs must be affecting your mind.” Powell moved deeper into the cave. He could not stand to listen to such nonsense. There was a better word for it, but it would not come to his mind. 

The fire came until it was right outside the cave. The smoke started coming in, and it was terrible. The medical bag had two masks. They would filter out the smoke, or at least most of it. Powell got those out and put one on, then put the other on Smokey. The mask covered their entire faces, even their eyes. Powell realized that it kept him from talking to Smokey – but it didn’t keep him from talking to God.

The masks helped a great deal, but the temperature was rising. It rose high enough to be uncomfortable, but then leveled off. The few minutes that the fire was at the door seemed like hours. After what seemed like ages, the sound of the fire died down, the temperature dropped, and the smoke abated. He waited an hour by his watch, then went to the barrier he had built and felt it. It was warm, but not hot. He moved a few rocks and looked out. All he could see was burnt trees. There was no fire that he could see. A lot of smoke, burnt vegetation, and ashes, but that was all he saw. He put the rocks back. There was enough air in the cave that they could breathe. It would be better to wait for another hour or so.

Powell went to check on Smokey. He was awake and didn’t complain of any pain at the moment. “Tell me more about what you were praying.”

“There are a lot of us in the Temple. Our leader is Prophet. That is the only name she goes by. She is a remarkable woman. God and Earth came together and created her. I feel lucky to attend her teachings. She teaches us so much.”

“Okay then tell me, who does she say Jesus is?”

“Jesus is a mythical person. He came from the imaginations of people in the dark ages. Our temple started out as a church to worship Jesus, but Prophet came and set us straight.”

“You’re saying that Jesus never existed? Are you mad?”

“No. You are. You believe a myth. Father God exists, and Mother Earth. They created us. They created the Prophet. There is nothing else.”

“I should have left you in the fire.” Powell was angry now. “This is Mother Earth.” He banged two large rocks together. “See nothing. There is no Mother Earth. There is no sentient being by that name. There is no Mother Earth who can hear your prayers or who can answer them. God the Father exists. He is in me. His son Jesus lived, and still lives today. He talks to me. What you are saying and what that charlatan Prophet are saying is… is… blasphemy.” Smokey looked stunned. Powell continued his discourse. “You have said what Prophet believes, but what do you believe. Do you think for yourself or just let that woman think for you? Who do you say Jesus is? Don’t give me some vomit repetition of what you’ve heard. Who do you say He is? Think for yourself. I agreed to bring you to safety. That is all I will ever do for a person like you. Blasphemy. Think for yourself, man!” Powell got up and kicked out the barrier. He left the cave with Smokey inside.

He walked around, looking at the devastation around them. There was a rise nearby, and he climbed it to get a better view. The fire seemed to be controlled at last. He had a radio attached to his coat and pulled it off. He gave a short report of the situation, then said they would not try to leave since darkness was falling. At first light, he would restart the trek off of the mountain, to the prearranged pickup area. Powell went back to the medical bag inside the cave. He pulled out two rations and gave one to Smokey, then he went outside and ate in silence.

Powell decided to sleep outside the cave. He couldn’t stand the thought of hearing Smokey talk anymore. Powell didn’t hate Smokey. He just hated what he believed. Powell didn’t sleep much, and, in the night, there was a clear sky. He saw stars all over. The moon appeared and lit up the area. He still saw desolation, but he was able to imagine new growth. He saw it in his mind, and heard it, and smelled it. New life all over the mountain that was now burnt. He scoffed at the term Mother Earth. The earth was not alive, but he might be able to see someone’s point if they wanted to argue that. But alive with thoughts, love, and power? No way. God the Father, and His son Jesus. And the Spirit. Powell still had to figure that out. But, for himself, he knew. He knew in his mind, his heart, who Jesus is. It is complicated. Jesus loves him first of all. “Somebody does love me.” Powell thought. Jesus is God, Savior, teacher… and the list went on. Powell couldn’t seem to be able to list everything Jesus is to him. He didn’t have to search anymore, just believe, and keep learning. He also realized that the question, “Who is Jesus?” told him a lot about the person who answered. He thought, “If I ever become a preacher, I’ll present my sermon, what I believe, but challenge the church to think for themselves.”

When it was light enough to see, Powell went into the cave. “Smokey? You still alive?”

“Yeah. Still kicking.”

“Hey, I’m sorry for what I said last night. I am coming to terms with what I believe.”

“No. You were right. I mean are right. I was awake almost all night. Part because of pain, and partly because of thinking. I wanted to prove you wrong, but everything I wanted to say I couldn’t find evidence to support. Everything I have believed up until now is what that one person said. She kept saying we had to believe what she said because God and Mother Earth sent her. But there was no proof. I was blind about that until you opened my eyes. I will think for myself from now on. I will demand proof.”

“No. Somethings you still have to believe through faith,” as soon as he said that Powell thought, ‘Where did that come from?’

“I know. But if a man says it is a fact, I’ll ask for proof. Spiritually I am starting from scratch.”

“That’s good. I think that was what I really wanted to get across. It is the goal I am striving for.”

“Let’s get together somehow every time we can after getting out of here. We can challenge each other to grow spiritually,” Smokey said.

“Okay, but we still have to get out of here, don’t we? How is the pain?”

“Bad. Do you have any more of the magic drugs?”

“Couple more doses. Hopefully, you won’t need the last one.” Powell went to the medical bag and got the syringe. After injecting Smokey, they worked together again to get the sled back into order. The fire warped it a little, and the straps were burnt off. Powell cut off parts of his coat and made straps, so he could lash Smokey to the sled.

As they were getting ready, Powell was concentrating on getting the sled in order and getting the mindset to pull it through the desolation. Smokey broke into his thoughts, “My sister is going to kill me when I get home.”

“Why is that, Smokey?”

“She didn’t want me to do this. She thinks I am at home in Iowa right now. When I tell her, she is going to hit the roof.”

“Still better than someone giving her the bad news if you died. I bet she will be mad but get over it. Are you ready to hit the trail again?”

Then they took off. It was still incredibly hard work, made tougher now by the smoke and ash in the air and the remains of the fallen trees that lay all over. Several times Smokey had to get off the sled and crawl or drag himself, through an area. By early afternoon they made it to the others. Powell and Smokey were taken to the airport, then to the hospital. Right before they were taken to different rooms of the hospital, Smokey told Powell, “I feel like you are a brother to me now. Not for pulling me bodily off the mountain, but because you forced me to open my eyes. I will always love you for that.”




Chapter Eleven

Powell got Smokey’s address, so they could at least write. He also got all the information to contact him via the internet. Powell didn’t have a permanent address yet, or an email address, or any other internet account, or even a phone, so they just promised to keep in touch. This time he thought he would make himself. 

He collected his check from the Canadian government. It was a nice big check, and there was no tax taken out from the Canadians. He would have to pay taxes on it when he got home. This was getting to be a problem. He had to have an address, and he wanted more than a post office box. To get an apartment he needed a job. To obtain employment, he had to have a way for them to contact him. He decided to get a computer and a cell phone. Then a job. Then an apartment. But first, he has to choose where to live. Back to his hometown? Back to New York? Somewhere else? Powell decided to go to the airport, then look over the names of the towns and see what jumped out at him. New York City kept appearing, and it took over his mind. His time there wasn’t really too bad. It was expensive, though.

So, he went to the ticket counter to buy another one-way ticket. Back to where he started this trip. At the last second, he changed his mind and went to Albany instead.

When he got off the plane, he saw a poster that interested him. It was a skydiving school at another, smaller airport. He walked up close to the advertisement and looked it over. Powell started thinking about jumping. When he jumped in the past, there was always a reason like training, or somebody’s war, or trying to save a life. Powell wondered what it would be like to jump just for the fun of it. He started to write down the number, but a man stopped him. “Here, take my business card instead. I am one of the owners, Mario Simpson.”

“Powell Ellison. Nice to meet you. I was just thinking about jumping again. I’ve made dozens and dozens of jumps, but I’ve never jumped just for the fun of it. I think I need to do that.”

“Sure. We’re ready whenever you are,” Mario said. “Hey, I was just going to get a coffee. If you join me, I’ll buy a cup for you. I can tell you about our school, and I would really like to know how you’ve made dozens of jumps, but none for fun.”

“I’ve got no plans or any place I have to be right away. I can sit and talk as long as you want.” So, they found the coffee shop inside the terminal, and the two men talked for over an hour. Powell told about jumping for the Army but left out the part about diving into a conflict. He related about becoming an instructor for his last year in the service. Mario asked about how long ago his previous jump was, and Powell had to tell him about jumping into a forest fire less than a week ago. He didn’t leave anything out about this latest jump except the names of the people. Mario was impressed.

“Where do you live, Powell?”

“I don’t have a place at the moment. I am going to look for a job and an apartment. Albany was sort of an accident. The ticket agent asked me where to, and instead of saying New York City, I said Albany. So, here I am. Anyway, I plan on trying to find something here, you know, for a job. Then an apartment. Or maybe it should be the other way around. I don’t know.”

“Do you have any interviews lined up?”

“No. I thought I might walk around and see if there is a sign in a window of some building that looks interesting.”

“Would you consider our conversation this last hour as being an interview? I have an idea. See, we need a new instructor. I teach the classes now, but I need to spend more time on business, and less in the classroom or to make jumps. If you came to work for us, it would be part-time. That is not much help to you. But I have another problem, and you might be able to help with that, too. Think this over. 

“We have had some break-ins and vandalism. I need a watchman at our facility too. This idea just came to me, so I don’t have it all worked out. But there is an empty room in the hangar. It’s upstairs, over the office. We could convert that room into an apartment with a bathroom and kitchenette. We could work it out where the watchman’s job would be enough to cover the rent on the room. You wouldn’t really need to do much as a watchman except be there. Call the cops if needed, but not intervene if something is going on. Then I could pay you for every class you teach and every jump you make as an instructor. That would cover food and anything else you need. I’ll run this past my business partner tonight. She’ll agree. I think I might run it past my lawyer, too. I bet he’ll say to pay you by check for the instructor job, then pay with another check for the watchman’s job. Then you would have to pay me for the rent. Sounds like extra paperwork. But I want everything to be legal.” Mario paused for a drink of coffee and Powell didn’t say anything. “Does this sound good at all to you? You’re very quiet.”

“Sounds too good to be true. I’m in. Well, if your partner agrees.”

“I’ll wait until we go to bed, then tell her. It usually helps me to get my way if I wait until then.”

“Your partner is your girlfriend?”

“Wife. Didn’t say that did I? Sorry. My wife is my partner in the skydiving school as well as in life. We met jumping. 

“Well, my car is on the lot. Want to go check the school out?”

“Sure. Let’s go.” They went out and got in Mario’s bright red Mustang then headed east toward the smaller airport. The two continued to talk and learn as they drove, and Powell seemed to think he was really going to like being around Mario. Mario’s plan for the day was to take Powell directly to the hangar where he had the school, then show him around. Maybe the two could plan the layout of the new apartment. After they had done all of that, they would go to Mario’s house and meet his wife. That plan was scrapped when they got to the hangar.

“Steph, what are you doing here?” Mario was surprised to see his wife at the hangar office. “You look upset. Did something happen? Did I do something?”

“You are fine. It’s my kid brother that I’m upset with. Mad at, actually.”

“You are pale. Is Stu okay?”

“No. That is why I am mad. That idiot went to the forest fire after I told him I didn’t want him to. Then he got separated from his group and then broke his leg. He is in a hospital now. They actually had to have a man jump out of a plane and rescue him. I’ll always be grateful to that man, but I could scream. I am so mad at my brother.”

Mario and Powell looked at each other, then back at her. “Um, Steph, this is Powell. Powell, this is my wife, Stephanie.” Stephanie stuck out her hand and Powell shook it. “Steph, let’s go sit. We have a lot to talk about.” They went to the office. Mario pulled in another chair for Powell. Mario sat behind the desk, and Stephanie sat on the other side. Powell took the chair beside her. Mario looked at Powell. “What was that guy’s name who you rescued? I don’t think you ever said his name.” Stephanie cocked her head sideways when she waited for Powell to answer.

“Stuart. He likes to be called Smokey, though.”

“Stuart?” Stephanie nearly yelled, “Is this a joke?”

“No. I jumped to pull a man out of the way of the fire. His name is Stuart.” Powell pulled out his billfold, then pulled a scrap of paper out. “Here is his number and address. Is this really the same man as your brother?”

Stephanie read the phone number and address. Her face paled. “Yes.” She sat back in her chair and closed her eyes for a few seconds. When she opened them, she said, “Thank you, Powell, for saving him. I really do love that idiot Stewie. And you said he wants to be called ‘Smokey?’ Sounds typical of him. I am still surprised that he went to help with fighting that fire. I told him how much I did not want him to go. And that cult he belongs to didn’t want him to go either probably.”

“I wouldn’t worry about the cult. We had a long talk about that.” Powell half stood and turned his chair a little, so he could turn her way easier. “He started going on about the Temple, and it made me mad. I started screaming and yelling at him. Then I went outside the cave we were using for shelter and ate some rations outside in silence. I slept outside that night, too. The next morning, he said he thought about what I said and could not answer it. He had no proof of anything the Prophet was saying. Anyway, I am supposed to keep in touch with him and try to challenge him to live a Christian life away from any cults.”

“Really? Is he done with that temple outfit? Thanks so much, Powell. If there is anything, you need, please ask me.”

Mario spoke first, “Well… Steph, it just so happens that the three of us here need to be helping each other out quite a bit. You already know he jumped out of a plane. He has actually made dozens of jumps and was an instructor for the Army. I want us to hire him as the new instructor we have been talking about.”

“You really put me on the spot,” Stephanie replied to her husband, “How can I say no now?”

Powell came to her rescue, “Let’s make this a trial first. We can work together, and you will see how much I know. You can decide if it will be permanent later.”

“Thanks, Powell. That does make me feel better. Two months long enough?”

“There is one other thing, Sweetheart. He needs a place to stay, and we need a night watchman. I thought we could build an apartment above the office. Then, he can stay here, and we will always have someone in the building. If anything happens, all he has to do is call the police.” Mario kept going to try to get himself out of the trouble he was making for himself. “And I already told him that you and I have to talk privately about this before we do anything. The salary for the watchman position will be the same as the rent I charge for the apartment. The salary for the instructor will be based on the number of classes and jumps he makes with the students.”

“Let me sleep on it. I have too much in my mind all at once. First is Stuart, then a new employee I only met a few minutes ago. Remodeling the attic in the hangar.”

“Don’t worry about me, Stephanie, I won’t be hurt if this isn’t what you want. And I certainly don’t want to be the cause of any problems between you two. This is not a job I had my heart set on for a long time. I only heard about it a short time ago also. It does seem like a dream come true, but it’s not a dream I’ve had for a long time.” Powell slowed down, “I feel like I am rambling. Just make sure you are comfortable with everything.”

“Powell, you are very kind. Thanks. Mario and I will talk tonight. I’m sure he has asked you a lot of questions already, so I won’t ask any more right now. Is there anything you need to ask us?”

“Yes. This is going to seem like a surprise. My only question is, ‘Who do you say Jesus is?’”

Both Mario and Stephanie looked shocked. They looked at each other before Mario answered, “That is something we have been talking about a lot lately. We don’t have an answer, but…we are searching. Steph told you, and Stu told you, about that group he got involved with. He was searching. The two of us felt like Stuart found the wrong thing when he started with them. Now we are very relieved to know he is thinking clearly. I bet he will need help still, finding the right way. The two of us feel lost and want to get somewhere where we know God is happy with us. We believe in Jesus, but don’t know how to act or what to do.”

Stephanie broke in, “This is such a coincidence that you found my brother, then a continent away you found us.”

“No. It is not. Not at all.” Powell was quick to respond.

“You had this planned!?” she asked.

“No. But I just don’t believe this all happened by accident. Your car is the exact same colors as my high school colors. That is a coincidence. Meeting Stuart was God leading me. Then He led me here. There was no plan in anything I did, but I felt an urge to go to a particular place at the right time. Now I wonder if I am here to help you, or someone else?”

“Maybe it is the other way around,” Mario said. “Maybe it will be us who will help you. Maybe you are the recipient this time.”

“I never thought of that. I don’t know if I can. I mean to let someone help me.” Powell paused, “Although I could use a ride to town. I think I might buy a sleeping bag, so I can sleep here tonight in comfort. And maybe a bite to eat. I was also thinking of getting a cell phone and maybe a laptop computer.”

“No. Not going to happen.” Stephanie was adamant. “You are staying in our guest room until I approve the room you guys build upstairs. I want it to be perfect, and I want it designed and furnished so that I like it. It will not be something thrown together like some little boy’s clubhouse. It will be a regular apartment with rooms and furniture, or it won’t happen at all. And furthermore. You are eating all your meals with us until you move in here.”

“Gee, Steph, are you going to tuck him in too?”

“No. That I will leave to you.”

 




Chapter Twelve

In a month, the apartment was finished and furnished to Stephanie’s liking. It was not a boy’s clubhouse like she feared. It was not feminine either. It was a comfortable place where anyone would feel welcome. The rooms were not big but cozy. Powell had a kitchen, bathroom, bedroom, and a living room. The furniture was all new, but modest. He felt like a king when he climbed the stairs to his place. His place. It felt like he had a home.

He did not want to fail in the job as a night watchman, so he bought some electronic monitoring equipment and made an alarm system out of it. It was all silent except for the small beeper in his bedroom. He tested it out, and it worked, but then he found he had false alarms from birds or other animals. But he soon worked that out.

The skydiving part went even better. Powell found it a job to love and meet lots of fun people. Almost everyone was amicable, and more than once, he thought the young ladies coming through were flirting with him. He enjoyed that and flirted right back at them, but never let it go too far. They just seemed to be having fun, and that was alright with him. Mario and Stephanie didn’t mind either. Sometimes when Powell was left with a student, he would ask them about Jesus. The majority had no idea what they were talking about.

Powell thought a lot about Stephanie and Mario. He enjoyed being around the married couple, and they seemed to enjoy having him in their lives. After a while, they started calling him Po, like his closest friends, had done in the past, the people he had let himself lose contact with. Soon, Stuart found out about Powell working and living at the skydiving school. He didn’t think he could believe it at first. Then Stu knew the best person for that job in the world had to be Powell. He came for an extended visit and slept on the sofa in Powell’s apartment a few nights.

It was a September Saturday night when Powell was watching a movie on TV. It was an old, Superhero movie. When it was over, he shut off the TV and started moving toward the bedroom. Suddenly he had a feeling something was a little off but couldn’t place it. He chuckled a little. “My super sense is tingling,” he said to himself. That little joke didn’t help. He still knew something was off. He went to put on his shoes, then turned off all the lights in his apartment. He found his flashlight in the top drawer of the bedside table and put it in his back pocket. His eyes were now adjusted to the dark, so he looked out his windows. They gave him a good view of a lot of the area around the hangar, but not all sides. He tiptoed over to the door and then went out, and down the steps. The lights were all out in the airplane hangar and office, but he knew his way around, and he was able to get outside without turning on any lights. Rather than alerting anyone that he was patrolling the grounds, he left the flashlight in his pocket. He waited in the shadows as much as possible and moved quickly around the building.

There. Over there near the back of the building. Someone is trying to hide. Powell hid, too. That other person didn’t know he was being watched. Powell looked on as that individual started moving some metal that made up the side of the hangar, then began to crawl through. He ran over to the opening just as that person was halfway in. That somebody was tiny, so Powell just grabbed the waist of the man’s jeans and pulled him back out.

Only it wasn’t a man. It was a boy. It was cold out, and the preteen had only jeans and a t-shirt. The boy had old tennis shoes with holes in them. Powell hauled him out into the open and threw him down on his back then sat on him. “Who are you?” The boy was silent. Powell yelled at him again, “Who are you? Answer me before the police get here.”

“Don’t call the police! They’ll kill her!”

Powell softened a little. “Kill who?”

“My sister. They’ll kill her if I don’t get back soon. Or if I get caught, they’ll kill her.”

Powell moved a little, so the boy could breathe easier but still kept him pinned down. “Tell me the whole story. And I had better believe it, or I will call the police. Your name first.”

“George”

“Okay. Go on.” Then the boy talked about how he and his sister became orphans and ran away – to be together instead of being separated by the child welfare system. One night some men grabbed them and locked them in a room in one of the hangars nearby. George was forced to break into businesses and homes to steal whatever he could while his older sister was held hostage. Every time he was reminded that they would kill her if he didn’t come back by a specific time. George would go out and look for anything valuable out in the open. He also had to spray paint dirty words on the sides of the businesses. Powell had seen that. Even at this hangar where he now lived, he could see the remnants of what had been there. “How old are you, George?”

“Ten”

“How old is your sister?”

“Fourteen”

“What is her name?”

“Stephanie”

“Are you lying to me?”

“No, mister. It’s the truth. Don’t call the cops. I don’t want them to kill her. Or…”

“Or what?” Powell was getting frustrated with the boy. George didn’t say anything. “Or what? Tell me, or I’ll call the cops right now.”

“They talked about selling her. One of the men said she was beautiful, and they could get a lot of money for her. If they sell her, I will never see her again.”

“George, I am going to help you.”

“How can I believe you?”

“If I was lying to you, would I do this?” Powell moved off the boy but held on to one of his wrists. Then he started to pray. “Dear Jesus. Your name is holy. You have already done a lot for me in the past. You have helped me to help others. Now it is time to call for that help again. I really need to help George. I believe he is a good kid, but others are controlling him. I have got to help him. And I have to help Stephanie, his sister. I have heard about these things in our country. I just never knew that it would come up and hit me in the face like this. I pray now for George and Stephanie. Give me the strength, courage, and knowledge to get them out of this slavery and into a good home. I will make sure you get the credit, I promise. Jesus, I can already feel your presence and help. Thank you. Amen.”

Powell pulled out his cell phone. “You promised. No, cops!” George was yelling at him. Powell held out his hand and nodded.

“Mario? This is Powell. I caught a burglar at the hangar. It’s not what you thought. We have to help this kid. He’s only ten and his older sister is in trouble, too.” Powell started to listen, then broke in. “No. Do not call the police. Not yet. Only after the girl is free. Listen, here is what I have for a plan so far. Get here as fast as you can. I will do all the work and all the dangerous parts. I just need you for a getaway driver. Come straight to the hangar, but when you get to the airport, turn off your lights. We want this to be a surprise. Coast to a stop even. Be quiet and as dark as possible.” Powell turned off his phone. “Alright. You need to go back. You know, so your sister is safe. Tell you what…” Powell pulled the wallet out of the back of his jeans. “Here is all the cash I have on me. It will have to do. There is a little over two hundred dollars here. I think the men holding your sister will be happy with that. Tell them you found it on a desk in the office. Tell them you think there may be more, and you will have to go back to this hangar sometime soon. No. Tell them you have to come back tonight. I’ll wait to see if you come back out. You came back with only two hundred… because you might be late if you stayed to try to get more. Got it?”

“Yes”

“What?”

“I found the money and took it. I think there is more, but I came back so I wouldn’t be late. I need to go back now. Before someone notices the money is gone.”

“Hey! That is really good. You’re a smart kid. Now go.” George ran off into the night. Powell wondered if he would ever see him again. Somehow, he liked that kid. In a few minutes, Mario coasted to a stop with the lights off, just like Powell asked. But Stephanie was in the car. “Mario? Why did you bring her?”

“She insisted. You know her. I can’t tell her no. She won’t hear it.” They all spoke in whispers.

“Alright. But the more people we have, the better the chance of something going wrong.”

Stephanie asked, “What is our plan, Po?”

“Exactly. What is the plan?” Powell exhaled sharply. “The problem is we don’t have a plan until we get a look inside. We have to find the weaknesses of the goons holding the children. We have to know where they are being held and how we can get in. Sorry. I meant how I am getting in.”

“No! I am going with you.” Stephanie said.

“Listen here! Every day you are the boss. I have no problem with that. Tonight though, I am in charge, and you will do as I tell you. If you don’t, I will tie both of you up and leave you in the hangar. Got it?”

“Uh… sure, Po.” Stephanie had never been talked to like that. Mario agreed readily. Then the three of them drove silently over to the hangar George had pointed out earlier. Mario noticed something and said it out loud, “This is the only building in the airport that has never had filthy words spray painted all over.”

“Shh!” Powell hissed. “George said they made him do that, too.” He spoke in a whisper. When they got closer to the other hangar, there was some cover. Powell motioned that the couple was to stay behind and stay hidden. He whispered to them, “Stay. Pray. You will know what to do when something happens,” Then he crept up to the hangar and looked for a way to see inside. The building was one of the Quonset hut types. Large metal arches made opposite walls and roof. There were no windows or any kind of opening on the sides. On one end there was a pair of doors on tracks that slid open to let small planes in or out. On the other end was a door to an office and some workshop windows. He would need to see inside those windows. He found they were a little too high for him to look through, even if he stood on his toes. In a patch of grass and weeds though, there was an old truck that looked like it had been abandoned. Powell ran over to it and ripped off one of the mirrors. Back at the hangar, it was just right. He could see all four people. The girl was chained to a toolbox, and the boy was being chained while Powell watched. One man was watching while the other did the work. Powell was helpless to do anything but observe. The man watching walked over to the boy and slapped him. Powell almost yelled he became so angry. Then the two men left the building through the opposite end, where there was a passage door in one of the large hanger doors. Powell quickly went to the side of the building where he saw a car earlier. The men were driving off. While he watched them leave it became apparent that they were going to the skydiving school hangar. His emotions changed from anger to happiness as he used his cell phone and called 911 and reported a break-in in process at Simpson’s Skydiving School. He went back to the door in the back of the building and kicked it twice before it gave up and swung open. George’s eyes got big when he saw Powell. Stephanie still looked frightened of him. Powell quickly looked around to find any tool he could use. He walked over to the toolbox, and the first drawer he opened had a large pair of bolt cutters. “How nice of them to leave these here for me.” He said that out loud. Then he cut the chains on George’s wrists, then on Stephanie’s. “I am here to help you, Stephanie. Don’t be afraid of me. I have two friends outside. I will show you where they are. I want you to run to them. They are terrific people, and they will make sure you are safe. Your nightmare is over.”

“Okay,” was all Stephanie could say. George didn’t say anything but smiled at Powell and gave him a thumbs up. He took the two children out the back door and pointed to the area where the couple had been hiding. Mario saw this, and half stood and waved, so the children knew where he was. Powell gave them a little push, and they ran off across the field. The older Stephanie ran out and grabbed the two kids. All four of them then ran to Mario’s car. George was having trouble keeping up, so Mario swung him up into his arms and carried him the rest of the way. Powell watched until he saw the car start up and drive off. “Stephanie, meet Stephanie,” Powell said to no one in particular.

“Safe.” He said to himself. “Now, justice.” And he ran back to the hangar where he lived. He found where the men had used a crowbar to open the doors to the office. The doors were shatterproof glass that opened outward. Each entry had a pull handle on the outside. The crowbar was laying on the pavement, right where they dropped it. Powell took the bar and slid it into the handles. Now there was no way to get out of the building. The two men were trapped inside. Powell leaned against the building and waited for the police to get there. This was a good time to pray. He was still learning about his place in the world and his place in God’s plans.

“But You sure know how to answer prayers, Jesus!” Powell was laughing.

 




Chapter Thirteen

He waited until the police cleared the scene, and the evidence technicians finished. They gave him permission to secure the door, so he went into his toolbox and found a couple of things, and soon he had the door repaired enough that it would stay locked until they had someone come with new parts to fix it. When he was pleased with the security of the door, he went into the office and got the keys to the school’s twelve passenger van and drove over to Stephanie and Mario’s house. It was nearly two in the morning. Lights were on, so he knew someone was up.

“Stephanie, how are they? Are the children okay?” those were the first words he said as soon as Stephanie opened the door.

“Come in, Po. They are fine. They are asleep in the guest room.” Then she started filling him in on what happened, “When we drove off, we came straight here. Mario said he was sure no one followed us. I made a quick dinner for them, and they ate like wolves. Then Stephanie went in to take a bath. We’re calling her Sissy. It helps to keep the names straight, and she likes it. Anyway, we talked to George while she was bathing. He is brilliant. I think he is going to be okay.” Suddenly she stopped because she thought of something else. “Po, did you get any supper? Do you need something to eat?”

“No. I’m fine. I ate at home before all of this started. A glass of water would help right now, though.”

“Sure thing,” she said as she got a glass and started filling it from the refrigerator door. Then she went on with the story. “So, Sissy came out of the bathroom wearing some of my pajamas that I had laid out for her. They were way too big.” Stephanie still had the glass of water in her hand and did not see Powell reach for it. “Then George went to take a bath. He was so funny. That little boy started complaining about having to take a bath. He said he was better off with the robbers. Then he turned around and had a big grin on his face. Oh, I just wanted to hug him so hard.” She still did not set down the water.

“So, I told Mario to get lost for a while because I had to talk to Sissy. We, Sissy, and I, went in and sat on the sofa. I put my arm around her, and we spoke very softly. I asked her very pointed and detailed questions about her time in captivity. I was particular. From her answers, I am confident that she was never molested.” When she paused, Powell finally exhaled. He had been holding his breath. He reached for the glass again, but she still didn’t see. “As I talked to her about what they did and did not do, I also realized that her mother never had “The Talk” with her.” As Stephanie started to make air quotes, she found she still had the water glass in her hand. “Don’t you want this, Po?” As he took it from her, she continued about Sissy. “So, I am going to have that with her tomorrow. She may already be starting to become a woman.”

“Stephanie, what is going to happen to them? Won’t the authorities come to take them away?”

“Po, we never told you. I can’t have children. Mario gives me everything else, but we can’t have that. So, we have been foster parents. We are on good terms with the state, and they will let them stay with us. A year ago, we had a baby here for a few months. I know the state does not want them to be separated. I don’t see any problem getting to keep them. And I really want to keep them forever. I realize it is not official yet, but we will work it out.”

“Good. That sounds perfect. I’ll do whatever I have to do also, just let me know.”

Mario walked out of their bedroom to see what was going on. He had been sleeping but found his wife wasn’t there yet, so he came to look for her. “Powell, that was some real heroic stuff tonight. How do you do it?”

“Think about it, Mario. I didn’t do anything really.”

“Yes, you did. You rescued those two children. And captured those two felons.”

“No. Not really. I prayed, then I hid. After that, it was a matter of me running from here to there and back again. Then hiding some more. I peeked in the window using a mirror and just watched. The felons left the children alone. They left a bolt cutter for me to use to cut the chains. The felons broke into your hangar. They left the crowbar outside where I could pick it up and trap them inside. I basically did nothing. I believe everything happened as it did because God is in control. He just used me in a couple places, doing some pretty easy stuff.” 

What none of the three adults saw was that Sissy had cracked the door open and was watching and listening. She heard every word from the time Stephanie said she couldn’t conceive. Sissy silently closed the door again and went back to lay down. She went to sleep that night thinking about how God rescued her and her brother, using Powell to do the work.

Over the next few weeks, the state did give Stephanie and Mario charge of the two children. They were tested and tutored and ready to go back to school the start of the term in January. Powell attended dinner there several nights a week, and he became the go to person when either child needed help with math homework. It wasn’t long before they started calling him ‘Uncle Po’ and would hug him when he came in. George would usually run over. Sissy was trying to be more sophisticated, so she would slowly walk over and hug Powell. It was clear that both kids loved him very much.

One night Stephanie and Mario had a date night, so both children came to the small apartment in the hangar. Powell made supper for them, and they got ready to watch an animated movie. Sissy wanted to help, but she burnt the popcorn. She got distraught and started crying. Powell tried to comfort her and really didn’t feel like he knew what he was doing. It couldn’t be just the popcorn. “Sissy, you burnt the popcorn, but you know what? I still love you.” That made her cry even harder. He had no clue what to do, so he took her by the arm, and they sat on the sofa. George was ready to start the movie, so they started watching. Sissy finally calmed down and enjoyed the rest of the time. Powell decided to ask Stephanie for help understanding what was going on. Before the movie was over, George was asleep on the floor. Sissy was asleep, curled up on the other end of the sofa from Powell. He shut off the TV, dimmed the lights and found a blanket to cover each of the sleeping kids. He thought back several months to the promise God made to him. There would be people in his life who loved him. Powell had no idea two of those people would be so young.

He thought about going in an getting ready for bed but didn’t really want to change while the two children were still there. So, he stayed in the work clothes he had been wearing for the whole day. Then he found the little Bible Jim had given him so many years ago. It was getting pretty worn, but the pages were still all there. Jim’s business card was still there too, but it was all bent up and looked awful. Powell sat down and started reading. Before long he was asleep, but then he woke up again when he heard Sissy moving around in the kitchen.

“I’m sorry, Uncle Po, I didn’t want to wake you. I woke up feeling a little thirsty, so I am getting some juice.”

“That’s fine. Is there anything else you need?”

“No. Thanks. Could I ask you a question, though?”

“Sure. What’s up?”

“The first night. The night we were freed. You and Stephanie and Mario were talking.”

“Yes. Weren’t you asleep?”

“I woke up and wanted to see what was going on. I heard you say you didn’t do anything to save us. You said God made it happen.”

“Yes. That’s right.”

“How?”

“Sissy. I hoped you were going to ask me something easy. That is really a tough one.” Powell had to think for a little bit. “I believe that God is in control of everything. He doesn’t make our decisions for us or make us do anything. But when the men holding you were doing things; God knew what they were going to do. God didn’t make them do anything, but He knew when and where they would. Jesus had me there at the right time. So, I guess I am saying that He knew the men would both leave, and you and George would be alone. Then, I strolled in and cut the chains.” Powell stopped to think again. “It’s more complicated than that, but it is all I understand. I am trying to learn how this all works. Somethings I just have to accept through faith.”

“Like what?”

“Like God’s existence. That is a big one. I have no proof that He lives, but I know without a doubt that He does because I have faith that He does.”

“Why isn’t there any proof?”

“Because then everyone would believe out of duty or fear or whatever. God wants us to love Him by choice.”

“I believe in Him.”

“Do you pray?”

“No. I don’t know what to pray.”

“Then we’ll work on that together.”

“Me too!” George was awake, too but hadn’t gotten up off the floor.

“Great. All three of us will work together. Mario and Stephanie will help, too. Let’s pray, okay?”

They prayed that Jesus would forgive them, and they promised not to do those things anymore. Powell really wondered how much they would have that they regretted doing. Sissy came to him again after George fell asleep. “Uncle Po? When I cried about the popcorn, it wasn’t about the popcorn. I was thinking about what we just prayed. It is something I really wanted. I can’t describe it, but that was why I was so emotional.”

“Well, that makes sense. I thought I would ask Stephanie what was going on because I don’t have a clue about women.”

Sissy laughed a little hearing him say that. “Uncle Po, could you do something for me? This is something huge.”

“What do you need? Maybe I should ask if it is something I can do.”

“I want you to get a girlfriend. I don’t think you should be lonely. Someday you should get married, and then someday I’ll have an Aunt Po. Or whatever her name is. Then you should have babies.”

“I can’t have babies, Sissy.”

Sissy’s face fell, “Why not?”

“Because men can’t. My wife would have to do that.”

“Oh. You!” Sissy picked up the nearest thing and threw it at him. It just happened to be a banana. Uncle Po caught it while laughing.

 




Chapter Fourteen

Early in December Powell decided to take his favorite waitress, Flo, at the diner on a date. He ate at the place often since it was the only restaurant at the airport. Usually, he would go for breakfast, and that was when she regularly was working. They had great banter and often joked until the other patrons would start staring at them. It became such a thing that the other waitresses at the diner would let her take Powell’s table whenever he came in. She knew exactly how he wanted his coffee and would bring it without him even asking. He would get something different every day, so she couldn’t serve that without him ordering first. So, it was just natural that he would want to take her out. It took a while for him to figure out what he wanted to do and finally decided on a movie. What he chose was a movie from the 1940s that had been restored and colorized. That was safe he reckoned.

They thought it might be easier for both of them to just meet at the theater this time. Powell went to the multiplex early so she wouldn’t have to wait around for him to show up. When she did walk in, he was surprised. In fact, he almost didn’t recognize her. Flo was wearing a lowcut blouse and a tight short skirt. Instead of the ponytail, he was used to her hair was sticking out all over and sprayed stiff. She wore more makeup than he had ever seen. Powell had to admit she looked glamorous, but not like the woman he thought she was. She could see it in his reaction and knew she had ruined it. They continued into the theater anyway and went in to see the old musical movie. Powell realized he was thinking about Sissy. He didn’t want her to ever dress like this on a date.

The young man learned something about himself. He wanted a girlfriend he could introduce to his friends and his niece and nephew. The woman he was with tonight he felt like he could not take someplace where people knew him. It gave him the realization of the kind of woman he would want someday.

After the movie, he walked her out to her car. “So, Powell, as soon as I walked up, I felt like I was a disappointment to you. I am sorry I am not what you are looking for.”

“Honestly, me too. I am sorry. I expected something different. I guess I expected you to be more like the woman who brings me coffee as soon as I walk in. It is a uniform at work, I know, but this is like… I don’t know. Extreme.”

“I really don’t know who the real me is. I flirt a lot at work because it just helps the day go faster. Tonight, I wanted to impress you. I went too far with this outfit.”

“That’s okay. I think this helped me, anyway. You made me think of my niece. She’s not really my niece. I don’t have any family, but Sissy and George are like my niece and nephew. I really love the two of them a lot. But I thought about her and how you are dressed. I want to protect those two, and I really want the best for them. I wouldn’t want her to go on a date like this. That sounds harsh. I’m sorry. I am not judging you really. I am just discovering what I want. You are still one of my favorite people, but I don’t think I can ever feel anything…”

She interrupted, “No, chemistry, huh? I kind of felt the same way. As soon as I saw your face tonight. This has given me some help, too. I might want to be different. Different than what I am now. I have something to think about. Well…good night, Powell.” Flo stuck out her hand, and he took it to shake it but held on.

“I still want to joke with you at the diner. I don’t want this little accident to ruin that.”

“We’re good.” And she turned and got in her car.

That exchange left Powell with a lot to think about. He didn’t want to go straight home. Instead, he drove to the park downtown and parked the skydiving school’s van and started walking around the square. He walked and thought and prayed. He thought about the conversation he just had, and he thought about the movie. He prayed that she would find the kind of faith he had. Like he was growing into. Then one more time he heard God’s voice running through his head. “I keep my promises. What did I promise you? I said I would bring people into your life that would love you. I have. Mario and Stephanie love you. George and Sissy love you. Stu loves you in that brotherly way. There will be more. There will be a lot more. There will also be a young woman come into your life shortly. If you let yourself, you will fall in love with her, and you will love her more than you thought possible. And, Powell, I am making the exact same promise to her right this moment. If she lets herself, she will love you more than anyone. Anyone except me.”

Powell wanted to fall on his knees right there, but it was super cold, and the snow didn’t look too inviting. So, Powell stood and praised God. He praised Him for what he had done his own life and in the lives of the people so close to him. Powell praised God for what He was going to do in the life of his friend he just had the wreck of a date with. Then in a little bit of faith, he praised God for what was going to happen. For the woman who he would love someday soon. And for the promise God made to her. He felt like he couldn’t wait.

In the old movie, there was a lot of singing. There were plentiful amounts of dancing, and that essence took hold of Powell, and he felt like dancing too. Still, he felt self-conscious about it, so he looked around. No one in sight. He ran over and put his arm out and grabbed a street sign and spun around it. Then he dance-ran over toward a park bench. As he approached the seat, he leaped in the air and came down with his right foot on the end of one of the boards.

What Powell didn’t know was that over the years the weather had caused the bolts to rust. The force of his weight coming down on the end of the board made a bolt to snap in two. The seat slat pivoted on the cross piece that made the leg nearest him. The board rose up and smacked him in the forehead. Powell saw an instant of stars, then fell back and hit the back of his head on the sidewalk. The impact made a slight crack in his skull. Powell lay unconscious in the snow.

He came to, standing in a white room. He thought it was a room, but he couldn’t see any walls or doors. Powell couldn’t decide where the floor was, even though he was vertical. And the ceiling seemed like it was miles away. He knew he was in a room, but it had no dimensions. Then a face appeared in front of him. It was the most beautiful face he thought he had ever seen. The skin was dark, very dark like someone who was born and lived in Africa. And the person’s head had a covering of dark, tight curls that hung down. Powell stared. He was still confused. This face was beautiful, but he couldn’t decide if it was a man or a woman – adult or child. Whatever. The person had a robe of pure white with long sleeves that came clear down to the fingertips, and the neck stretched up almost to the chin. The hem covered the feet. “Ellison? Powell Ellison? Is that your name?” It was a fantastic voice and was so lovely it seemed like it originated inside his ears, instead of from the person’s mouth.

“Yes. That’s me. How can I help you?”

The person chuckled. “I am here to help you. But not today. You are not supposed to be here. It is not time yet.”

Powell looked around. “Am I dead?”

“Almost. But our Heavenly Father has more plans for you. It is not time yet for you to be here. Remember what the Father told you? He has plans for you – not to harm you but to help you. Plans for hope and a future. So, you see, you have to go back.”

“Oh. Too bad. I like it here.”

“You can come back. It is up to you, you know. If you want to serve Jesus, then He will let you come back when it is time for you. It is your decision.”

“I have been trying, but I don’t feel like I really know what I am doing. I still have much to learn about following Jesus. I really want to.” Powell stopped to think. “You say I am not dead, and it is the wrong time to be here. So, I have to leave. Right?”

“Yes. You must go back to your life as Powell Ellison for a while longer. Other people need to know you and love you. People whom you can help, too.”

“Can I tell everyone about meeting you? About this place?”

“Don’t worry about that. You will have no memory of this place or me.” The person turned and started walking away. It was then that Powell saw the wings.

 




Chapter Fifteen

Powell woke up in the snow. His eyes focused, and he knew he was breathing. It was too apparent his heart was beating because every beat caused immense pain in his head. He could hear and smell, but he could not move or speak. He lay there, unable to move but felt no fear. There was an image. Not really a picture but more of an impression, or maybe an idea, or a feeling. Wings. He was thinking of wings. Like a bird, but more beautiful. Prettier. Better in every way. He knew he was going to be alright. The wings told him.

Powell heard a noise and tried to turn his head to look, but it wouldn’t move. He rolled his eyes and saw a well-dressed man. The gentleman was wearing a suit and striped tie and had an expensive looking overcoat. He had well-polished lace up shoes. And on his head, he wore a fedora, and he had black leather gloves. Powell recognized him as the state representative from another district somewhere in New York. He remembered him because of the ads he saw on the television. Even though it was not the right district, the ads were shown on the news. They were really popular because his message was that the people of the state need to help each other at a grassroots level. Help the homeless. Help the drug addicted. Help the poor single mothers. Everyone should do their part to help each other. It became a sermon in a way, the way he was always saying that and pounding on the podium every time he had any audience at all. He came over and looked at Powell laying in the snow with his head on the sidewalk. “Are you drunk or high? Whichever I guess it doesn’t matter. You should be ashamed of yourself at any rate.” The politician turned and walked away without giving any comfort to Powell.

About a minute later, he heard a loud bunch of boys coming. They were trying to make themselves into a gang, but they were too young to be menacing like they really wanted. Powell saw them as they came and stood over him. “Look at this loser laying in the snow. Whatever he is on, I want some.” One came over and started pushing Powell with his foot. Another came and kicked him. It hurt his foot, and he limped away. “Hey. That coat looks pretty nice. I could use it.” And another agreed. The gang all started taking parts of his clothes and belongings he had with him. Things that they thought they could use or sell. The guy who took his coat put it on then reached into a pocket and pulled out the Bible Jim had given Powell. When he saw what it was, he cursed and threw it on Powell’s chest. They left him there in only his underwear.

As he lay there almost naked, he still did not feel afraid. He did not feel alone. There was a strange peace in between the throbbing in his head. He was cold, and he could not move to make himself warmer. But he knew it was okay. Something told him. Already he forgot the wings. He just had an inkling of something white.

Again, he saw someone come toward him. He instantly recognized this man too. He was a preacher that had a show on the cable networks. He pastored a super big church somewhere in the south. That was on the news today, too. That popular pastor was coming to meet with the governor to discuss starting a college in New York. The college would be nearly free to low-income students, and its whole purpose was to educate them in careers of service. Besides religious fields, they could train for medical, or to be counseling professionals. Every major was to encourage service to other people. The famous preacher came and looked over Powell. He moved Powell’s head, so it wasn’t on the cement, then found some trash and made a pillow out of it. “Sorry, buddy, I can’t stay to help you. I have a dinner meeting with the governor. I’ll say a prayer for you, though.” As he said that his cell phone rang, and he stood to answer the phone and walk away. He immediately forgot about Powell laying there. With only his eyes working, he followed the man walking away, talking business on his phone.

Now he was starting to get frustrated. Would no one in this city help him? The cold was making him lose feeling, and the pain was going away in his head. He felt like he was getting sleepy, and he knew that meant his body was shutting down because of the injury and the cold. He felt the peace still, but also confusion. Didn’t someone just tell him God had a plan? Did the plan include freezing to death in the snow? Powell tried to stay awake as long as he could but lost the battle right before the real help came.

Samara was walking back to the shanty she made on the roof of an apartment building. She had been at the soup kitchen, and like always she stayed after she ate and helped clean up. Tonight, Samara mopped the floor. The volunteers who ran the kitchen liked her a lot because she always worked and had a sweet spirit about her. The young woman never complained and often would take something off of her plate and give it to another homeless person. Even though life was terrible for her, she would look out for others. Many times, she was seen helping people who really had it better than she did. She always smiled and thanked those who gave her even the smallest thing. Tonight, she kept to the shadows as much as she could. It could be a dangerous place for a young homeless woman. She was less than a block away from her rooftop pile of debris where she slept when she saw a man lying in the snow. She came out of the shadows to look closer.

She found a young man, almost naked. He was unconscious and had a large bump on the front of his head. With the little bit of light from the street, she thought he might be turning blue.

Years ago, while in college she took a free first-aid course on a weekend. She and some of her dorm mates took it, hoping they might meet some boys. No luck. But she did remember many of the things they taught that weekend. So, she knelt beside him and removed one of her gloves. She took the index and middle fingers of her left hand and felt for a pulse in his neck. Nothing. She was too late, but she left her hand there while she prayed over his body. There! She felt it pulse. Weak and far apart, but he had signs of life. Aside from his head, he didn’t look hurt. She was going to have to take a chance on moving him to warmth. First, she took off her other glove and grabbed his arm closest to her. She started rubbing it as hard as she could. Then she grabbed the other arm and did the same. Samara half stood and moved down to his feet. She pushed his legs apart a little and knelt between them. Then, she started rubbing them too. At this point, she began to really see him. She massaged his thighs and noticed they were very muscular. His arms and torso were also. He didn’t look like a man on a body builder’s poster, but he was extraordinarily strong looking and fit. She felt no fat in his arms or legs as she tried to get the circulation going.

Satisfied with what she started; she knew there was only one hope to save him. Sadly, she stood and removed her coat. It was her prized possession. Months ago, she was taken into a back room where a volunteer could give it to her privately. The volunteer’s aunt had died recently, and when sorting through the aunt’s things, the woman found a heavy, insulated coat. It wasn’t fancy, but it was big, long, and warm. Samara loved that coat. It was not only a cloak, but it was her bed and blanket. It could be her tablecloth or a pillow. It had the small things she owned in the pockets. An old toothbrush and some toothpaste she had stolen in one side, along with a flashlight. In the other a small New Testament they handed out at the soup kitchen one night. Wearing the coat, she felt like God was still present. She was smart enough to realize the jacket didn’t make that difference, it was just a reminder. 

Tonight, she had another reminder. Samara had a habit of praying without words. She would get quiet and let her emotions tell God what was on her mind. Tonight, Samara felt it coming the other way. There was a promise that the hardships she had been going through were going to end soon. She also felt a sign that she would not be alone. Some man was going to love her, and she would love him back. It was God’s promise.

She took the coat and laid it in the snow. She rolled Powell over and put as much under him as she could. It was then she saw the pile of trash under his head was soaked in blood. Working as fast as she could, she got him wrapped up in the coat. His shoulders were too broad for her to get his arms in the sleeves. So, she crossed his arms in front of him then fastened the coat as far up as she could. Then using the arms of the cloak, she started dragging him toward her rooftop. Samara tried to pull him through the snow to save the coat. Still, she cried when she heard it rip when it caught on something sticking out of the slush. Saving his life would cost her the possession she cherished most in the world.

It took a few minutes of hard work, but she made it to the alley behind the building. The building had a seldom used freight elevator that opened into an alley. She found a way to rig some hidden wires from the control. All she had to do was reach into a hole where there was a missing brick and pull the cables out. Then she touched the two bare ends together, and the elevator opened. She pulled Powell into the elevator car and heard the coat rip again. When the car got to the top, she pulled him out, onto the flat roof, then found the old board from a pallet that she kept handy and stuck it in the door, so it could not close. That was her security system. With the board in the door, the elevator would not operate, and no one could come up and find her. Sure, someone could climb fifteen flights up to the ladder, but that was not likely. She slept soundly knowing she could not be assaulted up on the roof.

Powell was still unconscious, so she had to drag him around the corner. There she had found a vent for the elevator shaft that blew lots of warm air out. Over the course of a few days, months ago Samara built a lean-to around the vent. She found shipping pallets and boxes and brought them up. She found a nice tarp in the trash one night that was perfect for making a roof and walls. She simply had to drape it over the pile of pallets and boxes and voilà she had a waterproof home. Old newspapers wadded up and stuffed into the space between the boards made insulation. A discarded clear plastic bin made a beautiful skylight. At night, the same container became an overhead light because there was a giant neon sign fastened to the top of the elevator shaft. Just by moving a corner of the tarp, she could turn her light on or off. After getting him into the shanty she moved the tarp a little, so she could get a look at him again. Samara was worried there might be more injuries. She opened the coat, then reached into the coat pocket and found the flashlight. It still worked. Yay! She looked at the back of his head. The cut worried her. She took some of the old rags she used as a mattress and tore some strips then wound them around his head to stop the bleeding.

Although homeless for months, there was still a warm-blooded woman inside. She looked at the man lying there in front of her. He looked so good. There were muscles everywhere and no fat that she could see. He was not overly muscular. He was exactly right. There was hair on his chest, but not a lot. Not like that man that tried to assault her in her office months ago. It looked like that other man was wearing a sweater he had so much hair. But Powell looked perfect to her, even though she didn’t know his name. Samara reached over and put her hand on his chest. Then she slowly and lightly ran her hand over his chest and abdomen. She felt his strength as she kneaded the muscles in his pectorals. He still felt cold, but better. That was not what was on her mind, though. It was his handsomeness and the smooth, yet firm way he felt under her hand. Her fingers found the hair around his sternum, and she let herself play with that. She was getting carried away, and she became aware of that and jerked her hand away like she had been shocked. “Samara, what is wrong with you? You know better! Shame on me for doing that to this poor man.” She buried her face in her hands. That didn’t help much because some of his smell transferred to her fingers, and now, she smelled him. Then she noticed he had something in his hand. It was clutched tight like he was hanging on to the one thing that would save him. She managed to get it from him and saw it was a book. She turned it over and saw it was a small Bible. “Okay. I messed up a little. It didn’t go too far. It’ll be okay,” she kept talking to herself. “I still have to save his life. I have to keep him warm, and I need to sleep.” The neighborhood was not safe, and she did not dare try to get him to a hospital before daylight. Looking around the small nest she made for herself, she found some newspapers. She took several and put them on top of him, then laid down on top. She felt she had to have something between his skin and her face, or she might lose control again. God promised her a man. But like this?

 

Chapter Sixteen

When she woke at daybreak, she was alone. Her insulated coat was on top of her, and it was tucked in around her as her mother tucked her in when she was little. Where was the man? Was it a dream? She looked at the coat. It was ruined, so no, it was not a dream. How did he leave? Where did he go? Is he okay? It did not take long to get an answer because he opened the flap and crawled back in. He was still wearing nothing but underwear. “Wow. It’s cold out there. May I have a little corner of the coat back? I am freezing.”

“Where did you go?” She asked as she gave him the whole coat.

“I, uh… I had to relieve myself.”

“Oh. Sorry. I guess you would. How are you feeling? You have a nasty cut on the back of your head. And I found you unconscious in the snow. I thought you were dead for a little while. Then, thank God, I found a pulse.”

“I don’t feel too good, actually. I have a splitting headache that is throbbing. I am also having a little trouble seeing, and my balance is off.” He reached up to his head and found the bandage she made.

“I’ll get you to the hospital. As soon as it is safe in this neighborhood.”

“Do you know where my clothes are?”

“I found you like this. I have no idea,” Samara spoke very softly and she blushed.

“I have a little bit of memory of someone taking them from me. Maybe several people. I would just like to get dressed.”

“I am sure you do.” Samara wanted to say she didn’t mind. Why did these thoughts suddenly start coming into her mind when she found him? “I remember a little from a first aid class I had in college. You may… or you probably have a concussion. You should not go to sleep again. Stay awake and talk to me. Okay?”

“Sure. I might not make much sense right now. I don’t know.”

“Let’s start with the basics. My name is Samara.”

“Nice to meet you, Samara. I am Powell. Please call me Po. It is what my friends call me. Do your friends call you Sam? Or Sammy?”

“No. Samara. Although hearing you call me Sammy sounded kind of nice. I think I would like that.”

“Okay then, Sammy it is.”

“What kind of work do you do, Po?”

“I am a parttime skydiving instructor. See?” And he pointed at the front of her coat that at the moment he had draped over his shoulders. “I had a school logo there on the coat I was wearing yesterday.”

She giggled a little at him. “Are you always funny?”

“No. Not always. I find it helps through difficult times.”

“You are probably right. I find helping others helps me get through. So, only part time? Do you have any other jobs?”

“Not really. I am sort of a night watchman. I live in a really nice apartment in the school’s hangar at the small airport outside of town. So, living there is free as long as I keep an eye on the place at night. Oh. Sorry. This headache.” He grabbed his head and just held on for a while. Samara moved over and put her arm around him and rubbed his neck.

“Does this help? How could I make it stop hurting?”

“It is getting better. I was about to tell you about being the night watchman. One night I had a feeling something was not right, so I went outside to look around. I found a boy trying to get into the building. I grabbed him and found that a couple of hoods were forcing him to do that while they held his sister hostage. Long story short. The hoods were caught, and the boy and his sister are now foster children of my boss and his wife. Maybe it’s my boss and her husband. Sometimes it goes either way. But George and Sissy call me Uncle Po now, and it is the best feeling in the world to me to hear them say that.”

“Why does that feel so special?”

“I don’t have any family and only a few friends.” 

“I know that feeling. I have no family, and all my friends left me.”

“Tell me how you happened to get into this situation. You said something about college.”

“It is a long story. In college, I studied law. I didn’t want to be a lawyer, but I wanted to work in a law office that worked in family law. That way, I would feel like I was helping people. That was my goal, but after I graduated, I got an offer from a criminal lawyer. I couldn’t turn it down. So, I went to work in his office and witnessed him defending the worst of society. It didn’t matter if they were truly guilty or not, or what they had done, he would try to get them off scot-free. I began to hate that job.”

“Did you quit? Is that how you ended up on top of a building?”

“No. I should have quit. I would be better off now if I had. No. That jerk had other ideas. One day he attacked me in the office. Everyone else was gone for the day, and he came into my office and shut the door. He took off his shirt and started grabbing me. I screamed and punched him. When I kicked him where it hurts, he let go. Then he started cussing and fired me on the spot. I started looking for other jobs and found he had ruined my reputation. There were all kinds of false things about me all over the place, and no one would hire me. I couldn’t even get an interview. That was in Manhattan. I came up here and found he had influence even here. I could not get away from the lies he told about me. I can’t even get a job in any field. Once in a while, I will get a handout, but no way to earn my way.”

“I will help you. I have absolutely no idea how, but I will. You have my promise, Sammy.”

“That is sweet, Po. But like you said no idea how. So, here I am. I built my own penthouse on top of an old apartment building.”

“I like it. It is warm and cozy. The view is fantastic. Even when I am relieving myself over the side.” Powell turned red. “Sorry. Too much. I wouldn’t normally have said that. I apologize. That is no way to talk to a lady.”

Samara blushed. “No one has called me a lady in a long time.”

“Sammy, I have a question I ask people to try to get to know them better. May I ask you?”

“Sure. What is it?”

“Who do you say Jesus is?”

Powell could hardly believe the change in Samara. She had been living on the top of the building for months. Her hair had not been washed in weeks, but she kept it brushed and pulled back. Her face was bright but dirty. Powell noticed some black marks that looked like words, but they were a mirror image of words if that’s what they really are. What really caught his attention was her smile. She had great teeth. They looked perfect and white, and she showed a lot of teeth when she smiled. 

Her smile took over her face, and even her posture changed. “Who is Jesus? Oh, Po. He is everything. I don’t know where to start. Everything they called Him in the Bible is what he is to me. Savior, Lord, king, friend, helper, constant companion, oh, the list goes on and on.” She was beaming.

“How can you say that after everything that has happened?”

“Po, this is yours.” She handed him the Bible he had been clutching. “I took it out of your hand last night. Since you had such a fierce grip on it and since I can see it is worn, I know you read it. You know what St. Paul said about his condition. He had been blinded, imprisoned, shipwrecked, beaten, and so on. Still, he said that even all those things happened he still loved Jesus and trusted him. Po, I have not been through nearly as much as St. Paul.”

“Fair enough.”

“Okay then, who do you say He is?”

“Same.”

“Hey! No fair!” She continued to smile at him.

“I am learning. I believe God is the creator of everything, and He is in control of all that happens. He doesn’t make choices for us. He allows us to make our own even if they are wrong. I asked Him a long time ago to enter my life, and He did. He forgives me of the choices I make that are wrong. I believe Jesus forgave me even when I took another man’s life.”

“You murdered someone?” Samara stopped smiling.

“Not really considered murder. It was in combat. A sniper killed my friend Larry, so I fired back and killed him. I was given a medal for it. They said it was for saving my platoon mates lives.”

Samara looked relieved but still did not smile. “I made a bad choice last night, Po.”

“Oh? I thought you made the right choice by saving my life.”

“After that. I noticed you. Your body. I felt your chest. After I started, I realized it was wrong and stopped immediately. I am sorry. I had been praying earlier, and then I found you, and I was all emotional and… “

“It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not. I shouldn’t have touched you while you were unconscious.”

“Sammy is human. Make a note of that.” He laughed a little then Powell stiffened. His head went back, and he started shaking all over. Samara heard him say, “I have a plan for you, says…says… I have a plan for you, says…says… “He kept repeating that, but it was like he could not remember how it went. His eyes rolled back, and he was not responsive except for repeating that phrase.

Samara recognized what he was trying to say. She heard it in her own way last night. The young woman pulled his head down to her chest, so it was possible to whisper in his ear. She whispered from memory, “For I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord God Almighty. A plan not to harm you but to help you. A plan for hope and a future.” Powell kept mumbling the same thing over and over. She kept repeating it with him. Soon he calmed down, and his spasms stopped, but he was out.

 

Chapter Seventeen

The patrolman had just started his shift. He was grumpy as he had not finished his coffee, but he had it in the car. The day was cold and gray, so the weather matched his mood perfectly. But something caught his attention as he was driving, and he turned to look at it. He turned back just in time to hit his brakes and screech to a stop – inches from the car in front. His coffee went flying. He made several loud curses before the traffic in front of him moved a little, and he had room to maneuver. He made the siren blip a couple of times as he pulled in front of oncoming traffic and parked half in a parking spot and half on the sidewalk. He jumped out and ran toward a woman crying while dragging a half-naked man through the park. She saw him and fell on her knees, hugging the man she had been pulling.

“Don’t let him die. I don’t want him to die. Please help him!”

“Yeah, sure. I’ll do what I can, but you have to tell me what you did to him.”

“Nothing!” She wailed. “I found him like this. He hit his head. I don’t know how.”

“Okay. Okay. Let’s get him someplace where they can patch him up.”

“He said something about combat. Where is the VA hospital? Can we get him there?”

“Actually, it is the closest.” Powell stiffened and went into the convulsions again. Samara pulled him close and whispered in his ear some more. In a minute, the seizures stopped. “I thought you just found him. How do you know what to do?”

“The first time he was trying to say this. It is a Bible verse. I helped him remember it. Then he calmed down. This has happened three times already.” She started sobbing again. “I don’t want you to die, Po. Please don’t die.”

“Let’s go. We’ll get him in the car and get him to the VA in a hurry.” The patrolman opened both doors to the back seat, then he dragged Powell to the car, and by backing in himself, he was able to get him in the car. Samara helped get his legs in then she turned like she was going to leave. “Hey! Get in here.” The policeman was pointing to the back of the car. Samara went around and lifted Powell’s shoulders and head and sat with his head in her arms. With the lights on and the siren going they were at the hospital in about two minutes. At the emergency, the police used his cell phone to take a picture of her. “I am going to find out what happened. You stay with him. If I come back and you are not here, I will issue a warrant for your arrest.”

“Yes, sir.”

“No, wait. I changed my mind. Come here.” And he handcuffed her to a wheelchair in the emergency waiting area. “Stay here while I park the cruiser.”

Powell was loaded on a gurney and carted off. In a little bit, a nurse came out and found Samara. “Are you Sammy? The man is asking for you.” She wheeled Samara back to the bedside – like finding a homeless woman handcuffed to the wheelchair was something she saw several times a day. Then she left them alone.

“Thanks, Sammy. I couldn’t think of Samara when I asked for you. All that came to my mind was Sammy. I’m not thinking too clear today.” And he passed out again.

“That’s okay, Po. As long as it was you who wants me, it’s okay.” Samara looked around the room just to take it all in. He was already hooked up to machines. His lower half was covered in sheets and blankets. The covers came up to his armpits, but his shoulders were still bare. She wanted to touch him again, but it was different this time. She would like to contact him or hold him out of affection. She found her old coat in the corner and used her feet to propel the chair over to it. She picked it up with her free hand then covered her lap. She remembered he had a Bible, and it went into one of the pockets, so she searched for it and found it was still there. Now she wanted to find out more about him and his reading habits. By looking at how the Old Testament was worn, she guessed he had started at the front and was reading his way through. He was almost to the New Testament it looked.

There was a bookmark in the Book of Malachi, the last book of the Old. The marker was an ancient looking business card from somebody named Jim. Who was Jim? Was it his father? No. He said he had no family. Was it a friend? A coworker? Just somebody he did business with? She had no idea who Jim was. She turned the card over, and a handwritten number on the back had a note. ‘Call us anytime you need something. Anything at all.’ This had to be someone special, some kind of friend. They were alone, and she saw a phone in the room. Might as well take a chance she thought and maneuvered the chair over to the phone and called the number on the back.

Samara heard, “Hello, this is Regina.”

Samara was a little shocked. Somehow, she expected Jim to answer, not a woman. She didn’t speak for a few seconds.

“Hello? Is there anybody there?” it was Regina again.

“Sorry. I didn’t know what to expect. I am calling about a man you may know. His name is Powell.”

“Powell? Oh, how is he? We’ve missed him so much.”

“Um… I’m sorry I am not prepared. He is hurt and is in the VA hospital. He hit his head and I… He… He comes and goes.”

“Where are you? What city? Who are you? Are you his wife?”

“No. We are at the VA in Albany, New York. We just got here a little while ago. He must have fallen to get hurt, but I am not really sure. There is a bump on his forehead and a gash in the back of his head. I found him in a bad area, so he might have been mugged. He didn’t have clothes either, so probably.”

“Albany! Our son Jamey is his friend, although they lost contact after Po joined the Army. We haven’t heard from him in years. Jamey and his wife live in Albany. I will call him right away, and they will be there in a short time.”

“Thanks. I think Powell will want that. You called him Po. He said only his friends call him that. He probably needs friends right now.” They talked for only a few more seconds and said goodbye. Samara pushed herself back over to the corner. She sat in the dark and prayed in the way she prayed without words. She prayed for only him and his recovery. She was startled when a young nurse came in with a tray of breakfast food.

“This was ordered by mistake. I was supposed to throw it away, but would you like it? The food here is really very…uh… passable.”

“Yes. Thanks so much. It was kind of you to think of me.” 

“How is the patient? They’ve called a specialist in to look at his head. Should be here in an hour. The policeman said you saved his life.”

“Powell has been quiet since he fell asleep a little while ago. He has had tremors, or convulsions every once in a while, but it had been more than an hour since the last one.”

“Okay. Enjoy the food. The policeman said he would be back to get you later. He thought it was important for you to stay here, instead of jail. But he’s looking into what happened to this guy.”

The nurse left, and Samara ate the meal in peace. It was delicious food she thought, but since meals were not always a given and she had endured a lot the last few hours she was pretty hungry. When finished, she put the tray on a chair near the door. She wanted to wash those dishes but being cuffed to a chair she couldn’t. She pushed herself back to the corner and fell asleep only to be awoken by Jamey touching her shoulder.

“Hello,” he whispered, “I am Jamey. I have known Po for a long time. We went to school together. But we didn’t hear from him for a long time. How is he doing?” She told him about all she knew and that a specialist would come shortly. They were trying to be quiet, but Powell woke up anyway.

“Sammy? Are you still here?”

“Here, Po. I am still here. I called a number I found in your Bible. Now your old friend Jamey is here, too.”

“Jamey? Why are you here? How did you get here?”

“Take it easy, Po. I live in Albany. My mom called to tell me you were here, and you were hurt. I canceled all the clients I had for today and got here as fast as I could. I’ll be here for anything you need. My wife will be here pretty soon, too.”

“You are married? That’s nice. Got any kids yet? Oh. This headache is coming back.” Samara moved closer to the bedside.

Jamey straightened up and listened. “I hear my wife coming down the hall right now. She loves wearing high heels. She has a whole closet full of them. She loves the really fancy ones, and the more noise they make, the better she likes them.”

Anna entered the room. In her high heels, she had to scoot-run to get to his bedside as soon as she saw him, “Po! Oh, it is good to see you.” She got right up to him and kissed his cheek, then turned his head and kissed the other one. “Just for good measure.” Then she looked at his forehead. Carefully she got on her tiptoes and kissed his forehead. Just like a mother would kiss her child’s hurting head. “I am so glad to see you, but I didn’t want it to be like this.”

“I’m sorry, lady…or Ma’am. I have been hit on the head, or something. Maybe that’s it. But anyway. Who are you?”

Anna laughed. Then she took his hand and squeezed it. “Po, it has been a long time, hasn’t it? I’m Anna. From high school. Remember helping me at graduation?”

Powell looked really confused. He sat up in bed as much as he could and leaned over so he could see her legs. They looked just like anybody else’s legs. Anna pulled her skirt up above her knees. She pivoted on the backs of her high heels, waving the pointed toes of the shoes back and forth. It was like a little dance. “Do you like my legs, Po? The left one matches the right one now.”

“How? When?”

“Right after graduation. I had surgery.”

“Incredible. And your eyes. You had thick glasses.”

“Yes. More surgery. A little bit less extreme than the leg, but I don’t need glasses at all anymore.”

“That is great. I can’t believe how you look.” He looked her over again from her toes to her head. He paused a little when he got to her chest. Just a split second, but it embarrassed him, and Anna caught it.

“Yes, Po. In high school, I was very flat chested. Like one of the boys.”

“Indeed!” Jamey said. It caught Anna off guard, and the two of them laughed.

Anna continued. “It was a byproduct of the surgery. They gave me a growth drug to help the bones heal faster. That caused me to get a little taller. It also caused these things. It was like I went from flat chested to whatever overnight.”

Jamey interrupted again, “It really was like overnight. I went to see her every day in the hospital. One day I went to kiss her good night, and I thought, ‘Golly! Her bosom is heaving.’” His choice of words had everyone laughing again. Powell was probably laughing harder than anybody, then Samara saw it starting again.

“Look out! Let me up to him!” She stood and pulled the wheelchair she was still chained to, so she could get to his bed. His body stiffened, and the convulsions started. Samara got right in his ear and started whispering. Anna was on the opposite side of the bed, and she leaned in to listen to what Samara was saying. “…plans for hope and a future.” Then she started again. Anna leaned in and started whispering in his other ear. “I know the plans I have for you…” The two women’s hands met on Powell’s chest, Anna grasped Samara’s and held it tight. They kept repeating and, in a minute, he was calm again and asleep.

The specialist witnessed the action as he walked in. He looked back and forth at the two women and asked, “What did you do to make the convulsions stop?”

“I accidentally found that if I say a scripture to him, he will relax. I just whisper in his ear.”

“That is amazing. Keep it up.” Then he went over and examined Powell and looked over the charts. “I am going to have to put him in a drugged coma. We will keep him out for at least two weeks. There is swelling in his brain, but not too bad. I’ve seen worse where the patient makes a full recovery. Everyone is different, though. We will do a feeding tube and a coma. The swelling will go down, and the convulsions will stop. I expect a full recovery from him, but you should come in every day and talk to him. I think it helps. I will be back in twenty minutes or so.” And he left the three with the patient.

Jamey put his arm around Anna, “This is Samara. She found him in the snow and rescued him.”

“Thank you, Samara. Were you the one who called Regina?” Anna asked.

“Yes. I found a card in Po’s Bible and called the number on the back.”

“They are going to be here tomorrow. Both Jim and Regina grew to love Po when the two guys hung out at Jamey’s house.” Anna looked over at Samara and looked a little harder this time. “Is this your coat? What happened to it?”

“He was nearly naked when I found him. I still don’t know why. I wrapped my coat around him and pulled him back to my…” Samara couldn’t say the words.

“Your shelter?”

“Yes. My shelter… I made out of trash.”

“How long have you lived like this?”

“Several months.”

“This coat is ruined. Samara, I have only four hundred in cash on me. I don’t usually carry that much, but this morning it seems like it is not nearly enough. Would you take it? It will help replace your coat, and maybe get some other things you need.”

“NO!” they all turned to look at Powell again. He had his eyes closed, but he was agitated and still almost unconscious. Somehow in his state, he managed to speak. “NO! No money. No money… Give her… job. Give her…give her…life back!” The words seemed to emanate from deep within him. It seemed like he had to make a considerable effort to get the words out. He kept trying. Now the words were barely audible. “Jamey, give her a chance. Give Sammy her life back. Please.”

“I will, Po. I’ll do everything a man can do to help her. I promise. Just relax and get better. Okay?” Powell relaxed again.

Anna took Samara’s free hand. “What did he mean? What happened to you?”

Samara told them the whole story of what happened to her at her job in Manhattan. How she was attacked then blacklisted for something she never did. How she became homeless.

Jamey had several questions, “What type of work did you do?”

“I was a paralegal.” Jamey and Anna exchanged shocked looks.

“Who did you work for?” Jamey asked. Samara told him the man’s name. “Have you seen the news lately?”

“No. I haven’t.”

“Well, there was a sting operation. Many young homeless women were being murdered. A policewoman posed as homeless and was attacked. The name you just said is the same. They have charged him with the assault on the policewoman and with the murders of four homeless women. It appears he raped them before killing them. From what I have seen, they have an excellent case against him, and he can’t get any help from other lawyers for his defense. He has already been disbarred and disgraced. His career is over, and he will probably spend the rest of his life in prison. He can’t even make bail. It was made public that he had attacked women before and when they resisted him, he spread lies about them.” Jamey pulled out his cell phone and started the news app. In a minute he had the mug shot from the news. “Is this the same man?” He showed it to Samara, and she shuddered.

“Yes. It is the same man.”

“You have nothing to fear from him anymore. His whole network has collapsed.”

Anna looked at Samara. “There is more. Tell her, Jamey.”

“I have a nice family law practice. We are doing really well. So well, that I decided this week to hire a paralegal to help with our workload. I would like for you to take that job on a trial basis.”

Samara’s eyes got big, and she smiled that beautiful smile. “Yes. I would love to.” They discussed the terms, what she would do, what the practice was about, where the office was, and so on. Before they finished the patrolman, who picked her up that morning came in.

“Well, it was easy to follow your trail from where I found you to where you have been staying, then back to the park where he was hurt. It looks like he stepped or jumped on a bench and the board flew up and hit him in the head. We also found blood on the sidewalk where he must have hit the back of his head. So, we know you didn’t hurt him. The apartment building is another story. We are going to hold you until the apartment owner decides if he is going to press charges or not.”

“Just a minute. I am her lawyer.” Jamey said. “By default, I am the official lawyer of any of my employees, and I just hired her as a paralegal.” Jamey was bluffing, hoping the policeman didn’t know the difference. “She was homeless through no fault of her own. She has experience as a paralegal, and I need one, so we just agreed to terms. She will be starting work next week. Here is my card. Please release her into my custody. I will be responsible for her and make sure she makes any court dates. Undo the handcuffs now. I may have to look into her being restrained this way. It does not seem legal to me.” The patrolman quickly unlocked the handcuffs and put them away.

Then the policeman said, “By the way. We found four teens with clothes that did not seem to be theirs. We have them in custody, too. Is his name Powell Ellison?” He pointed at the hospital bed.

“Yes, it is,” Jamey answered.

“Does he work for a… Simpson Skydiving School?” he read from his notes.

Samara answered, “Yes, he does.”

“Well, his things are in evidence at the station.” And the patrolman left as fast as he could.

Anna came over and gave Samara a hug. “You are now a free woman. In more ways than one. I am happy for you. And by the way, it goes without saying that you are staying with us tonight. For the next several weeks. Right, Jamey?” He had no choice but to agree. But inside he knew his wife was doing the right thing.

“Thanks. I want to argue that, but I just can’t. I want to stay with you, but please let me help out in some way. I can do chores, or whatever. I don’t want to be just a burden.”

“I think I understand. I probably would do the same thing. So, I’ll not be afraid to ask.” Anna knew Samara needed to improve her self-image, too.

“Anna? Where do you buy your clothes?”

“Children’s department. Sometimes I have something custom made like this suit, but it is so expensive to do that. So, children’s clothes. But I can’t find a top that fits of course.”

“Do you have a sewing machine, or can we get one? I can make outfits for you. Better than that, I can teach you how to make your own. You are so cute, and we can make really nice clothes to make you look even cuter.”




Chapter Eighteen

The next morning was Sunday. Anna left Samara alone in their big house while she went shopping. She was buying an outfit for Samara and getting the few other things she needed. Anna was having a ball. It was like having a life-size dress up doll. Larger than life-size since Anna was so much shorter. She was asked to buy simply basic stuff, but she had to compare and get the best. They would go shopping together later and get more outfits. They were going to go after they stopped at the hospital, then the late church service if time allowed.

Samara took the stuff Anna brought home and went to work to make herself feel like a woman again. She used three razors, trying to clean up her legs. Months of homelessness left a lot of hair, and the razors left a lot of nicks. Her hair on her head was long, and she decided to let it remain that way. Just a little trim and it would be great. She looked at her face in the mirror. So much to do, but it could wait until tomorrow. She really wanted to get to Powell’s side. She felt an urgency that was new to her. The two women and Jamey found Powell in another room. He was now in a regular room, but he didn’t look right. He had a tube going down his nose and wires going all over. His head was held rigidly in place by massive foam blocks on either side. He was completely unresponsive to anything they said or did. “We should talk to him,” Anna said.

“What do I say?”

“Whisper the scripture in his ear again. Keep doing that, it seemed to be miraculous yesterday.”

“For I know the plans I have for you…” Samara began, and she kept repeating it over and over. As soon as she finished the verse, she started over again. Anna watched the monitors and saw the results. His heart rate dropped and leveled off in what the monitor showed as a good range. The blood pressure dropped, and his breathing evened out. Anna came around to the same side of the bed with Samara and took Samara’s hand and put it on Powell’s bare chest. Samara withdrew it immediately. “I can’t.”

“He needs it. Put it back.” Samara put her hand back on Powell, but half on half off of the blanket. “Keep repeating the verse. I saw the results. It helps him.” Samara went back to work but found she was starting to cry. This was a lot more emotional than she thought. While going through the verse, her voice would crack. She cared more than she thought. How could she get through this? She let her emotions tell God how she felt. Now she was saying it to Powell and to herself, and He unexpectedly rescued her. She had to stop when she heard a commotion in the hallway. A woman with a slight Italian accent was not going to let a little nurse stop her. Stephanie burst into the room with Mario behind her.

“Po! Oh, my sweet Po!” She ran over to the bed and started kissing his face wherever she could. Mario came up behind her and put his arm around his wife as she put her head down on Powell’s chest and sobbed. In a minute, she calmed down, and Mario looked around at the others in the room.

“Sorry to interrupt. It looked like there is some real love in this room. My name is Mario.” He held out his hand, and Jamey took it, then the two women. “Po works for us. This is my wife, Stephanie.” She shook hands with the others while wiping her eyes with the other.

“Where are George and Sissy?” Samara asked.

“How do you know?” Stephanie asked.

Samara pointed at the bed. “He told me about them yesterday. Before the coma. We talked about everything to keep him awake. So, I learned a lot about him and who he thinks is important. I know he loves those two.”

“They are at home. Sissy is in charge today. She is old enough and smart enough. A friend is going to pick them up for Sunday School in a little bit.”

The little nurse came back with two big orderlies. “One person at a time. Four of you have to wait somewhere else.”

“I am sorry, dear. I was so worried I had just to see him. I shouldn’t have pushed past you. We’ll leave,” Stephanie said. She had a way of making the nurse feel better after pushing her aside earlier.

“We have a waiting room close. Let me show it to you.”

“Samara, you stay. Keep whispering to him. Touch him.” Anna ordered. Then the four others walked to the waiting area where they learned all about each other and how they were connected to Powell. In a little while, Samara came out. Her eyes were red from crying.

“He is doing better, but I need a break. I am too emotional today. Anna, could you go talk to him?” Anna got up and went to the bedside. Samara sat down and tried to wipe a tear away with her finger. Stephanie found a small pack of tissues in her purse and handed them to her. “Thanks,” was all Samara could say as she dug one out and wiped both eyes. Stephanie moved a little closer and took Samara’s hand.

“How long have you been in love with Powell? We haven’t heard about you. Of course, we didn’t know anything about his dates. He keeps that private.”

“I just met him yesterday. No. The day before…The night before last.” She couldn’t say anymore. She was trying not to cry again.

Jamey helped out, “She found him unconscious in the snow. He hit his head on a park bench, then on the sidewalk. He has a slight fracture in the back of his skull. But after he hit his head, some small gang stole his clothes. She found him nearly naked and almost dead. Samara took her coat and wrapped him in it then pulled him someplace warm. Samara saved his life. I think, though, that she is attracted to him now.”

“Can we talk about something else?” Samara asked.

Mario was looking at the business card, “Jamey, you do family law? Could you help us with something? I can come by your office later, and we can talk.”

“Yes. I can help. What is it you have in mind?”

“Those two kids. They’re our foster kids at the moment. Powell rescued them from a couple of thugs. Although Po says, ‘God did all the work.’ Anyway, that story can wait. We want to adopt them officially.”

Jamey opened his mouth to answer, but Samara answered instead. “That’s easy. There are a couple of forms to fill out – then file with the state. There will be a few months waiting period while an investigation takes place. Nothing to worry about. Then a court date where it will all be official, and they will be yours. Have you told them?”

Mario just stared. Stephanie quietly said, “Not yet. We want to see if we can before… to not disappoint them if it won’t work.”

“Good. It probably will be just routine. Since you are already fostering them, that is a huge thing in your favor.”

Mario looked at Jamey, “Is that right?”

“Yes, it is. I just hired her yesterday, and she hasn’t even seen her office. But she is already earning her pay. I am in shock and a little proud of her.”

In a little bit, Anna came out and said it was time to go. She wanted to try to get to church still. Samara wanted to go in for one more minute. She walked up to the bed, then decided to go to the other side. It gave her better access to his mouth, where she kissed just the corner, after moving the feeding tube only a fraction of an inch. “I have a problem, Po. A new one. I am going to fall in love with you. Should I let that happen?” She kissed him again and left.

 




Chapter Nineteen

Monday morning Samara used Anna’s computer to look up the bus schedules. It was only a two block walk to a stop, then that bus went to the hospital. Not directly, but she wouldn’t have to switch. Powell and Jamey didn’t know it, but Anna gave the four hundred dollars to her anyway. She took a couple of the twenties and put the rest away. Samara would have to go alone to see Po. Anna had clients coming in today, and she was going to help them with finances and taxes. She had a good client base and working out of her home worked out really well for her.

Samara was going to go to the hospital to see Powell for an hour, then get another bus to go downtown to her new office. Jamey insisted she start working half days for a while and get into the groove of working again. But first, Po’s bedside. She went in and saw he was looking better. Good color. Relaxed. The monitors all showed that his vital signs were in a healthy range. She found his hand and held it while she whispered in his ear. After going through the scripture twice, she let go of his hand and went to sit in the corner where she prayed. She felt a peace come over her. There was a feeling, an impression, that it would just take a little time and he would be okay. His health was more important to her than being with him. The peace was enough that she leaned back and closed her eyes. Everything was going to be alright. After all, God promised, and He always kept His promises.

That peace didn’t last long. Another woman came into the room. She was almost running to get to Powell. It wasn’t someone Samara had seen before, and she didn’t think Powell had mentioned her. She didn’t fit the profile of anyone he talked about. The strange woman went to his bed and kissed him and started talking to him in low tones that Samara couldn’t make out. She did hear something about their date last Friday. And something about missing him. Powell had a girlfriend? Why didn’t he mention her? Samara stood and left the room without the other woman, even knowing she was there. All of a sudden, she felt heartbroken and jealous. Samara wanted to go fight for him but knew that just wasn’t right. If he belonged to someone else, then she would have to let him go. God made a promise to her. Maybe Powell wasn’t the right one. So, she decided just to have faith. That worked a little. But she still wanted Po.

The bus dropped her off only a couple of doors down from the law office. It was a nice area of town and a beautiful building. It seemed so elegant. The clothes she and Anna picked out yesterday afternoon were cute, but she felt underdressed. The elevator even seemed too fancy as she took it to the seventh floor. The directory told her which way to go, and she quickly found the door to Jamey’s office. A nice young woman greeted her. “Good morning. I am Nichole. How may we help you?”

“My name is Samara. I am to meet Jamey this morning.” She couldn’t say she was going to work there.

“Oh, good! Are you our new para? Let me show you around your office. By the way, call me Nicky, or Nick, or Nickel, or Nichole if you prefer. Do you have anything you want to be called?”

“Samara. It’s just my name, but it’s not too much.”

“Okay. Samara. That’s a pretty name. I like it. Here we are. I’ll let you get a little settled then I’ll come back and show you the phones and computers. They’re easy enough, but you need passwords and all. Can I bring you a cup of coffee? I don’t normally do that, but it is your first day. Jamey is excited to have you here. He had been working too many long hours for the last several months.” Nichole hardly slowed down. “I’ll be right back with the coffee. I am so glad you are here. We’re going to have to spend some lunch breaks getting to know each other.”

Samara felt like she might make it through the day. The colossal disappointment was a little offset by the fantastic opportunity now in front of her and the crazy bubbly young woman who just left. Samara sat down behind her desk. It was nice. It seemed huge, and the polished wooden surface reflected the lights and walls. The walls had generic pictures, and one side had a mostly empty bookcase. On the desk were a phone and a computer. It was a laptop, and she assumed she would be able to take it home with her to work, or maybe to the court if she had to. It looked like a new powerful computer. She turned to see the window. It was a huge window that took up the entire wall. Wall to wall and floor to ceiling. There were some drapes, but they were open, and she thought she might never close them. The view was fantastic, and she could see a lot of the city. Samara took off her shoes and rubbed her feet on the carpet. It felt so thick. Nickel came with the coffee and caught her with her shoes off but acted like she didn’t notice.

“Here are the passwords. I wrote them down for you. And here is your computer username. That won’t change, but you are supposed to make new passwords for the phone and computer the first time you use them. To get me on the phone just press zero. The others have extensions. You can have people call you directly, or they can call the office, and I’ll put them through. Either way works. These are excellent phones. People are always commenting on how clear things sound.”

“Okay, Nickel. I like that name. I think that is what I’ll call you most of the time. Let me get to know the equipment here, and I’ll set up the passwords. In a little bit, I’ll call you. I would like to have something to work on. Real work. I want to get my feet wet.”

“Okay. You know where to find me.”

Samara looked at her phone. The instruction book was lying beside it, so she picked that up and started figuring it out. The passcode had to be four numbers. Something she could remember. 

There was a copy of a painting on the wall representing the Revolutionary War. 1 7 7 6. She could remember that. Reading through the book, she saw how to transfer calls, put people on hold, forward her calls if needed, and how to access her voice mail from home. It could even take her voice mail and convert it to text and email it to her. This was really nice. She made some notes then started on the computer.

First, she thought she would do the password. The instructions on the screen said the password had to be at least five letters long. It could be anything. Letters, numbers, special characters, as long as it was between five and thirteen long. And here was something new, there had to be an emoji somewhere in the password. Samara didn’t really understand, so she picked up the phone and dialed zero. “Nickel, the computer says I have to have an emoji. I know what that is, but I don’t know how that works.”

“Easy. You can have it anywhere. It can be the first or last or somewhere in the middle. Like the name of a pet with a dog emoji at the end. When you get to that part, the computer will prompt you with a bunch at the bottom. Do you want me to show you?”

“No. If there is a prompt, I think I’ll get it. Thanks, Nickel.”

“No problem. Glad to help.”

Samara hung up and looked at the screen. A word that she could always remember and an emoji to go with it. She reached up to the keyboard. P o w e l l heart. She could remember that. He would always be on her mind. That was too schoolgirl she told herself and reached for the backspace key. She accidentally hit the enter key. That was her password now. She would have to live with that.

In a little bit, there was a pizza brought in. The whole staff met in the lunchroom and had a welcoming lunch for Samara’s first day. She was introduced to the entire team. Jamey was one of the two lawyers. Then, of course, there was Nichole. Then there were two clerks. It was a pleasant surprise, and before long, they had her laughing. She found out how busy the office was taking care of the little things people had to have a lawyer do for them. Up to the bigger things. Some she knew she would hate, like divorces and child custody cases. Others like wills and trusts and prenups were typically good. Every so often, there would be something magical to do like an adoption. She had Nichole bring some files, and she started looking through them. At the end of the day, Nichole brought in a file. “Jamey said you will need this for your appointment tomorrow morning. It is at ten o’clock. There’s not much in the file, yet. You’ll have time to read through it before they get here.”

Samara took the file and thanked Nichole. She opened the folder to find out what her first real task would be. It was the adoption of George and Stephanie by Mario and Stephanie. She read that again. Two, Stephanie’s. That must be why the girl went by Sissy. She was so happy she wanted to cry, then she was conflicted. These two Powell called his niece and nephew. The case would bring her into contact with him again. She had just convinced herself that she would never see him again. What she had in her hand proved she was wrong.

 




Chapter Twenty

In two weeks, Powell was brought out of his coma. In three weeks, he was discharged. During the last week, he asked every day about Samara when Jamey and Anna came to see him. Jamey told him that she was living with them and working for him and doing a fantastic job. He was going to make her position permanent. Powell explained that he really wanted to see Samara and Jamey relayed the message. Anna tried to talk to Samara about Powell but couldn’t get through. Anna thought something must have happened, but what could happen between two people when one was in a coma?

On the day he was released from the hospital, Mario picked him up in the Mustang. They went back to the hangar and Powell went into his apartment. Mario thought Powell should be happy to be home, but he seemed so sad.

Powell went to his sofa and sat down. He had a lot to think about. What should he do with his life? Should he stay where he is? The biggest question, how to win Samara’s heart. He didn’t know why or how but he couldn’t get her off his mind, and he just had to see her. He thought he must be experiencing brain damage. How else could he have fallen in love with a dirty homeless woman so fast?

“She believes just like you do.” He heard that in his mind again. Yes. She believed just like him. And the way she lit up when talking about Jesus. He wanted to see that smile again. There has to be more than that they share. He remembered his date. He should go by the diner and say hello to Flo. Just to let her know he was alive. But he really wanted to see Samara. He thought she could be someone he could share with his new family. Sissy would be able to see that a woman could still trust Jesus even though life was treating her awful. Then he started formulating a plan.

“Mario. I want to take the van. I want to go buy a suit.”

“Sure. Just don’t get it towed again.”

“What’s that mean?”

“That’s how we found you. The police called to say the van had been towed. We knew something had to be wrong, so Steph started calling hospitals until she found where you were. We flew out of the house. By the way, they waived the impound charge when they thought you had been mugged.”

“Good. Sorry, I put you through that. If I hadn’t been doing something stupid, I would not have been hurt.” Powell took the van to the other side of town where he heard there was a shop that would make a suit for him. It had to be a special suit to impress Samara. He wanted to look as good as her smile. That was hard to explain to the young tailor.

An old man with the tape measure around his neck came up to the young tailor and Powell. He was just observing but when Powell asked how soon the suit would be ready and didn’t like the answer the old man broke in. “Why do you need a suit so soon?”

“I want to impress a woman. I was hoping to do that with a nice suit on, but I can’t wait that long.”

“These men are tailors, but it is just a job. They are good. But it is only a job. I have been a tailor for over fifty years. I stick with it because I am a romantic. If a man wants a suit for a wedding or a date…I am ‘the man.’ Would late morning day-after-tomorrow be soon enough?”

“That is perfect. I’ll get a haircut and new shoes. I’ll buy one of your shirts and a tie. In two days, I’ll sweep her off her feet. Or die trying.”

“No need to die. I have to say though if all it takes is a suit, maybe she isn’t worth sweeping off her feet.”

“The suit just is to get her attention. After that, the hard work starts. The path is already clear. We have the same beliefs. The most vital thing to her is the most important thing in my life too. I think God is bringing us together. I chose her, and now I just want her to choose me, too.”

The old man lightly poked Powell in the chest. “There you go. That is the key. Be here early, and I will make any changes. You should be out of here by eleven at the latest.”

That morning Powell went down to the office. “Mario. I want to borrow the van again. I am going to pick up my suit. Then I am going to go to Jamey’s office and tell Sammy how I feel about her.”

“Sammy? Is that Samara? The woman who we met at the hospital?”

“Yes. That is her.”

“Then, no. You can’t have the van.” Mario reached over and grabbed his keys from the desk and tossed them to Powell. “You have to take the Mustang this time.”

In short time Powell was wearing the best-looking suit he had ever seen. The pant legs had to be hemmed, and two tailors were marking them. The shirt and tie went perfectly with the outfit. His hair looked good with the new cut and the three-week beard he decided to leave. It made him look rugged. Just enough. “Young man,” the old tailor said, “Please come by someday and tell me how you and your lady friend are doing.”

“I’ll do that. This suit is perfect. I know it is up to me, but I feel confident.”

“It was a pleasure to craft this for you.”

Powell was going to be too early to take her to lunch. He had already called to make sure she would be available. Powell didn’t ask her, he quizzed Jamey instead. He wanted to surprise her. He decided to take the car through the car wash and get rid of the road grime that built up from the winter roads. The bright red looked fantastic now. Then he just couldn’t wait any longer. He headed downtown and found a place to park near her office. His heart was beating hard, and he had to remind himself to breathe. His palms were sweaty, and he had to stop himself from wiping them on his new suit pants. When Powell parked the car, he saw a flower shop. “Perfect.” He wanted a dozen roses but thought that might be too presumptuous. He found a pretty bouquet of daisies and bought them. 

He was rushing over to the office building. He felt out of breath and stopped to lean against the wall. He put one hand against the wall and held the daisies with the other. ‘Calm down,’ he kept telling himself. Then he heard it again. “For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord God Almighty,” Powell said the verse several times to himself and felt his breath come to him and his heart stop beating so hard.

“You are in control, Lord. I chose to love her. I hope she will choose me, too.” Powell took a deep breath and opened the front door, just like she did a few weeks ago, he looked at the building directory and found the right floor, then at the correct level found another sign pointing him to the office. He opened the door and walked in.

“Hello. I am Nichole. How may we help you today?” That was what her voice said. Her face said, “Wow!”

“Powell. I am hoping I can see Samara?”

“Samara? Sure. This way, please.” Nichole walked around the tall front desk and led him down the hall. “Samara? I have a visitor for you.”

“Send them in please.” Nichole motioned for Powell to enter, then she stepped aside and leaned against the wall, so she could listen. Nichole was also a romantic, and a little nosy.

She heard a slight gasp from Powell, then, “Sammy! You clean up so nice!” 

Nichole mouthed, “Sammy?”

There were a few seconds of nothing, then, “Po? Is that you? It is you. I didn’t recognize you with clothes on.”

Nichole’s mouth fell open as far as it would go, and her eyes opened as far as they could, too. She put her hands on her cheeks. She mouthed, “with clothes on?”

Nichole heard Powell laugh. There had to be a story in that laugh. Then she heard even more. “Sammy, I really want you. I have since that morning; I woke up with you sleeping on top of me. I felt something even then, and it has grown every day. Now I am standing here looking at the most beautiful woman I have ever seen, and I don’t feel worthy.”

“Worthy? Worthy of what?”

“Of loving you. See…God promised me a lot of things, and most of them have happened or have been happening. I felt like he promised me I would fall in love. Someday. I guess I assumed it was you, but I am not man enough.”

“You are man enough for me, Po. I think I love you.”

Nichole was getting giddy from hearing the exchange between those two. Suddenly Samara stuck her head around the door frame, pushed some daisies at her, and looked Nichole right in the eyes. “Nichole, take these flowers and put them in some water in the break room. I’ll get them in a little bit.” Then she shut the door. 

“Sit down, Po. Let’s just talk a minute and figure out what is going on here.”

They sat, and he moved his chair, so his knee was touching hers. He leaned forward and put his fingertips on Samara’s leg. “Sammy, I have missed you. I looked and hoped every single day I was in the hospital for you to come. What happened? Do you have a problem with me? I can remember some things from the coma. I remember your voice in my ear and I remember your touch. I tried to tell you then how I felt, but no words could come out.”

“Powell, I was there when your girlfriend came in. I did not come back because I did not want to get in her way.”

“You called me Powell. That means you are really hurt, doesn’t it?” He leaned back in the chair. “But I really don’t know what you are talking about. I don’t have a girlfriend.”

“She came in, and I heard her kiss you. My hearing is excellent. I know the sound of a kiss. Then she was talking to you. I couldn’t hear over the machines and all, but I heard something about a date, and she said she missed you.”

“Sorry. No clue. The doctor said I shouldn’t have any memory problems, but I don’t remember her at all. Can you describe her?”

Samara looked to be on the verge of tears. “She had a waitress uniform. Blond ponytail. I only saw her back, so I can’t describe her face. There was a logo on the back of her uniform. I don’t remember exactly, but there was an airplane on it.”

Powell smacked himself in the forehead with his palm. “Ow! Still a little tender. I know who it is now. I eat at the diner that is at the airport. Usually, Flo waits on me. We have a good time when I eat there, so I decided to take her to a movie. It was a date, alright, but it was awful. She didn’t look or act the same as she does in the diner. It was not what I wanted. She was not someone I would want Sissy to grow up to be. We both decided that we would never have another date, but still be close friends. Does that sound logical?”

“Yes. I feel so stupid. I made a bad assumption. Please forgive me, Po. I would have been there every day if I had only known the truth.”

“Not a problem. Not as long as you promise to see me as often as you can from now on.”

“Promise. By the way, Po. When was that date?”

“The night I hit myself in the head with a board and nearly died.”

“That is what I thought. That was why you smelled so good. Do you remember a lot from the coma? Do you remember me kissing you and telling you I was falling in love with you?

“Not exactly. Some memories are pretty plain. Others, like that, are like remnants of a pleasant dream. I like to think of that dream.”

“Forget that dream.” She got up and knelt beside his chair and kissed him. They both held the kiss as long as they could. “Is that better than a dream? What do you think?”

“I never want to wake up.” Then he added, “but I think I have to go back to see my tailor.”

“What!?” she started to get up, but he pulled her back down.

“He knows I bought this suit to impress you. He wants me to let him know how it works out. He’s a romantic.”

“Tell him I said you only look better when you are naked.” They both laughed. “Seriously, tell him I love the suit. He is an artist.”

“He’ll like that. We have a lot to talk about, and I was hoping I could take you to lunch. Are you able to go?”

“My calendar is free. I just have to let Nickel know I am leaving.”

When they got to the front desk, Nichole wouldn’t look at them. She was embarrassed at getting caught eavesdropping. “Nickel, Powell and I are going to lunch. I’ll be back later.” The receptionist still would not look up. In a stage whisper Samara said, “How about when I get back, I tell you the whole story? I think you’ll like it. It might not be nearly as tawdry as I think you heard.”

“Okay. Have a nice lunch.”

Samara looked in her purse. “Oops. I forgot my cell phone. I am not used to having one. Be right back.”

Powell leaned on the desk, “So, they call you ‘Nickel,’ huh? It seems to fit you.”

“I suppose you mean like a bad nickel?”

“No, a brand new, bright shiny nickel.”

“Wow. You are a diplomat.”

“You’ll get to know me. I think I’ll be in and out of this office a lot. So… It might be good for you to know how Sammy and I met. The whole story.”

Samara came quickly down the hall “Got my phone. Let’s go.”

Samara and Powell walked out the door. Jamey heard Samara leaving and came out to the desk. “Was Samara going to lunch? I thought I heard my friend Powell out here too.”

“Yes, they are going to lunch. Jamey, I did something stupid. Go ahead, fire me.”

“What did you do, Nick?”

“He came in wearing a fancy suit and carrying flowers. I listened outside the door. Samara caught me. It was stupid, and I was wrong. Fire me.”

“Come here.” He walked into the conference room and looked out the window. She went in, expecting to be lectured before getting the ax. Instead, he motioned her over to the window. He was looking for them. “There they are. Getting into the red Mustang.” Nichole looked where he was pointing and saw Powell put his hand under Samara’s chin and kiss her before holding her door as she got in. “Oh. Wasn’t expecting that,” Jamey said. “Do you remember the story on the news of a homeless woman finding a nearly naked man in the snow? She wrapped him in her coat. Her most prized possession. Then she ruined the coat pulling him to warmth.”

“Yes, I remember the story.”

He pointed out the window. “That is the same two.” He let that sink in a little. Nichole was at a loss for words for once. “Everyone in the office knows you are a hopeless romantic. Nobody minds. What you should do is have romance in your own life and not borrow from others. Nick, you are the best receptionist we could ever have, and I want you to stay. I also don’t want you to change. Just let private conversations stay private.”

“Okay, sir.”

“Sir? Don’t call me that. Didn’t I just tell you not to change?”

“Okay, Jamey. I won’t listen through the door anymore. I have never done that with a client…”

“I know you wouldn’t do that to a client. I know you better than that.” He looked at her with a strange twinkle in his eye she hadn’t seen before. “Did Samara take her cell phone? She has forgotten it three times in two weeks.”

“Yes. She made a point of looking for it in her purse, then had to run back and get it.”

Jamey pulled out his cell phone and started to call Samara. Nichole quickly turned to leave, but he grabbed her arm. “Stay. I am just going to mess with her a little.” He let go of her arm and put the phone on speaker.

They heard, “Hello. This is Samara.”

“Jamey here. Nick informed me that you left with Po before I could speak to you. There is something important I need you to do. Today.”

“What is it? Can it wait till after lunch? We can turn around and come back if you need me right now.”

“Listen carefully, and you won’t have to come back. What I need is… for you to take the rest of the day off. Have a good lunch and a great afternoon with Po. I’ll see you at home later.”

“See you Monday,” Nichole chimed in.

“Jamey, you’re awful. That was mean. But I love it. I’ll see you at home. Have a great weekend, Nickel.”




Chapter Twenty-One

Powell drove to a really fancy restaurant where he already had reservations. It was an Italian place with old-world charm. There was a beautiful carpet, and the walls had an oak wainscot, with white plaster above. Near each table, the wall had either a painting or an antique mirror. The oval tables were covered with white linen tablecloths, which had a gold color ribbon near the hem. Each place was set with fine porcelain dishes and crystal. In the center of every tabletop was a vase with two, three, or four red roses. The lights were just dim enough to keep the mood. Powell helped Samara remove her coat, and he checked it for her. The maître d' greeted them and noted the reservations, then led them to a quiet table for two near the fireplace. Powell held her chair as Samara sat down. Her emotions were getting to her, mainly since she had the thought that only a little over a month ago, she ate most of her meals at a soup kitchen.

“Sammy, when I got out of the hospital, there were a lot of things I had to think through. One thing, of course, was what to do about you. What could I do to win your heart?”

“Po, you didn’t really have to work very hard for that.”

“I disagree. Maybe the original part went easy, but I have a lot of work to do to keep it. I must win it every day. That sounds a little corny now that I said it out loud. I won’t say that anymore, just remember that is my philosophy of our relationship.”

“Okay. It did sound a little corny, but it also sounds like a good idea. I’ll just say, ‘me too.’

“That makes me happy, Sammy. The second thing is what should I do with the rest…”

A waitress appeared out of nowhere. “Excuse me. May I take your drink orders? We have a great wine cellar if you would like a glass with your lunch. We also have beer on tap, soft drinks, tea, flavored tea, Italian sodas, coffee, and of course, water.”

Samara answered, “Hot tea for me, please. With honey.”

“Certainly. And for you, sir?”

“Coffee. Black. Thank you.”

“I’ll be right back with those and some bread.”

As she got just out of hearing range, Powell said, “I was saying. Something about our relationship. I got through that. Oh. The second thing is what should I do with… Excuse me a minute.” Powell got up and quickly walked over toward the entrance. There was a man there who looked out of place. “Hello, Jonny. I haven’t seen you since New York City.” Jonny turned, and Powell was just inches from his face. He recognized Powell and fainted again. Powell reached in Jonny’s coat and pulled out a gun, then removed the ammunition and handed it to the maître d. Then he removed a cord tied around one of the curtains and used it to secure Jonny’s hands behind him. “This man is wanted by the police. I can’t imagine he could be free any other way than escaping custody.” Powell turned and started walking back. As he walked back to Samara, he straightened his coat, made sure his tie was straight, tight, and tucked in his jacket. Powell pulled the sleeves of his shirt to make sure the exact amount was showing. When he walked past an antique mirror, he checked his hair. Samara sat there with her mouth open, holding up her right index finger.

“Po… Po… what did you just do?”

“Nothing. Just someone I recognized from New York City. No big deal.”

“Yes, it is. You just made a fully-grown man faint, then tied him up! And you say it is no big deal? Was that a gun I saw you take from him? Then you come walking back here like you just asked him to borrow the mustard.”

“He is just an escaped felon that needed to be captured. I just figured it was my turn.” Samara was still holding up that one finger. She was in such shock at what she had seen. She kept looking back and forth, trying to make sense of it all. Powell finally leaned forward and took her hand. “Did you hurt your finger? Why are you holding it like that? Does this make it feel better?” and he kissed the end of her finger. He started to open up her hand to caress her other fingers.

“Stop. We’ll make a scene.”

“Because I am kissing your finger?”

“No. Yes. Because I just this second found out that when you kiss my fingers, it makes me go crazy.” She gently pulled her hand back and wanted to change the subject. “What were you saying, before you got up?”

“Um…let’s see. I was telling you what I had thought about. I got to the second part. Oh yeah. The second thing is what should I do with…”

It was the maître d', “Pardon me for interrupting. Please accept this excellent bottle of wine with our enormous gratitude for helping prevent an armed robbery of our establishment. We are always grateful when a guest helps. When life is saved the small gift of a bottle of wine does not seem nearly enough. Thank you, sir.” He sat the bottle down and left. Powell picked up the bottle and looked at the label like he knew what he was looking at.

“Po, please continue with what you were going to tell me.”

He closed his eyes. “Uh…,” he mumbled something like he was going through a list and counted on his fingers. “The second thing is what should I do with the rest of…” He had to stop while the waitress brought Samara’s hot tea and Powell’s coffee. “The second thing is…” She was carrying the bread and salads. Samara was starting to get a little amused by how he couldn’t get his message out. And a little frustrated.

“Take a sip of coffee. Compose yourself. Then just spit it out.”

“The coffee?” He tried to look shocked.

“No! Tell me the rest of the thing you were thinking about. Please.”

Powell did just that. He sipped his coffee, closed his eyes for a second, then began. “The second thing is what should…” Samara’s phone rang. He sat back and looked at the ceiling. She rolled her eyes, checked the caller ID, then answered the phone.

“Hello, Jamey. Is everything okay? Oh? Really? That is great news. By Monday? That won’t be easy, but I’ll get it done. Yes, we are having a great time. Thanks for calling. Bye.” She hung up then turned to Powell. “Go on.”

“Jamey had good news for you? Is it something you can share? If ever you can’t share just say the word, ‘work’ and I’ll know it is about a client or something and won’t press about what it was. But do you have to get back to the office?”

“No. I don’t have to go back. The owner of the building where I built that shelter is not going to press charges against me. As long as I have every bit of the trash off the roof by eight Monday morning. Good news for me, but it means I have to get that all cleaned up. It took months to get it all up there.”

“I’ll pick you up in Mario’s van tomorrow morning. We’ll go to breakfast, then clean up the roof. I think I would like to have a souvenir of that place anyway.”

“You are willing to spend your Saturday helping me?”

“Sure. I get to be with you. Does it matter why?”

“No, it doesn’t.” Samara poked at the table with her finger to emphasis she was making a point, “Can you tell me what it is now? What is the second thing?”

“Okay. The second thing is what should…” Their waitress came to take their order, and Powell answered. “Sorry. We haven’t looked at the menus yet. Could you give us ten minutes, please?”

“Po. Don’t start over every time. Just spit it out.”

“I can’t. I had to rehearse this.”

“Why?”

“Because I am scared.”

“Scared of what? Scared of me?”

“Not scared of you. I just don’t know everything about you yet. I’m scared I will mess something up.”

“I don’t think you will. I really would like it though if you could just tell me. Don’t start over every time. Just say it.”

“Okay. I’ll try it. I was thinking about what my army uniform meant to me. How I felt when I put it on. I felt like I belonged to something important. I think I want to feel that way again. I was also thinking about how I like to help people. So – that is what I want to do with my life.” Instantly Powell saw tears forming in Samara’s eyes and her lower lip even started to tremble. “Sammy? What’s wrong?”

She could hardly get the words out, “I just got you. Now you are going to leave and join the Army. I’ll hardly ever see you.” She was about to start bawling.

“No. No. No. Not the Army. I’ve done that. I’m sorry, Sammy. I am not going to leave you. I am not going anywhere. I am thinking of becoming an EMT right here. Oh boy, I left out the whole middle part. It’s not that I have to prepare a speech to talk to you. I am just nervous, and I have so much to learn about you.” He grabbed her hand and rubbed her palm. “Please forgive me. I wanted to tell you I thought I had a career choice and get your opinion. I really want to know what you think of me becoming an EMT before I sign the contract. Do you think I should do something else?”

“Po, it’s perfect for you. Perfect. I would be extremely proud to be the girlfriend of an EMT.”

 




Chapter Twenty-Two

That time at the restaurant lasted for over two hours. Powell was starting to feel the need to stand up and walk around to get the blood flowing in his legs again. He tried to settle the bill with the waitress and found that the owner paid it already. So, Powell left a good tip and went to get Samara’s coat. He found it was fun to help her with it. He got to smell her and step up close behind her. Her hands seemed so small and perfect compared to his. When she pulled her hair out of the back of her coat and fluffed it out so that it fell perfectly over her shoulders and back, he was mesmerized.

On the way to the car, she surprised him, “Po? Could we stop to see your tailor?”

“Sure. Why?”

“I think I should thank him in person for making you look so gorgeous.”

“Well, … okay. I guess. I am a little confused, but if that is what you want.”

When they walked into the tailor’s shop, she put her hand in the crook of his elbow and pulled close. It felt so good to him. The old tailor saw them coming in and dropped what he was doing to greet them. “Sir, I can see why you wanted the best suit I could make to impress this lovely young lady. Now I understand why you could not wait.”

Samara smiled, “Thank you for the compliment. But I asked Powell to bring me here, so I could tell you myself. I thank you, sir, for making such a beautiful suit for such a wonderful, wonderful man. You are an artist with the greatest like DaVinci and Michelangelo. Although I have to admit that starting with a blank canvas like Powell, half your work was already done for you.” The old man beamed, took Samara’s hand, and kissed the back of it, then held it with both of his.

“It is not often that a good-looking lady tells me I did a good job for her man. I will cherish the memory of your visit today. In two weeks, my wife and I celebrate our fiftieth anniversary. At that time, I am taking my retirement. My wish for you is that you have fifty years and more of love like I have enjoyed.” Samara stepped closer, stood on her tiptoes, and kissed the old man’s cheek. The tailor closed his eyes and sighed.

After they left the shop, they discussed some errands they could run. She had the day off, Powell didn’t have anything to do, but decided not to do anything but have fun. The couple ended up walking through an art museum. It was the first time Powell had seen anything like that. Samara was a little more familiar with the art and explained some of it to him. Then he started posing like the people in the painting or the sculptures. Samara started giggling at him, and soon she was acting too. They both laughed so hard they got kicked out. It didn’t matter.

Samara was silent for a few minutes, and it started to worry Powell. “Everything okay?”

“Yes, Po. It is fine. There is something I have to do, and I think it might be nice to just get it out of the way. You know, so it's not hanging over my head anymore.”

“Sounds serious.”

“While I was homeless, I wanted to take care of my teeth...”

Powell didn’t let her finish, “I love to see your smile, Sammy.”

“Listen. I shoplifted toothpaste. I want to go pay for it.”

“Alright. Where to?”

“No. I’ll come by myself.”

“Let me go with you. I’ll be there to give you courage.”

She sighed. “Oh, alright. Go down near the park where I found you. There is a small pharmacy there. I’ll go in and offer to pay for it.”

When they got there, he opened the car door for her and helped her out. She noticed he was looking at her legs. That made her glad she chose to wear a skirt that day. She hated that attention from anyone, but today she found she liked it from him. He walked into the store with her, and she asked to see the manager. The cashier told her the pharmacist was the owner, she should talk to him. They walked back to the pharmacy counter, and he asked what he could do for them.

“My name is Samara. A few weeks ago, I was homeless. During that time, I came in and pocketed two tubes of toothpaste. I would like to pay for them or make whatever restitution you think is necessary.”

“Wait right there.” He walked around the counter and came up to Samara. He got right in her face. “Open.”

“What?” She looked slightly afraid.

“Open. Show me your teeth.” Samara opened her mouth, and the pharmacist looked in her mouth. “Very nice. It's too much paperwork for you to pay for that now. Wait here a minute. There is a little thing I want you to do.” And he disappeared into the back room. Samara and Powell looked at each other like they didn’t know if they should laugh or run. The pharmacist came back with two boxes on a two wheeled cart. “I ordered these by mistake. There is toothpaste, toothbrushes, and floss. Take these and give them out at whatever soup kitchen you visited. I don’t care where or how. Just make sure the homeless get these. Can I wheel this out to your car?”

Powell said, “No. That’s not too big. I’ll just carry it. We don’t want to take any more of your time.” He picked up the boxes, and they tried to walk out without feeling too self-conscious. It seemed too surreal.

As they walked to the car she said, “Po. I want another date. Something specific.”

“We’ll have lots of dates. What exactly do you have in mind?”

“Take me skydiving. Right now. Tomorrow. Whatever. Just take me up in a plane and let me jump out. Show me how.”

“I can’t. Not for a couple of months. The doctors don’t want me to jump until my skull has healed. Mario or Stephanie could take you, or you could wait for me.

“You. I want you.”

“Okay. As soon as I get the clearance, you will be the first person I take up. We’ll have to use the tandem harness for your first jump. Is that okay?”

“We will be in the same harness? Tied together? I like the sound of that even better.”

The next morning Powell drove over to Jamey’s house and picked up Samara. They drove back to the airport diner and had breakfast. When he walked in, Flo saw him and prepared his coffee. “Hey, stranger, it’s good to see you back in our little neck of the woods. What’cha been up to? Laying on the beach somewhere?”

“Yes. On the beach. But only at night so I don’t burst into flames.” They both laughed a little. “Flo, this is Samara. Samara, meet Flo. Flo, Samara is the one who rescued me. I don’t know if you realize it, but after we went to that movie, I hit my head. She found me in the snow and pulled me to warmth. Somehow in all of that, I fell for her big time.”

“That’s great, Powell. She looks like the kind of woman you need. Samara, it is nice to meet you.”

“You, too, Flo.”

“I know his choice for coffee. What could I bring you to drink, Hon?”

“Hot tea, please.”

“Right on it.”

Later, Flo took a short break and pulled up a chair. “Powell, after our little date failed, I thought a lot about some of the things you said. How I dressed. How you didn’t want your niece to be like me…”

“Po! You said that to her?” Samara looked cross at him.

Flo answered for him, “No. Not bad like that. I just shortened it a little. But I was saying I want to be a better person. I know I should be more religious, and I decided that is what I will do. I just don’t know where to start.”

Powell started to answer, but Samara gave him a look that said she would handle it. “Flo, what you need is a mentor. Po and I have work to do this morning. It may take all day I don’t know. Would you meet me sometime tomorrow? It’s Sunday, so I don’t have to work, so I am available all day. We’ll meet. Just the two of us and I will help you. It will help me, too. I would like to have a structured Bible study with someone. Another woman.”

“Won’t you want to be with Powell?”

“Sure. But we believe we will have lots of time together later.”

“Okay. I work until noon. Where do you want to get together?”

“Oh… I don’t know.”

Powell said, “I can find someplace to go. Use my apartment in the hanger. Actually, I go to have Sunday lunch with Mario, Stephanie, Sissy, and George almost every week. I’ll go there tomorrow. You’ll have my place to yourselves.”

“I like that, Po. Flo, come for lunch, and I will cook for you this time. I haven’t cooked for months. It will be fun to do that again.”

“And you will help me figure out the whole Bible thing?”

“That is the main reason to meet.”

After the two of them left the diner, they went straight to the apartment building. Samara reached into the hole to get the wires and found they had been removed. The control for the elevator was repaired, and she could not call the elevator without a key. They walked into the front of the building and found the manager’s office. He growled a little, then gave them the key so they could haul the trash off the roof.

Powell came back to the roof after he made his last trip down to put the garbage in the dumpster. Samara was picking up trash that had blown up to the top. She was getting stuff she did not bring up. The roof of the building looked like no one had never lived there. And she was making it better than she found it. Powell went over to her just as she shivered. “Are you cold?”

“Yes.”

“Let me hold you this time.” He pulled her in close, and soon, she stopped shaking. Then he spoke softly, “There are no accidents are there?”

“What do you mean?”

“God. He doesn’t make accidents.”

“No. He doesn’t.”

“You found me in the snow.”

“Yes.”

“It was no accident.”

“No. It wasn’t.”

“God wanted you to be the one to find me.”

“Yes. He did.”

“It was no accident.”

“You said that.”

“That’s important.”

“Yes. I agree. Why do you think it is?”

“He brought us together, Sammy.”

“I know. I am grateful.”

“He gave me a choice. To love you or not.”

“Same here, Po.”

“Then this is not just a passing thing.”

“No. We are not just passing.”

“God did all the work to bring us together.”

“Are you thinking permanent?”

“Yes. Always together.”

“Married?”

“Yes, Sammy. Someday.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

Powell had to work extra hard to get everything done he wanted for Samara by Valentine’s Day. But he made it just in time. He asked her ahead of time to make a picnic supper for them, and he would take care of everything else. “Po, Sweetie, isn’t it going to be too cold for a picnic?”

“Nope. It will be exactly right.”

Valentine’s Day Powell drove over to Jamey and Anna’s house and got Samara. He was asked to come inside for a minute, and he had on jeans and a plaid flannel shirt that was mostly red. Samara came down the stairs wearing jeans and a navy sweatshirt with white flowers embroidered on it. She went straight to Powell and kissed him. “Anna? Doesn’t he look hot? I think this is my second favorite look on him. No. Third. Yeah. Third favorite.”

Anna asked, “What are the top two?”

“Well, that suit was definitely a keeper. I think that has to be the second place look for Po.”

“And the first?”

“Like I first saw him.”

“Naked?” Anna asked with a big grin. Po was getting embarrassed and was trying to leave.

“Almost naked. He still had underwear.”

Po almost yelled. “Can we change the subject?” Then a little bit calmer, “What are you and Jamey doing tonight?”

“Going out. I don’t know where yet, but my Valentine made reservations somewhere.”

“What is it with these two guys? I don’t know where we are going either.” Samara went over to a closet and pulled out a wicker picnic basket and took it over to the fridge and started filling it. Po saw a lot of good-looking bundles of food go in, and he was getting hungry just looking at it. Samara went over to Anna and hugged her. “I want to know where you go for dinner and what you have to eat. I’ll fill you in later, too.”

Powell took her to the van and helped her in. He knew he didn’t have to, but it sure was fun. Then he surprised her by taking her back to the airport and the skydiving school. They walked in the office, and he took her coat and put it on the hall tree, then did the same with his jacket. He didn’t say a word and didn’t answer any of her questions. She noticed the lights were out in the rest of the building, but there was a soft glow coming through the glass door between the office and the hangar.

Powell took the basket from her and held out his arm, offering his elbow for her to hold on to. It was another thing that he knew he didn’t have to do, but it was fun. He used his backside to open the door and then stood against it to hold it open for her. She walked into the hangar and into a path illuminated with strings of Christmas lights. They were placed end-to-end and made a trail to a makeshift tent.

The work area has a small chain hoist fastened to the rafters, and the center of a parachute was suspended from the hook, which was about ten feet off the floor. The chute was colorful with white triangular panels alternating between panels of all colors of the rainbow. It was stretched out to form a near perfect circle with concrete blocks holding the edges in place. There was an entrance where the parachute was draped over a garden arbor. Someone left that arbor years ago, but no one remembers who or why. The chute was the source of the glow that Samara saw earlier. It was lit from inside and because the hangar was dark and the lights in the strings didn’t put out much it was a beautiful, colorful, sight. Powell heard Samara gasp when she saw it. He knew she was happy.

When they followed the path to the entrance, Samara saw the inside of the parachute was lit by several old floor lamps. Inside was another parachute that was spread out and laying on the floor. In the middle was a few cushions laying in a pile, some wine glasses, and a bottle of wine. She recognized it as the one the restaurant gave him that day he took her to lunch. Powell stopped and took off his shoes. She looked at him, asking if she should remove her shoes too, but she wondered by only using her eyes and tilting her head a little. He made a slight nod, so she kicked off her loafers. They were both now barefoot, and they stepped onto the parachute laying on the floor. Samara could tell from the texture that there was carpet underneath. 

Powell finally broke his silence. “I love your toes.” Of all the things to say after being quiet for so long. Samara just giggled. “I think this is the first time I’ve seen them. I like the polish you have too.” He took her hand and took her over to the cushions. When they sat down, he reached over behind one and picked up a box. Samara reached into the picnic basket and pulled out a small present, too. “Sammy, I don’t think I can eat until I give you something. It’s just a small present.”

“I have something for you too. It is something I made for you. Here. Open it, and I will explain it.” He unwrapped the box and opened it. Inside was a red velvet bag, tied with a gold cord. When he picked it up, it was there was not much weight to it. “I made the bag. I was going to use scraps, but I saw this velvet and had to use that instead. Go ahead. Open the bag.” He opened the bag and found dozens of strips of paper. “Pull one strip out. Only one and it doesn’t matter which.” He pulled one out and looked it over.

He read, “I love how you work so hard to make me laugh every day.”

“Take one strip out every morning and read about something that I love about you. Then remember all day long that I love you. This is a gift that will last for months, then I will add new ones, or you can start over.”

“I want to read them all now.”

“No. One a day. That’s the rule.”

“Okay. One a day.”

“Promise.”

“I promise,” He leaned over and kissed her. “This is by far the sweetest thing anyone has ever done for me. Thank you. I will really treasure this. Now, do you want to unwrap this box?”

“Yes,” she squealed. She tore the wrapping to shreds then broke open the tape. Inside she found lots of packing peanuts. “Yay! Packing peanuts. Just what I always wanted.” Then she dug a little deeper, and she saw a wooden box.

“Like you, I feel the need to explain my gift. This is recycled from a couple of the pallets you used to make a shelter. I had an idea, and I had to do some bartering, but it worked out well. We had a man come by the school wanting to learn to skydive. He found the price was too much for him, so he decided not to sign up, but I still had his information. He is a professional woodworker. I went to his shop, and we struck a deal. I would teach him to skydive, and he would teach me a little about woodworking. So, he just has to pay for the plane, and I won’t be paid for the class time or the jump. Anyway, he looked at the pallets and got really excited. It seems they are made from white oak. He showed me what to do, and I did the rest. So, this little box is a keepsake box.”

“Po, I love it. It is so pretty. I love the wood grain and the details. And it’s made from wood that I was using for a shelter?”

“Right. I didn’t think you might have anything to put in it yet, so I threw in some things just so it wouldn’t be empty.” She started pulling out some things. His medal from the one time he was in combat. A newspaper article about a commando that saved some women at a church from some gunmen. The wristband from his stay in the hospital. He explained each thing as she took them out.

“Thank you, Po. This is great. I’ll keep lots of special things here.” She hugged the box to show him how much she liked it.

“There is one more thing. Take the box and turn it, so the hinge side is toward you.” She followed his instructions. “Now take the leg that is on your left and turn it clockwise. No. The other clockwise.” She tried again, and a small panel dropped down on the bottom.

“A secret compartment. How fun!”

“Open the compartment all the way.” She did – and found a diamond ring. Samara looked at Powell with astonishment. “Sammy, we already decided that we were going to marry. I still want it to be official. So, Samara Louise, would you please be my wife?” Samara took the ring out of the box, and her hand was trembling. She started crying, and she handed the ring to Powell. He said, “I don’t understand.” She couldn’t talk so she held out her left hand with her ring finger extended, then Samara nodded her head as vigorously as she could. He slipped the ring on, and she crawled over to get in his lap.

In a minute she could say, “Yes, Powell. I really want to be your wife.”

 




Chapter Twenty-Four

It was early May, and Samara was having a bad day. She was working hard on divorce, and it was getting to her. She didn’t take things personally, and usually, she was able to leave work at work. Today though, sitting in her office looking at all the mean things the couple was saying about each other. It was leaving her depressed. She noticed the sun come out, so she wheeled her office chair over to the window, so the sun was shining directly on her. She held out her left hand, so the sun was reflecting off the diamond. She played with that. She turned her hand to make sparkles and reflections. That is how Powell found her.

“Hey, beautiful. How are you doing today?” He stuck just his head in the door.

“Depressed. There is a case that is making me sad. Better now though that you are here.”

“Glad I can help. Will it help even more if tomorrow morning I strap you to my chest and jump out of a perfectly good airplane?” People on the floor above her office heard her squeal. “I just got clearance from the doctor. I am ready to jump, and I can’t wait.”

The next morning Samara borrowed Anna’s car and met Powell at the school’s hangar. They went over the mechanics again of how the jump would go, how to land, and other little things she had to remember. “Sammy, did you have a good breakfast?” She just shook her head. “Are you too nervous to eat?” Now she just nodded. “I understand. When we get back here you will be starving, so I’ll take you to an early lunch.” She just nodded again.

He was already suited up, and he helped her get the jumpsuit on over her jeans and t-shirt. Then, they walked out and got in the plane where Mario and Stephanie were already ready to go. Mario was the pilot today, and Stephanie was going to jump just for fun. Samara wasn’t able to speak when she tried to greet them. Mario laughed. He remembered the feeling. Stephanie had to tell her, “Po is the best. You are in good hands. You will have so much fun. I know he is nervous, too because he wants everything to go perfectly for you.” Samara just nodded. She still had a lump in her throat. 

When it came time to jump, Powell stood and opened the door. He motioned for Samara to stand and then he went to work to clip the harness together. As soon as the last buckle was fastened, Powell didn’t give her time to think he just rushed her to the door, and they were falling.

Powell noticed that she was doing everything accurately as he taught her. He couldn’t see her face, but she felt relaxed. He took his left hand and reached around and put two fingers on her neck. Her pulse seemed normal. When he took his hand away, she grabbed it and kissed it, then let it go. She looked like a natural skydiver. If there is such a thing. He tugged on the cord, and the chute opened. He distinctly heard a ‘woohoo’ when it jerked the harness. When they landed, she did everything as instructed and laughed. “Po, that was fantastic. I have to do that again. And again, probably. Keep teaching me. I want to learn to solo jump, then we can go together.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.”

They made a couple more tandem jumps over the summer, but schedules and just lousy timing kept Samara from making her first solo jump. Powell was busy too with training others to skydive and the training he was taking for the job as EMT. That summer, Po came up with an idea and shared it with her. Wait until the color of the changing leaves was near its peak, then go up north and make a jump there. That gave her an idea, and she went to make a private phone call. When she came back, she shared it with him, and they started coming up with an elaborate plan for a wedding, her solo jump, and their honeymoon. It was going to be different.

 




Chapter Twenty-Five

It was getting later in the fall. The summer had been beautiful, and now the leaves were changing, and it was another beautiful day. Samara and Powell were invited over to eat dinner with Mario, Stephanie, Sissy, and George. The four adults already knew what was going to happen tomorrow. Sissy and George had no idea. “I am pulling both of you out of school tomorrow,” Stephanie announced. “We all have to go to court in the morning.”

“Why?” was the only thing Sissy said. George stood up, looking from person to person trying to figure out what was going on. He made his hands into fists. He was ready to fight but didn’t know why.

Mario looked at George, “Sit back down George. We have important things to tell you.”

“No. You’re taking us to court to get rid of us.” He moved over in front of Sissy. He was going to fight for his big sister. Sissy started crying.

Samara got up and went around the table. She got down on her knees and grabbed George. “George, it is a good thing. Honest. I am involved in this, and I can tell you for sure it is a good thing.”

“Are you sure, Samal…Samamam…Sarama…” George never was able to get her name right even though he was a smart kid.

“George, you know your Uncle Po is the only one in the world allowed to call me Sammy. How about we make a little change for you. And Sissy. We’ll do this for her too. Call me, ‘Aunt Sam.’ Is that okay? George turned and hugged her. Sissy leaned half out of her chair and hugged her too. “Okay? Now please listen to the great news Mario and Stephanie have for you.”

“Thanks, Samara. Now, Sissy and George. We are going to court tomorrow where all four of us will stand in front of the judge. He will ask us some questions, then we have to sign some papers. Then…you will be ours forever. You will be adopted.” Sissy started bawling before Stephanie finished and George cried too. Samara looked over at Powell, and he had tears on his cheeks. To not cry herself, she laughed. Powell did manage to look at Samara and wink, and she smiled back. They had another little secret in store after the adoption.

The next morning, they had a large crowd for an adoption. The two parents and two children, Samara, and Powell, who were to be godparents were there of course. Jamey was there as the official lawyer, and Anna came to watch. Jamey’s parents, Jim, and Regina came to see what their son was doing. He invited them to this special occasion. Nichole came, and she brought a date. From the way, they looked at each other Samara knew it was getting serious. Stephanie’s brother Stuart was there. It was the first time Powell had seen him since he came to visit months ago. Powell was surprised that Flo came but found out Samara had invited her. It was part of the mentoring process to Samara. Share the joy, too. And there was one woman in the back that Samara didn’t recognize. George and Sissy were sitting up front. George was all dressed up, and he looked miserable. Sissy always enjoyed any chance to dress up. Powell wore his custom-tailored suit, and Samara wore a lovely white dress. She knew it would be noticed because fashion wise it was the wrong season to wear white, so she put a red shawl around her shoulders as a way to offset the white. The rest of the group wore suits and cute dresses.

“All rise.”

Everyone in the room stood except George. He had to be prodded. Just like at church. Then the old judge came in. He was one of Samara’s favorites. He was always kind, and she felt like he was a good listener. Most of all, she liked him because he made decisions that he believed would be best for everyone. He really tried.

“Be seated.” Everyone sat. “I have a few remarks before we begin these proceedings. Some of you, maybe all I don’t know, have heard that I am retiring. Actually, today is my last day on the bench. I have been blessed to be the judge here for over twenty years. My time as a judge has had its ups and downs. 

“And two tasks I have always loved to do as a judge was presiding over weddings and adoptions. Since the latter is what we are here for I feel my career is ending on the upswing. Thank you, parents, and lawyers, for bringing this to me today. I am blessed.” He looked over some papers then up at the crowd. “Well, let’s proceed. I need Mario, Stephanie, Stephanie, and George front and center.”

The four stood and walked up and stood in front of the judge’s bench. He looked like the grandfather character on some TV movie. A few wisps of white hair, lines on his face from smiling, wire rimmed glasses, a little chubby but not fat, and bright blue eyes that seemed to see everything. He looked at each of the four. “I am a little confused here. I see there are two Stephanies listed on the papers. That’s not a problem. I assume you have already found a way to differentiate, which is which when you call someone. What confuses me today though is looking at the two young women in front of me I don’t know which is to be the mother and which the daughter.” Everyone laughed. Stephanie smiled and wiggled her right index finger as a mother would do. “Ah. I see. Thank you.” He led them through the process and asked a lot of questions. One question Samara didn’t see coming. “You run a skydiving school. I am sure you take all the necessary precautions, but in case something did happen have you made provisions for the care of the children? Mario was stunned, and Stephanie panicked. No one prepared them for this question.

Powell stood. “Your honor, may I?” 

“Yes. Do you have input on this?”

“At this moment I am volunteering. These children are dear to me, and from the first time I met them, they have called me Uncle Po. I believe my fiancé may look familiar to you. She has shared with me several times about being in your courtroom. The two of us will faithfully look after the welfare of Stephanie and George should something happen to Mario and Stephanie.” 

Samara stood up and took Powell’s arm. “Yes, your honor, we will do that. We will see to all the needs they might have and would love them like they were our own. We have already agreed to be godparents.”

“Then I feel the two children will be in good hands. I know you Samara, and it has always been a pleasure to deal with you in legal matters. So, with that question answered, I grant the petition to adopt.” He hit the gavel. And the two parents hugged their two children in a group hug, right in front of the judge.

“I am not done with this crowd, though, am I?” the judge asked. The four of you, the new family, can go find some seats. But I need the two godparents in front of me. So, the four changed places with Samara and Powell. Mario stared at Powell, and Stephanie looked totally confused. Powell took the red shawl from Samara and handed it to Sissy. The two then walked up and stood in front of the judge. The judge said, “Oh, by the way, Samara, this came here for you today.” He reached under the bench and pulled out a bouquet of flowers and handed it to Samara over the desk. It contained a lot of daisies just like the bouquet Powell brought to her on their first date. She held it with both hands in front of her.

Sissy was the first to catch on. “Yay!” she nearly shouted. She clapped and bounced up and down in her seat.

The judge looked over at her and Sissy expected to be in trouble. ‘Order in the court,’ or something like that. But the judge just smiled. Then Anna, who was in the second row, said out loud, “A wedding!?” Then everybody knew. It was the surprise wedding of Samara and Powell.

“Yes,” the judge said, “A wedding. Samara came to me and asked for a favor. To her, it would be a huge favor to ask of me. From my perspective, I would have asked her for the favor of performing this today. Again, I have to say I am blessed.”

He led them through the traditional vows, then, “Samara and Powell wish for time to say something to each other.”

Samara started, “I was homeless and alone that night. I was walking back from the soup kitchen where I ate most of my meals, to the crude shelter I made. On the walk, I was praying, or maybe a better description is that I was practicing being in God’s presence. I was not using words, and I did not hear or see any words from God. I just felt Him there, and suddenly, I had a promise. It was without words, but I knew that God promised me that I would find a man, and if I let myself, I would fall in love. Then I turned the corner and found you. You were laying there unconscious and almost dead. I had to ask God, ‘Is this him?’ and I felt the impression that it was. I would have helped you anyway, but because I knew you were a promise from God, I let myself fall deeply in love. That very first night, I felt the first little spark of love for you.” She nodded her head to signify she was done.

“Samara, that same night I was praying too. I am learning to be on the level you are with God, but that night, I still had to use words, and I heard Him use words to me. Not hearing with my ears but hearing with my mind. I heard the same promise you experienced. God promised me a woman, who would come into my life and love me more than anyone had ever loved me except for God Himself. The woman he would bring to me would show me that I could love her more than I knew possible. His promise made me so happy I became giddy and did something stupid that almost killed me. When I came to the first time, I found you sharing your warmth with me. I could tell you were homeless, but I saw beauty in you. Not just physical, but spiritual. When I asked you about Jesus and saw you smile, I knew I should let myself love you.” Powell had to take a few deep breaths before he could continue. “I have had a promise from God for a long time, now it applies to both of us. ‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the Lord God Almighty. ‘A plan not to harm you but to help you. A plan for hope and a future.’ Whatever God brings our way, we will weather it together.”

“By the power vested in me by the state of New York, I declare you husband and wife. Kiss your bride.” 




Chapter Twenty-Six

They had a small reception across the street from the courthouse. Everyone just walked over to the room reserved for The Ellison Wedding & Simpson Adoption. There was a dance floor and music, and to Samara’s surprise, the first couple out on the floor was the judge and the woman in the back of the courtroom. Of course, it’s the judge’s wife. She knew it was a special day to end his career and came to share it with him. It wasn’t long before everyone was dancing, including Stuart and Flo. Powell asked Samara if she was responsible for that. “No. I saw them checking each other out before the adoption. Then Stuart moved over next to her. I saw him ask her to dance just a minute ago. I sure didn’t expect that.”

Powell surprised her with how well he could dance. “I took lessons just for today,” he whispered to her during a slow song. He saw her bite her lower lip. Worth every dime.

While everyone was taking a break from dancing to enjoy a little bit of cake and champagne, punch for the younger two, Samara stood to make an announcement. “I am sure you all question the itinerary for this afternoon and the rest of the weekend. It has not changed. All of us that are supposed to take a vacation together will still go to the state park up north. Po and I planned it that way from the beginning.

“The new family will be staying at the hotel. I see this weekend as a family honeymoon for wonderful parents and two children who are no longer foster, but permanent members of a family. Jamey, Anna, Jim, and Regina have two rooms there, too. Po and I never had a room, or rooms, reserved there. We are staying down the road a little way in a log cabin. From pictures online, it looks like it’s out of a fairy tale. We are all still getting in the school’s van in a little bit and taking off to stay tonight. Tomorrow morning, we are going to meet at an airport to fly over some of the brilliant fall colors. Some of us are planning on jumping out of that plane.”

After the reception, Samara changed clothes in the ladies’ room. She put on the jeans and sweatshirt she wore Valentine’s Day. Powell changed in the Men’s room into jeans and a Simpson’s Skydiving School polo shirt. Some of the others changed too, and soon they were in the van. The group was less than ten miles down the freeway when Mario had to pull over, so Stephanie could change places with Anna. Anna had just started getting car sick on long drives, so she needed to sit in the front seat. Everything seemed to be going smoothly. Powell was sitting in the very back, leaning against the window. Samara was beside him with her legs in the seat, leaning against him. Everyone was relaxed and happy until Mario spotted a large luxury SUV beside the road. There was a man beside the car, half standing in the way, waving his arms furiously. Anna saw it too, “Mario? Are we going to help him?”

“No. It’s not safe. It could be a trap. I can’t stop even though I want to.” Mario just finished the last sentence when the van died. No power at all. The engine just stopped. That meant he lost power steering and power brakes, so he had to struggle to get the car off the road and use all his weight on the brake pedal to get the van stopped. It came to a rest only ten feet from the back of the SUV.

The man ran up to Mario’s door. There was enough battery power left in the van to lower the window. “¡Gracias a Dios! You stopped. I’ve been praying someone would help us. My wife. She is in labor. We’re not gonna make it. I felt, and I could feel the baby’s head. It’s coming. Now. Please help.” Powell didn’t wait to hear the whole story. As soon as he heard someone needed help, he was up, pushing his way past everyone else to get out the door. He hit the ground running, and the man came between the cars. “Are you a doctor? Do you know how to help her?”

Powell paused just a second. He wouldn’t lie, but he wouldn’t give too much information either. “I am an EMT. I know what to do.” In fact, he had just completed the training and was to start the new job in two weeks. He had not worked one day as an EMT even though he technically was one. He quickly got to the SUV and found the woman in the back seat. She was doing her breathing, but she looked scared and was sweating. “The first thing is to get your slacks off.” Powell unbuckled the woman’s sandals, then grabbed the waistband of her pants and pulled them off in one quick movement. He saw the top of a head coming through.

“Po, sweetie, I found the first aid kit from the van.” It was Samara. “There are some gloves here. Would that help?”

“Yes. Then please stay and assist me. You know what to do.” She nodded. The most important thing she had to do was pray, then give Powell anything he asked for. She got the gloves out quickly and helped him get them on. He went to work, trying to help the couple. Everything he learned from the class came back to him like it was second nature. Like he had done this before. “Breathe. Push. Relax. Breathe. Big push. Good.” Then the sound of a new person who didn’t like being pushed out. Powell held the baby out.

"A girl. Perfect.” The father handed Samara a towel, and she draped it over her hands. Powell laid the baby in Samara’s hands, then got some gauze out of the kit and tied off the umbilical, then cut the cord. When he was done, she wrapped it up and started to give it to the mother. “Wait. That girl was small. We may not be done.” He put his hands on the woman’s abdomen and felt movement. “Yes. Another one.” He sensed something wasn’t right. Samara saw it on his face. It was something she never saw before. Her man was afraid. She handed the girl to the father.

Powell looked over at his wife of just a few hours. “Sammy, I have to go in.” He made a motion, and she knew exactly what he meant.

“You’ve got this, Honey. Remember our conversation on the rooftop? There are no accidents.” Powell took a deep breath then let it out slowly, then he stuck his hand inside to feel the baby. It was sideways. That was bad. Without words he prayed for help, then he felt the baby’s butt, moved his hand down to the knees and pushed. The baby pivoted like a toy. The book said it would be hard to do. There had to be another force working here. He pulled his hand out, and the boy followed. He needed a little help to get his first breath but was quickly screaming at the top of his lungs. A second towel and the second piece of gauze to tie him off and Powell watched Samara wrap up the boy. She handed the baby to the mother, and the father gave the mother the girl. Powell had to finish helping the mother, and soon he was done, and he turned away. Samara found another towel and placed it on the mother’s lap for her modesty. Then she picked up the shoes and clothes and put them on the floor in the back seat.

Samara looked for Powell. He had walked several yards down the embankment away from the cars. He fell on his knees with his head down and his hands on the ground. She then looked over at the van. Mario had just put the hood back down, and he looked satisfied. Nobody else seemed to care about Mario or the car. They were all outside watching. George pointed at Powell, “Is Uncle Po getting sick?”

“No, Honey. He’s not sick. He’s just praising God. Probably without words if I know my husband.”

In a minute, the father came over with the two babies to show them off. “Su nombre es Maria, y su nombre es Jesus.” Everyone crowded around to look, and a get a couple of cell phone pictures. Even George was impressed.

Powell came up just in time to get a good look, “Go to a hospital. Quickly. Everyone looks good to me, but a doctor needs to see them.”

“Yes. Yes. We will stop at the first one. Thank you, sir. Muchas Gracias.”

They all climbed back into the van and watched as the SUV drove away. Mario started the van. “There was a wire harness off. It came clear off. It can’t do that. It takes hard work to get those off when you want to. Someone had to have pulled it off.” He paused, “Or…?”

Everyone seemed to think the same thing, but Sissy said it out loud, “God pulled it off. Didn’t He, Daddy?” Mario about drove off the road when she called him that.

Anna turned in the front seat and looked at Jamey. She had a question in her eyes, and he guessed she wanted to make an announcement. “Do you want to share our news? Go ahead; this is a good time.”

She turned even farther around and looked for Samara. The newlyweds were still in the back seat, but instead of leaning on Powell she was leaning on the other side of the van. “Samara? A few minutes ago, you were leaning on your husband. Why are you trying to get so far away from him now?”

“He stinks.”

Powell laughed. “The textbook said fecal matter from the babies may be in the amniotic fluid. I got some poo on my shirt. Sorry, honey.”

Then Anna had another question for Samara, “When Po has to work nights instead of just staying home by yourself would you come over and see me?”

“Sure. I’d love to.”

“Thanks. I need some help with new outfits too. I have been looking, and I can’t find maternity clothes in my size anywhere.” The whole van erupted in cheers and congratulations. “And, Po, if you don’t mind I would rather you not deliver this one. I prefer a hospital over the side of the road.”

“Not a problem. I’ll wait until the baby is all cleaned up before I start spoiling it. Uncle Po loves to spoil kids.”

 




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Mario dropped Samara and Powell off at the cabin, then turned around and drove to the hotel. When the newlyweds picked up their suitcases and started to walk toward the cabin Powell remembered he had something else to do. He stepped in front of Samara and dropped the bag on the ground. He stared at her until she giggled and dropped her luggage too. He leaned over and grabbed her legs and stood so that she was bent over his shoulder, then he turned and carried her through the door. He threw her on the bed then ran back out to get the two suitcases. As he shut the door, she was sliding off the bed. “Sammy, if you don’t mind, I want to get a shower. I don’t like this smell either.”

“Sure. Just let me go… uh… potty first.” In a minute, she came out, and he walked over like he was going to kiss her, but she pushed him away. “Later, Lover.” He laughed at her and took his suitcase into the bathroom. She put her bag on the stand and waited until she heard the shower start. She really wanted to go in there, but the shower was small, and the two of them would not fit. That could wait for another day. Then she started to change her clothes quickly. She reached for the special nightgown she bought for this night but changed her mind. At the last minute when she was packing, she threw in the shirt she slept in almost every night. It was a dark blue plaid flannel shirt that Powell used to wear. She pulled it out of the trash at his apartment one night and saw that one sleeve was severely ripped. Samara thought she might try to fix it for him, but upon closer examination felt that it would never be right. So, instead, she took both sleeves clear off and kept it for herself. Removing everything else she put it on and closed the suitcase. Then she turned on a couple of table lamps and dimmed them a little. Then turned the overhead light off and went over to the fireplace. All she had to do was flip a switch to light the fire. A gas flame started, and it ignited the wood logs. Soon the gas shut off, and the room was filled with the smell and sound of the wood burning. The flicker from the flames added even more to the mood she was trying to set. She sat in the rocking chair and waited for her husband.

The water stopped, and in a minute, he came out. He was barefoot, shirtless, but had his jeans on. “Sammy, I left my shirt on for the first part of my shower. Then I took it off and…” He looked up and saw she had changed. As he stared, openmouthed at her, she stood and posed near the fireplace, with one hand on the mantle. “Do you like what you see?” She was barefoot also, and her legs were bare, and the shirt came down only to the tops of her thighs. The top two buttons were undone, and her arms were also bare. Powell stood there, staring, blinking, moving his mouth, but no words came out. She stopped leaning on the mantle and using both hands slowly undid one more button. “Better?” He gulped but could not speak. “Po, baby, you know how I love it that we can communicate without speaking?”

“This… This morning… That’s the strip I read…”

“You’re still reading one a day?” He only nodded. “And you read that one today. Perfect. Well, I love that, but sometimes I want to hear you say what you think. Can you tell me now?”

He gulped, took a deep breath, “You don’t know what you are asking.”

“Really?”

Powell stepped forward until he was three feet from her then he fell on his knees. “Thank you, Jesus!”

She laughed hard for several seconds, “Po, you are so weird, but I love you.”

“I really was thinking that God must love me so much to allow me to fall in love with a woman like you. Beautiful in my eyes inside and out. I still do not feel worthy.”

Samara reached down and put her hand under his chin and pulled his head up, so he looked directly at her. Then she slowly unbuttoned one more button. She heard him take in a sharp breath and hold it. “That’s it. I’m not undoing any more buttons.” Powell looked so disappointed she could hardly stand it. “Nope. You have to do the rest. And you might have to hurry.” Then she got on her knees too and crawled up to him, so they were both kneeling in front of the fire. She put one arm on his side and the other on his neck and played with his ear. “Remember our first date? You surprised me at my office and swept me off my feet. Then took me to a fancy restaurant, where you started kissing my fingertips.”

“Yes. You made me stop. You said you would go crazy and make a scene.”

She put her fingers on his mouth. “Kiss them. Kiss my fingers, Mr. Ellison. Make your new bride go crazy… ah… AH… crazyyyyy!”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Powell set the alarm on his phone, so they would not oversleep the next morning, but they were both awake before it sounded. She snuggled up to him and started talking about something she had been thinking about for a long time. “Sweetheart, I have heard stories and read stories about some of the things you have done. I heard you talk while in a coma to rescue me. I witnessed you stop an armed robbery with only a look. I was there when you delivered twins beside the road. Of all the crazy adventures, which is your favorite? Which makes you the proudest?”

“Easy. Sissy and George.”

“Rescuing them from those two guys?”

“No. Praying with them. That memory makes me feel proud. Prouder than anything I have done to help someone by about ten.”

They were up and dressed when Mario pulled up in the van. They were going to go to the hotel and have breakfast then go to the airport and get on a plane to fly over the colorful trees. At least that is what Samara thought. After eating, they drove along the road, and it seemed to be getting more and more rural as they went. “Po? Are we on the right road?” She asked. He didn’t even answer. He made her wait. But in a minute, they turned a corner into a large clearing. There, on the ground, was a hot air balloon. “A balloon? Are we going up in a balloon? Po, thank you. I still want to jump this week. Can we do both?” Again, he didn’t answer. When they got out of the van, he opened the back and pulled out two parachute packs.

He put both packs over one shoulder and then walked up and offered her his arm. “Yes, we can do both. At once. Jamey and Anna both decided that she shouldn’t jump in her condition, so we’ll do that sometime next spring. Everybody is going to take a tour aboard the plane, but we are the only ones who will jump today. And we will jump out of that.” He pointed at the balloon’s basket.

“We can do that?”

“I never have before, but it will go high enough. We just climb over the side.”

“Magical…”

They went over and put the packs in the basket, then helped the balloon pilot get it ready. Soon the envelope was filling and coming off the ground. Powell grabbed Samara and threw her legs over the side, so she was in the basket. The pilot climbed in, and Powell ran back and forth following the orders of the pilot, so the balloon was ready to go. Finally, he jumped in. The noise from the burner was louder than Powell expected, but soon the basket lifted off the ground and was swinging gently under the colorful balloon. He looked over at Samara and saw she was getting a little nervous. He tried to ask her how she was doing, but she had already lost the ability to talk. She was smiling and looking out the basket at the fall colors as they rose higher and higher into the air. He knew she was nervous about making her first solo jump, but happy. He loved surprising her. It was always money well spent.

Soon the balloon was thousands of feet above the earth. The view from the basket was splendid. Powell got close to her ear and whispered, “God made all of that for us. I think today it is just for us. Our wedding present from Him.” She nodded agreement as best she could. Samara was a little pale, and she had a death grip on the rigging. Powell took her free hand and rubbed the palm. It helped calm her down. The pilot tapped Powell on the shoulder. They were coming over a place that would be good for the jump. Powell pulled Samara over and pointed down. She nodded again, then he had to help her pry her hand from the rigging. She smiled at him and took a deep breath.

“Ready.” She barely got that out, and it did not sound like her voice. Powell picked her up again and put her legs over the side of the basket. She sat there, unable to move. The pilot shut off the gas for a minute, and everything became silent. The only noise she could hear was the sound of her blood rushing through her ears and the creaking of the wicker basket. “Ready,” she said again but didn’t move. Powell reached over and put his hands on her hips. He put some pressure on her to show he could push her off if she wanted. She nodded and pointed down. Suddenly the eerie silence was broken by the sounds of Samara’s scream as her husband pushed her off the balloon, and she was falling toward the earth.

Powell didn’t waste time as he dove over the side after her. He could see her. She was spread eagle falling, just as he taught her. She was moving her head and making slight changes with her legs and arms, so she turned a little. From above her, falling through space, it seemed like she knew what she was doing. Powell put his legs together and his arms by his side. He lowered his head and sped up. At the last moment, Powell spread out again and slowed down, so they were falling side by side. He got close enough to take her hand. She looked over at him for a split second, and he saw the smile he loved to see. They fell for a couple more seconds, then he pointed at the altimeter on his wrist. Then at her ripcord. She grabbed the ring and pulled. She drifted out of his sight, but he turned enough that he saw her parachute looked perfect, then released his own. Since he waited a little longer, he landed first. He was gathering his chute in when she landed, and she made a perfect landing. She started collecting her parachute and was doing well when she tripped and fell into the fabric.

Powell ran over to see if she was okay. She turned to face up as he got there, and she was laughing and pumping her arms and kicking her legs. He didn’t know if he ever saw anyone happier. As she lay there, she removed her helmet and goggles, while he was taking his off. She looked at him and held out her arms. “Come here, stud.” He laughed at her again then threw his parachute in the air and he dropped down beside her.

The chute came down on top of them. There was a parachute beneath them and one covering them. Nothing but white below them, nothing but white above them. No walls, no ceiling, no earth, no sky. For a few minutes, they lay there holding each other. Powell had a moment of déjà vu. But only a moment. Then all his attention went to his bride. Nothing else existed in the whole universe except the two of them.




Part Two – Samara’s Story 

Chapter One

In the graduation ceremony there were over three thousand to receive diplomas. Samara was happy to just get out of the university. The administration was going to hand out diplomas in two lines to speed things up. Samara Louise Winston was getting the Bachelor of Arts degree in paralegal studies. Since she was sitting with the ‘W’ group she had to go to her right, shake hands with a dean, and get the diploma. Her row stood to make the trip across the convocation center stage. That’s when Samara noticed one of her classmates had fallen asleep.

He was one she noticed before. During the four years she attended he was in two of her classes. The only reason she noticed him was because he slept through those classes. Nearly every session he leaned forward and went to sleep. He would attend every time, just not stay awake. Now here he was graduating. What kind of effort did he put in to get through without hearing the lectures? Samara just noticed the gold cords draped across his shoulders. How did he graduate with honors while sleeping?

While she was thinking about those questions her row was walking to the platform. Things had backed up a little and she had to wait on the side. That gave her time to think. Suddenly the thought flew into her mind that maybe she studied the wrong thing. “Jesus,” she prayed silently, “I didn’t think about this until now. I should have asked if this is what You want for me. Did You have something else in mind I should have done?”

“Go!” the man behind her whispered loud enough to startle her.

“Oh! Sorry!” she whispered back, then took off across the stage. She took the diploma and shook hands with the dean. Then she tried to pay attention and pray at the same time. “I’m sorry, Lord. I don’t think I did a very good job. I want to serve You, but why didn’t I think about that until now? Is it too late? Can You take this degree and use it somehow?” The words were coming from a deep desire inside. She saw the guy with the gold cord around his shoulder again. It didn’t matter anymore that he had slept his way into graduating with honors. Samara knew she would do something better. She was going to let God use her wherever He wanted.

There was already a job lined up for her. She sent several applications out and one went to New York City. It was the office of a high-profile criminal attorney. He had a great reputation for giving his clients the best representation. It concerned her a little that she had to include a full-length picture of herself in the application. She took a picture of herself in the mirror and put the printout in the envelope.

Two weeks before graduation she got the offer from the office of Roger Bass, Esq. She would start in the paralegal department. Samara was ecstatic. This was a dream job for a lot of people. She wasn’t too interested in criminal law, but this was going to be a good start. Her plan when she started at the university was to find a way to help others. This was a way to do that, just not how she planned.

Between graduation and starting work she had two weeks. That gave her time to spend at home before going to look for an apartment. The time at home was nice, but she hadn’t known before that her dad was sleeping in the guest room. “For my back,” he told her. She wanted to ask why they didn’t just move the beds, but something made her keep quiet. On top of that she was too busy planning her future. She had to get a few new outfits and look for a place to live. Samara could not believe how expensive the apartments were in the area. She finally found it would be best to rent a place outside the city and commute every day. It was still expensive, but she and her dad worked on a budget she could live with, and it even let her save a little.

The day came too soon that she had to say goodbye again. Samara and her dad drove into the city, then to the place she leased. He helped her move her few things in and made sure everything was secure before he left.

Monday morning, she started her first job. “When it is just the two of us, call me Roger, her new boss said, “If anyone else is around you must call me, ‘Mr. Bass.’”

“No problem, sir. I prefer people use my whole name of Samara.”

“Alright, Samara. Over here is your desk.” He put his arm around her and led her to where she would work. I’ll let your direct supervisor help you figure out all this stuff. You’ll get all assignments from her.”

Samara felt awkward when he touched her. He seemed a little too comfortable doing that and she didn’t like where he was putting his hands.

It became clear to everyone in the office that after just a week she was going to be good at her job. Every assignment she finished quickly and accurately. After only a month she got a raise. With that came different responsibilities and soon she was working on difficult criminal cases. During the next year she saw what it was really like. Time after time people who were obviously guilty got off. Bass knew a lot of tricks. The truth didn’t matter, only what they paid him, or what else they could offer in terms of back room deals. To him winning was everything. Truth didn’t matter.

Samara remembered how she prayed at the commencement. This couldn’t be what God had in mind. During one long weekend she took the entire time to pray. She even fasted for one day. It was something she had never tried before. The first day of work for that week was on Tuesday. She barely got started on the next case when she got the phone call about her parents. A friend from her parents’ church called. A drunk had hit their car. Both died at the scene.

Samara was devastated and took two weeks off. She went back home and buried her mom and dad. She put the house up for sale and had others help her take care of everything else. Her training as a paralegal helped her with all she had to do concerning the insurance and the bank accounts.

She prayed again about letting God have control over her life. It was time to start looking for another job. That was the impression she got when she prayed this time. For an instant she wondered if that was the reason her parents died. Then she pushed that out of her mind. Her faith said that the Lord allowed that to happen, but He didn’t cause it. He was using this time, however, to let her think long and hard about what she needed to do.

When she got back to work, she worked long hours to get caught up. The longer days meant she had less time to think about her parents. All day long she prayed about finding another job, though. Then one evening she was the only one left in the office, until Bass came back after spending a couple of hours in a bar. He came right to her office and closed the door, then started taking off his clothes. Samara was terrified, but when he came to her and tried to grab her the self-defense class came to her mind. She didn’t hesitate but raised her knee as hard as she could. He bent over in pain, and she wasn’t sure he was done, so she kicked him again as hard as she could.

Bass fell on the floor. Samara grabbed her purse and headed to the door to get out. Before she got through the doorway he yelled, “You’re fired! You’ll never work anywhere again! ANYWHERE!”

That started two years of things going from bad to worse. She couldn’t find a job somewhere in town. Samara moved from the New York City area to Albany. She couldn’t find a job there either because now she had a criminal record, but it was all false. Her old boss had connections and that was added to her record. Eventually she was evicted from the cheap apartment there.

As a homeless woman Samara was still faithful. Every day she looked for ways to help someone. At the soup kitchen where she ate, she did everything they would let her do, just as a way of ministering to others.

One night in early December it was bitter cold. She mopped the floor before heading back to the shelter she made for herself. Less than a block from her destination she saw a man lying in the snow. He needed help and no one was doing anything for him. Samara took care of him and almost immediately fell in love with him. While she was tending to his head injury, she found his name was Powell, but he wanted her to call him Po. For the first time she let someone call her by anything but Samara. When he said Sammy, she loved it.

Powell almost died. But it turned out he had connections too. His old friend from high school was a lawyer. That helped, but the biggest thing was that Powell had a great relationship with Jesus. It was like a miracle to her that Powell’s friend, Jamey, was able to get the false conviction overturned. Then he gave her a job, where she really was helping people. Samara finally felt she was where God wanted her. Then the good-looking man she found in the snow asked her to marry him. 




Chapter Two

Samara was home alone, waiting for her husband to get back from work. She was sitting on the sofa looking out the window at the big trees in front of the old farmhouse. Birds were flitting from branch to branch, and squirrels were running round and round in some type of game. Today some rabbits were competing with the squirrels for her attention. The game they were playing made her laugh out loud. One rabbit would run at the second. The second would jump straight up, so the first passed underneath. They kept doing this and trading roles.

She always sat here waiting. Sometimes planning, daydreaming, or reminiscing about their lives together. But almost always just chatting with Jesus.

Powell had an odd schedule working as an EMT. Her current boss, Jamey, suggested that she change her work schedule to match Powell’s a little better. So, she worked long hours when he was working and worked Saturdays when he did. He worked some Sundays, but those days were spent with Jamey, his wife Anna, and their baby, or Samara would go spend the time with Mario and Stephanie, who owned the skydiving school where Powell also worked part-time. The last couple had a couple of children who she loved to be around.  The children, Sissy, and George, liked to call her Aunt Sam and she loved the name. She took the responsibility of being an aunt seriously.

As she sat there watching the birds in the trees, she thought about how, after only a few weeks of dating, they were engaged, and they were married in a few months. Their wedding ceremony was a surprise to their friends who had all gathered for the special adoption. Sissy and George were adopted by Mario and Stephanie. Everyone they loved was together. Her favorite judge was available, and he was doing the adoption. Why not get married at the same time? That was a year and a half ago. Samara would say it was one year, five months, ten days, and four hours. 

While she was waiting, she wondered if he would want to take a shower when he got home. That made her think of the house hunting and his frustration with her. She had a concept of something she wanted in a house, and she couldn’t explain it to him. All she could say was she would know it when she saw it. She couldn’t even describe it to herself. They looked at dozens of homes, both in person and online. She wasn’t happy with any of them. One day he got so frustrated he yelled at her, “Just pick one already. This is getting out of hand.” She hid in the bathroom so he wouldn’t see her cry. Finally, they found an old, recently vacated farmhouse. It was beautiful, and the property around it was sold off. The house was left on five acres and hidden from view from the road and from the neighbors. There were two other buildings, a barn and an equipment shed that could make a nice garage. The house had a large porch with a swing, and there were lots of big trees. Powell thought it was a very charming place and he could see himself living there. If only she would agree.

At the tour, Samara didn’t stop to look at the main floor of the house. She went upstairs alone and looked around while Powell and the real estate agent looked at the kitchen and main floor. Samara found the previous owners had taken one bedroom and closed it off from the hallway. She could tell only because the traffic pattern didn’t make sense otherwise. The owner then created a new door from the master bedroom. That door led to a large walk-in closet. In the closet, there was another door. She walked through the empty closet and opened the door and found a bathroom. It was nice. Really, really, nice. There was a large counter with two sinks. But what really got her attention was the shower. It completely filled one end of the room. The four walls of the enclosure were made by three walls of the bathroom, and the remaining wall was clear glass with a gap in the middle. There was no need for a door or curtain. The shower head was so far from the opening that the water would never make it that far.

When she saw that Samara ran to the stairway and yelled on the way down. “We’ll take it! This is our house! I call dibs.” Powell was getting used to her still. He didn’t understand why she didn’t need to see the rest, but he did know that she was happy, and that was all that really mattered to him. That, and that she finally decided. His life seemed to be a constant state of confusion when dealing with Samara – and he liked it.

The day they moved in she helped, but he carried most of the furniture and boxes. Then reassembled things and put some stuff away. When he hooked up the electronics, he found some wires. When he tested them, he found they went to some well-hidden speakers. Soon they had music filling their home. “Sammy, I am going to finish tomorrow. Right now, I want to try out the shower and relax a little.” 

He was in the shower leaning with his forearms on the wall below the shower head. His head was hanging down between his arms. He was letting the warm water run over his head and shoulders to ease his sore muscles. Suddenly something touched him. Samara heard a little peep like he suppressed a scream when she reached up and started massaging his shoulders. It made her giggle. “Samara? What are you doing?”

“I was thinking, Po, baby. We should probably be saving water.”

“Saving water? It’s not that expensive.”

“No. It’s not the money. It’s the environment. God would want us to save water to help the environment.”

“You’re saying that God wants us to shower together to protect the earth?”

“Uh huh.” She tilted her head down a little and rolled her eyes up to look at him. She found it was a look he couldn’t resist. He called it her puppy dog eyes. It also told him she was just making all this up about saving water.

“So, this whole time we’ve been looking for a house you just wanted one where we could save water.”

“I guess so.” She continued with the eyes and started biting her lower lip. He was melting.

“Sammy, have I told you how much I love you?”

“Yeah. But it’s never enough.”

“Have I showed you how much I love you?”

She continued to look up at him with her head tilted down. “Yes. But I could always be shown more.” He grabbed the back of her neck and pulled her close to kiss her.

Early the next morning, he was up, and after making his pot of coffee, he decided to make Samara’s cup of tea and take it to her. She was just waking when he walked in, so she scooted up to lean against the headboard, and he handed the cup to her. She took a sip, “Yuck! Po? Did you give me coffee? Sorry. I didn’t mean yuck. I was surprised.”

He took a sip of the cup in his hands. “Tea. Sorry. Here trade me. I was deep in thought.”

“What?”

“When you were a little girl, did you dream of having a home where you and your husband could save water?”

She chuckled, then became very serious. “No. Po, it was never about saving water.”

“I know it was a euphin…euphinimin… It was a thing we say.”

She laughed at him again. “Euphemism. Something we say when we really mean something else.”

“Yes. And I think I know what you really meant.”

“I thought about this a little before I fell asleep last night. I was never like this. Really. I remembered some of the girls in college. They were always talking about their boyfriends and what they did. Some girls bragged about their one-night stands. Two or three were so proud that they went out and did everything with some guy without even knowing his name. I just thought it was so disgusting. To me, it was… alien. I knew someday, I would have to sleep with my husband. It seemed like an obligation or a chore. I never expected to enjoy anyone caressing me. When a boy would touch me, I would recoil. I mean like trying to hold my hand or even bumping into my shoulder. If a guy tried to kiss me, I would push him away.”

“That certainly has changed.” He wiggled his eyebrows.

She responded with the smile he loved to see. “Yes. And it all started with you.”

“What’s the difference?”

“I’m still working through it. I think it was God’s promise of love between us. I started to realize that if I loved you, I would want to make you happy. In lots of ways. Not just… well, you know.” She let that thought just go unsaid.

“I understand that.”

“I know you do. And I love how you do.” Suddenly she had a distant look in her eyes as she looked away and stared into space. Then Samara became extremely sad and started to cry. Powell quickly set his coffee down and took the cup of tea from her and set it on the floor too. He sat on the edge of the bed, facing her, so he could help her. He held her, so her head was on his chest and let her cry for a while. When she regained control, she pulled away enough to look at him. He took his thumb and wiped away a tear. “I suddenly realized that my parents never touched. I have no memory of them ever kissing or touching. They never hugged each other or even held hands. I never heard any words of affection between them. If they were in the kitchen and bumped into each other, they just said, ‘sorry’ and moved away. Dad worked long hours, even when he didn’t have to.” She cried again for a few seconds, then said, “Po, I don’t think my parents loved each other. I never even realized this until just now.”

“I don’t know what is best, Sammy. Should you forget about it? Think about it later? Get it all out right now? I don’t know. Maybe someday we could find out if something happened. Maybe a friend of your mom might still be around and know why. But I have no idea how to help you through this.”

“You’re doing fine, babe. But… but I think that was why I thought physical contact was awful. I had no example. But when I found you in the snow, I wondered if you were God’s promise. Immediately I became curious about what it would be like to make you happy. I really didn’t know… I mean, really… that you could make me happy with your touch. No clue. I believed I was somehow different than the other girls who were always talking about...” she couldn’t finish that thought out loud.

“I wonder if that is why it drives you nuts when I kiss your fingertips?” He took her hand and started doing just that. She lit up, then leaned back and closed her eyes so she could just enjoy the feeling.

That day was full of bittersweet memories. Sad because of the memory of her parents, and now that was easing from the astonishment and disbelief into acceptance. And happy because she and her husband found that whatever way they wanted to express their love was okay. If it was okay with them, it was okay with God. Powell was always quick to say, “God doesn’t make accidents.” She knew God gave her these desires, and it was okay with Him.




Chapter Three

Finally, she heard his old car coming up the driveway. Powell bought an old car and tried his best to keep it running. One thing after another would break or wear out. She could see the frustration in his eyes when something went wrong. They bought a nice used SUV for her, and it suited her needs really well. Since it was four-wheel drive, they thought it would get them through the winters. When he walked in, he told her about his day in one sentence. “Nothing happened all day.” Then he said he would shower in the morning. “Do you want me to barbeque tonight? Did you have anything planned? By the way. You look hot.” She was wearing old shorts and a tank top. Old, everyday stuff.

“Yes. That sounds great. You can make some burgers, and I’ll make some potato salad to go with them. And maybe some baked beans. This sounds good. Now, I’m getting hungry. I made cupcakes earlier, so we can have those for dessert. Do you want some iced tea while you cook?”

“Yes, please. A large one.” And he went out the back door to light the grill. She poured his iced tea and took it out to him. She found him singing at the barbeque, using the grilling tongs as a microphone. She had to admit she liked to know he was singing even though it sounded awful. She grabbed his hand and sang into the tongs with him. It was a killer duet. Soon he was done and brought the slightly burnt meat inside where they ate at the table talking and laughing. After the meal was done, he helped her clean up the table, and then she started with another task in the kitchen. He finished putting the leftover food away then came up behind her and put his arms around her.

“Po. I was reminiscing today about lots of stuff. Just while I was waiting for you. I remembered how upset you got with me house hunting. And then the day I surprised you in the shower. Anyway, the thing is I liked how we can please each other. It never gets old.”

He turned her around, so they were face to face. “I know what would please you. If I licked the icing off your fingers.” 

He grabbed her hand and stuck her finger in his mouth just as she yelled. “Po! No!”

“Ack! Mayonnaise!” His face was contorted into a gigantic grimace with his tongue sticking out as far as it would go and to one side. He quickly went to the sink and stuck his mouth under the faucet. She leaned against the counter, laughing. When he finished trying to rinse out his mouth, he grabbed a towel and wiped his tongue. When he turned around, he found her sitting on the floor, laughing hysterically. She had tears running down her cheeks; she was laughing so hard. “Did you plan that?”

She couldn’t answer right away, she just shook her head. Finally, “I didn’t... It was a complete coincidence.”

“Well, I’m glad you think my misfortune is funny.”

“It’s not that. It was your reaction. Eating mayo off of my finger isn’t funny. The face you made and yelling and washing out your mouth is funny.” She started into another convulsion of laughter and fell over on her side.

“I need a cup of coffee.” Powell muttered.

Then the doorbell rang. Samara was getting up and said, “I’ll answer while you start a pot.” She got up still laughing at his reaction. When she opened the door, she was wiping tears from her eyes. “Hello. Could I help you?” There were a man and a woman on the porch, both dressed in business suits. He was probably in his mid to late fifties. She was harder to pin an age on but maybe in her early forties. They were holding badges.

“What happened to you?” the woman asked.

“Oh. My husband…” she didn’t get a chance to finish the answer.

“Did he hit you? Where is he?” they started to push past her to get through the door.

“What? No… he never… stop.” She put her arms out to keep them from getting any further. “He made me laugh. I laughed so hard I cried.” They could see it in her face now.

“Sorry. Just a professional reaction.” The man spoke for the first time. “I am agent Francis Stone, and this is agent Elizabeth Hardy. We are FBI from western New York. We are looking for Powell Ellison.”

“That’s me.” Powell was walking into the living room. “And this is my wife, Samara.”

“Po, don’t say anything.” Samara was warning him.

The man spoke again, “There was a suspicious death, and we want to ask you some questions.”

“Fran! Don’t be so obtuse,” it was the woman agent.

“What? Obtuse?”

The female agent took over. “Sorry. My partner is a great detective, but his interpersonal skills leave a little to be desired. We are here because we need an expert. A man died skydiving. We don’t know who he is, where he flew from, or who was piloting. At this point, we don’t know if it was an accident, suicide, or murder. We are only here to ask you to help us answer any of these questions. The FBI is working this case because he fell on federal land.”

Fran was still looking at his partner, “Liz, you think I’m a great detective?”

Samara grabbed Powell’s arm. “Let us confer for a moment, please.” She took him back into the kitchen. “I think we should help. But I must be there for every question, for your safety.”

Powell could see in her eyes he would lose any argument he tried. So, he relented. “Okay.” When they walked back into the living room, he told them, “I will help in any way I can. My wife will be present for every question as my legal advisor. I don’t think I need it, but she does, and we will do as she asks.”

“We really only have questions about skydiving, and we have heard you are the top expert in the state,” Fran stated.

“Me? No. Really? No way.” Powell was shocked and flattered to hear that, “Well then, she should stay for that too. She is an expert jumper in her own right. But she doesn’t train anyone.” Powell looked away from the two and pointed to the chairs and sofa. “Please come in and have a seat.”

Samara said, “Powell just made a pot of coffee. Would you two like some? And we have fresh cupcakes.”

“Only if I can help,” Liz answered. So, the two women went to the kitchen. Powell and Fran sat in the easy chairs.

Fran asked, “Your wife said you made her laugh. We didn’t know what was going on or why she looked like she was crying when she opened the door. Both of us assumed the worst. Sorry about that.”

“No problem. I thought she had icing on her finger. When I licked it off, I found it was mayonnaise. My reaction broke her up.”

In the meantime, Samara and Liz were pouring the coffee. Samara decided to have a little coffee this time instead of tea. Liz took one of the mugs and asked for creamer. “Fran likes a certain amount in his coffee.” She took a spoon and put in exactly one and a half teaspoons of creamer, then stirred it carefully. Then she picked it up and blew on the cup before taking a sip. “Perfect.”

Samara grabbed Liz’s wrist. “Does Agent Stone feel the same way?”

“What are you talking about? The same as what way?”

“You obviously care for him since you know so much about how he likes his coffee.”

“Nonsense. It just makes the day go easier.” Samara didn’t believe her. Maybe Liz thought what she just said was true. But Samara knew it was more than that. It had to be. She put the cups on a wooden tray. “Mrs. Ellison, this tray is beautiful.”

“Thanks. Po made it for me.” Then she put several cupcakes on the tray, and they went into the living room where Samara distributed the coffees.

“This coffee is perfect, Samara, thank you,” Fran suddenly seemed very content. Samara looked at Liz and Liz was looking back with a smile that the two men missed.

Powell wanted to get started, “I don’t see how I can help. I don’t know anything about detective work or how to proceed.”

“We’ll do the detective work,” Liz answered, “We will ask questions to lead you through. Then we want you to examine the parachute pack and tell us what you see.”

“That I can do.”

“First, how safe is this sport? Are there a lot of injuries or deaths?” Agent Stone asked.

“No. Safer than getting in your car. Accidents are rare but do happen, then when they do, it makes all the news. We take extreme measures to make sure everything is just right before we jump. There are procedures and rules. Everyone that does this regularly will become OCD when packing the chute. Every fold has to be perfect. I have always been one of the worst when it comes to perfection. I’ll get to the last step and start over several times if I don’t like it. That started from training for the Army, where I worked on it so hard my hands started getting raw. Accidents only happen from someone being careless, usually when packing the parachute.”

Fran asked, “Have you ever known anyone to die?”

Powell instantly had a flashback to years ago. “Yes... But… but… He was… shot.”

“How did that happen?” Fran asked. That answer really shocked him.

“Army. We jumped into a conflict area and there was a sniper. I don’t want to think about this. It has nothing to do with your case. No more questions about that.”

Liz spoke, “That’s fine. So, just about the sport. Have you witnessed or had close personal contact with anyone who was injured or died while skydiving as a sport?”

“No. None at all.”

Fran asked, “Have you ever helped in investigating a bad jump?”

“No. None at all.”

Fran looked at his notes while Liz waited. She was near the edge of the sofa with her ankles crossed and her torso was very straight. She had her hands in her lap and was looking at Fran waiting. Something in her body language made Samara think Liz wanted Fran to notice her. Fran spoke again, “We told you, I believe, that the victim was a male. We don’t have any ID yet, but the medical examiner is working on that through dental records, fingerprints, and DNA. If you could help us figure out where he started, that might speed things up a little.”

“Usually there will be a card in the pack to tell us who packed it and when.”

“Should we bring it in here? It’s in the car.” Liz asked Powell.

“No. Definitely not. We will go to the hanger for Simpson’s Skydiving School. I have the long tables there to work with. I think I should unpack it in the reverse of how it was packed. Step by step. And Samara should help me. She knows how to rig, and she will know what I need.”

Fran shifted forward in his seat. “This is a suspicious death investigation. The fewer outsiders we have, the better. And I have to ask you to not speak of this to anyone. I have to have assurance before we go any farther. We may have said too much already, but we really need answers.”

Samara had been quiet for a little while. “That is no problem. We are used to keeping secrets. As a paralegal, I have to respect client confidentiality, and Po has to respect the HIPAA act for people he treats. So, we are used to dealing with secrets and keeping them even from each other. In this case, though we might discuss it since we will both have the same knowledge about what we’ve seen and heard.”

“That should be fine. Although we still need to keep Simpson out of this if we can. Is that a problem?”

Powell answered, “Mario… no. He’s easy going, and all we have to do is tell him we are helping with a jumper’s death investigation, and it is secret. He’ll leave it alone. His wife and business partner, Stephanie is something else though. She’ll want to know all the details and will have a dozen questions. It will be tough to keep her out of it. I am afraid too that if she did know something, she would want to tell others. Think of it as a way she could increase her status with her friends. She’s really a wonderful person. She just likes to talk and know everything.”

Liz addressed her partner, “I have a fake backstory. Should we use that, Fran?”

“About drugs? Go ahead.”

“We will give you a lot of details and help you rehearse a little. But you are helping federal agents study how drugs could be dropped by parachute illegally into the state. So, we are learning about how to jump, how to pack a parachute, etc. We can work on this more. Do you think this will work?”

“Yes. Makes sense. I’ll tell Mario right off that is what we are doing. Stephanie will be nosy, and we will tell her the same thing, but with more details. Sammy, do you think this is good?”

“Yes. I am only worried about the two of us keeping our stories straight. Is there a movie about this we could watch? Then if she asks, we can think of how it happened in the movie.”

Powell only nodded his head at her last question. “One question I have doesn’t add up. If this were a sport jump the school or organization, or the pilot would have reported a missing jumper. Why did no one report this? If they did, most of your questions would be answered.”

Fran responded, “You’re right. There was no report from anyone associated with skydiving. A teen couple was out near some woods for some privacy. Hiding what they were doing from her parents, actually. They heard and felt something hit the earth and investigated, then called the local emergency to let them know they found a body in the field. If they had not been up to something immoral, they would not have been in the area, and we may have never known about the incident.”

“In my opinion, Agent Stone, that reduces the chance of this being an accident. I mean no report.”

Samara started letting her imagination run away. “Maybe it was something illegal like your fake story. He was doing something that he didn’t want the authorities to know about. Or, since you’re closer to Canada, maybe it was a spy. Or the mafia.”

“Sammy, why would Canada drop a spy into the US?”

“I don’t know. Just thinking out loud.”

Powell stood up, then started collecting the empty coffee mugs. “I’ll have more questions or suggestions later. I would like to get started on the parachute. Could we leave now to go to the hanger?”

Samara said, “I would like to change first. I don’t wear these shorts out in public.”

Then Powell came back from the kitchen and went to the sofa and leaned over the back to get his EMT work bag from behind it. “Just in case.”




Chapter Four

When they got to the hanger, it was all locked up for the night. There was still daylight outside, but inside it was dark until Powell flipped about a dozen switches to turn on all the lights. Fran had the parachute pack in a large evidence box and followed Powell over to the long table where they could lay out the parachute. Powell took his EMT bag with him and pulled out some rubber gloves. “Should I put these on?”

Liz answered, “Yes, please. It may not be necessary, but who knows?”

Powell looked over at Samara, “Would you please get a notebook out of the office and take notes?”

“No.” she replied, “I have an app on my phone. I use it when interviewing clients or making notes for myself. I’ll just record what you say. It even transcribes it and will email the text to me. Then I can forward it to Fran and Liz. I think it is a lot easier.”

“Sounds like a lot better plan. Should we get started then? I thought it over a little on the drive over here. I will start with the outside and make comments on everything I see. I am going to look at the rigger’s signature record last. It shouldn’t influence me, but I’ll do it that way anyhow. I’ll start with the harness.” Powell went over and put the parachute on the table with the harness on top. Samara pulled her phone out of her back pocket and started the app. She then held the phone close to Powell as he spoke. 

Later at home, using her computer from her office, Samara edited the record to show who was talking and made other comments. She also fixed the misunderstood words common in conversations transcribed by the software. She also copied the original recorded audio to a flash drive to deliver to Agents Stone and Hardy after she had already emailed it to both of them. Here is her edited transcription of the investigation:

Powell Ellison: “The front of the harness is in good shape and looks relatively new. Except for the clean cuts to the straps. I assume that is from the medical examiner removing the gear from the victim. There are no other signs of damage to the harness. No signs of wear. No signs of excess strain. I see no blood on any of the straps or buckles.

“Turning it over to look at the main chute pack now. It too seems to be in good shape. It is almost new, with no signs of wear. There is some dirt, sand, and grass, or some other vegetation on the outside. This is a relatively new model of a pack that has been on the market for only a couple of years. It is an expensive model and has an excellent reputation for comfort both before and during the jump. It is highly reliable from the reviews I have seen. I have not tried this one yet, but I would like to someday. There are no tears or abrasions in the fabric of the pack.

“The reserve area of chute pack. It looks to be in good shape, too. No apparent problems with it. This particular rig has two distinct pockets. The upper pouch is for the main chute, and the lower pocket is for the reserve. They have a fabric wall in common. The overall effect is a sleek aerodynamic package. There are separate ripcord and deployment mechanisms for each section. If the main canopy has a problem when it deploys it can be released quickly, and the reserve chute deployed, just like other chutes. Neither part of this pack has any visible damage to the fabric or the cords. All connections with the harness look perfect.

“Now I will pull the ripcord to release the drogue chute of the main parachute. There is a spring behind the drogue that will push it out into the wind. The wind will pull on the drogue, and the drogue will pull out the main chute. To unpack this, I will have to hold the mechanism closed with my hand and remove the spring tension slowly. Then I can pull the drogue down to the end of the table. On second thought, I’ll ask Samara to pull it down to the other end. That way, I can watch the fabric and cords release and unwind.” 

Samara Ellison talking: “Powell has stopped for a minute and is walking away. He seems to have noticed something and is getting a tool out of the large toolbox. He is returning with a magnifying headset, to get a better look at something but I don’t know what yet.”

Powell: “I noticed a slight pucker near the ripcord entrance. Very minor. I have these goggles to get a better look at it. This is the first anomaly I have seen in this pack.” 

Samara writing: “He leaned over to get a small but powerful flashlight out of his EMT bag.” 

Powell: “I can see that the pucker is around the rivet where the cable for the release mechanism goes into the bag. The cable is supposed to be pulled free of the bag, and then the spring will push the drogue out. The cable is what holds it all together. This wrinkle in the pack looks like a lot of force was applied to the wire to deform the canvas. Looking closely at the rivet, I can see a small groove. Maybe more of a scratch but I’ll see more when I pull the cable out. And there is a slight indication of some rust. That is very unusual. Now, Samara, please get ready to take the drogue from me. Because of the pucker and scratch, I expect the cable to be hard to pull.” 

Samara writing: “He pulled the cable, and it slid out with no resistance, then he slowly moved his hand up to release the spring tension. Instead of giving the drogue chute to me, his wife, he laid it on the table.”

Powell: “It came out like butter. What I mean is it was easy to pull, and I believe it works like designed. Very smooth. I have no explanation for the damage to the pack. I am going to use the goggles again to get a magnified look at the cable and a better look at the rivet. Yes. There is more damage to the rivet than I first saw. It has marks indicating the cable pulled hard on it, and I see a little area of the canvas where it was pulling loose from the rivet. A rip. This pack would not be in service in any school or professional skydiving service. It would have been returned to the manufacturer for repairs. Repairing this should be easy for the manufacturer but challenging to do for an end user. Looking at the cable now. It also shows signs of great force applied to it. There is a slight cut that I wouldn’t be able to see without magnification and more signs of rust. The rust is really curious.”

Agent Hardy: “Here. The area I am indicating with my ink pen. What is this? The lines along here? The material is darker on one side of the line from the other.”

Powell: “(It) Looks like a water stain to me. Something else that doesn’t belong. Did he land in water, or a puddle?”

Agent Stone: “No. He landed on a hill in some tall grass. There had not been any rain for a week. We visited the site, and there was no water of any kind near the impact area.”

Powell: “How long did he lie there?”

Hardy: “Less than an hour. We actually have the exact time of the impact because there is an amateur’s seismograph sensor near there. It barely registered, but we could see the spike along with the time stamp. The owner saw the mark on the graph first and was inspecting his sensors. He saw the lights of emergency vehicles and came to see what was going on.”

Powell: “Okay, thanks. Let’s go on with unfurling the main chute.” 

Samara writing: “A long silence as I pulled the chute down the table and Powell watched as it came out of the pack.”

Powell: “Nothing out of place. It looks like an expert rigger. Every fold was perfect. All the lines were bundled just right. I saw nothing that explains the damage to the rivet or the fabric of the pack. There was definitely a large amount of force on the cable, and nothing that I can see that explains it. Let’s go on to the reserve. Sammy, let’s take the main and lay it on the floor over here out of the way. I am going to examine the outside of the pack the same way as I did the main. It looks like it is brand new. No signs of the reserve ever being used. I am curious about the entry point of the cable now. Yes. With the goggles on I can see there is similar damage around the rivet. The fabric is pulled loose even more than it was on the main. Let’s go ahead with pulling this canopy out. Easy. It came out easy. For the transcription, I am talking about the release cable. I can’t explain it. The damage looks like the jumper was pulling hard on both of the ripcords. Hard enough to damage the pack, but the cords came out effortlessly. I can’t explain it. What would have jammed the cables?”

Samara writing: “Agent Hardy took the magnifying goggles from Powell and looked at the reserve area of the pack.”

Hardy: “I see water stains here too. And rust on the rivet. The cable shows signs of a cut where it contacted the rivet and a little rust on it also. Powell, what metal do they use to make that cable and rivets?”

Powell: “Stainless steel. This is a grade though that will show a little rust on the outside if exposed to enough water or oxidizer. As you can see, it will not corrode enough to really make it weaken. It is just leftover carbon steel from machining.”

Agent Stone: “Anything else? Is there anything to show who packed this, or the origin of the flight?”

Powell: “Here. Look at this. Here in this little pocket inside the main pack area. This card is the record of who packed the chute, where and when.”

Stone: “Powell, this has only one person’s signature several times. Packed several times by the same person. Do you know this name?”

Powell: “Yes. He is one of the best. They have an excellent school. Outstanding safety record. So that is even more that doesn’t add up to me. First of all, I know how much they value safety. This wouldn’t happen to them. Second, I know that they would report a fatality or missing person. Third, he would not have let a damaged pack into service. Did his school say they had a missing parachute? Forth, this manufacturer would not sell anything that had not been thoroughly tested for safety. The cable should not jam on its own."

Stone: “I’ll look into any theft. Thanks, Powell. Is there anything else we should look at?”

Powell: “Have the medical examiner look at the rotator cuff in the right shoulder. Look for torn muscles. This rig is set for a righthanded person. The amount of force may have damaged the muscles.”

Hardy: “I will send a message right away.  Anything else?”

Powell: “I am thinking... Has the medical examiner determined the cause of death? I mean could there have been a medical emergency? Like a heart attack or something along that line. Maybe he was drugged? Is there anything that could have incapacitated him? On another note, is there any way someone could have removed something from this pack? Something that would have jammed the cable?”

Hardy: “The second part first. No. The young couple didn’t go nearer than about twenty feet of the body. We could see their tracks in the sandy soil. And they were on private property on the other side of a chain link fence that surrounds the federal land. After that only first responders and police were close. Now the first part... There is something we didn’t want to tell you as it would have no impact on looking at the equipment here. The teenagers who found the body also heard him screaming on the way down. They saw him falling and heard him begging God for his life.”




Chapter Five

That night Powell slept fitfully. Samara stirred a little at about two in the morning when she felt the bed move. She reached over to snuggle up with her husband, but when she tried to put her arm around his waist, she found a knee. He was sitting up in bed. That woke her up. “Po, what’s the matter? Is the thing with the parachute bothering you? You had nothing to do with that poor man’s death.”

“I know. I still feel bad for him. But I can’t sleep because I feel like I missed something. There has to be something else. I believe the cable jammed when he was falling, but how? It came out so smooth and easy on the rigging table. I keep going over it in my mind, and it doesn’t make sense.”

“I know, but that is for the FBI to figure out.”

“I can’t sleep, Sammy. I have to know how the cable jammed. Why did the wires and rivets have a slight amount of rust? Why did they have abrasions? What caused the water stains?

“Maybe someone poured some water on the pack. Then they used one of the things a dermatologist uses. You know, one of those freezy-freezy thingamajigs.”

“A freezy-freezy thingamajig? Sammy, you know I am not up on all the legal terms you use.”

“Ha…Ha…,” she said slowly. “I know you also can’t see in the dark, so I’ll tell you I am sticking my tongue out at you.”

“Sounds like an invitation.” He rolled over to grab her but found only an empty bed. Then he heard her laughing. She had rolled clear out of bed onto the floor.

When she crawled back in bed, she cuddled up with him. She played with one earlobe and whispered scriptures in his other ear. “Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened to you.” Before being married both had learned how to get the other to relax. After the wedding they found it could help the other fall asleep after a bad day. It worked with him that early morning, and he was breathing deep and regular in just a few minutes. When Samara felt his change in breathing and knew he was asleep, she fell asleep too.

The next morning Powell found Samara in the kitchen making breakfast. The coffee was already brewed, she was taking something out of the oven, and there was orange juice on the table. His wife was moving around the kitchen like she was dancing. He found her wearing another shirt she had stolen from him. He liked the way she looked wearing his shirts and let her know. Then, “Sammy, I have a question about yesterday.”

“I have the transcription of the recording. Do you want to look at that?”

“Nothing to do with that case. What I am curious about is that before we left to go the hanger, you said you wanted to change. I heard you say you don’t wear those shorts out in public. Why is that?”

“I only wear them at home when you are here.”

Powell looked at her face for a long time. “You wear those shorts so I can enjoy it?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Well, thanks.”

“And I wear your old shirts for the same reason. To look attractive to you.”

“Thanks again. It is hard to express how attractive you look just wearing old worn-out stuff.” He stopped and just looked for a little while longer. “You know we could go on talking like this for a long time. But our breakfast will get cold, and I am starving. But I reserve the right to reopen this discussion again at a later date.”

“Yeah, well, okay. And I am hungry too. All that stuff that happened last night with the FBI and then thinking about it took a lot of energy. By the way…I noticed some of your shirts are looking a little worn. I will pick up a couple more for you today.”

Powell grinned at her. “Are you picking some out that will look good on you?”

She put her fists on her hips. “Maybe…but we look good in the same colors, don’t we?” She turned and bent one leg, trying to emulate a fashion model.

Even though both felt like going back to bed at the moment, they decided to eat breakfast and then go get some groceries and other things they were running low on. Halfway through breakfast Powell’s cell phone buzzed. Mario had two students coming in later that morning, and he had a stomach bug. “There’s just no way I can jump today. I’m sorry to bother you on a rare day off, but can you take them? Stephanie will still be the pilot. She’s feeling fine.”

“Sure. I’d be glad to take your students. We’ll have to make two flights? Is that what you had planned?”

“Yes. I’ve got to go Powell. I know you’ll do what’s best,” then he hung up.

“Sammy, I have to go take some students for a jump. Would you like to go along?”

“You don’t have to ask me twice. I’d love to go. Why isn’t Mario doing this?”

“He is feeling sick today. I think it sounded like two students were coming. I’ll have to make two jumps. Then we can get our shopping done.”

“I can hardly wait, Po.”

They got to the skydiving school and saw the backs of two people who were already dressed in the school’s jumpsuits. Stephanie was done getting the plane ready, and she was just waiting with them. When Powell and Samara were halfway across the hanger floor, he recognized them. He whispered, “Sammy, act like you don’t know them. Keep Stephanie in the dark as long as you can.” It was the two agents from the FBI. Powell stuck out his hand. “Hello, I am Powell Ellison. This is my wife, Samara. I am going to be the instructor jumping with you today. She is going to jump just for fun.”

Fran gave them a quizzical look, but Liz caught on right away. “It is so nice to meet you. I am Elizabeth, and this is my husband, Francis. Please call us Liz and Fran. It will only be him jumping today. I don’t mind the airplane, but I don't dare to actually jump out of it.”

“Not a problem. I understand. I know how terrified I was at my first jump. If I hadn’t been with a platoon of soldiers, I might have backed out myself. Now I love every jump. I feel so close to God’s creation when I am floating down to the earth.”

“Maybe someday I’ll work up the nerve.”

Samara said, “He took me on my first jump. I couldn’t talk at all from when I put on the jumpsuit until we were actually falling. The training harness is in two parts, you know. So, we both had on the part of this harness, and he clipped us together. The split second the last clip was done we were out the door. Just whoosh and he had me out of the plane. But I felt so peaceful. Now I love it. Today when he asked if I wanted to come along, I didn’t think twice about it.”

“Her first solo jump I had to push a little. We went in a hot air balloon. I got her to sit on the side, but she couldn’t make herself go on over. So, I let her know I could push her if she wanted…”

“It was beautiful. The day, the balloon, the fall foliage, then the jump. And it was our honeymoon. Absolutely fabulous.”

Stephanie asked, “Are you all ready to go? Liz, do you think you might change your mind?”

Liz just shook her head. Powell could see it in her face. She was terrified. “So, let’s go. Liz, you’ll enjoy seeing me and your husband jump into the void.” He felt funny saying it that way. It was a lie, but a necessary one.

In the plane, before they got to the jump zone, Samara saw Powell looking at the reserve chute he had on the front of his harness. He kept looking at the release mechanism and pulling the cable a little then pushing it back in. She knew what he was thinking. “Po, don’t worry about it. Pray about it. Then God will help you figure it out. He’s good at that. You know what? If it is important to you, it is important to Him. Ask. Seek. Knock.” He looked at her and nodded. Another good idea from Sammy. 

Soon they were over the drop zone. Powell stood and opened the large door on the side. Samara unbuckled her seat belt then checked her harness. She also checked Powell’s and Fran’s. Powell signaled for Fran to stand, then turned him around. He buckled the two harnesses together and pushed Fran out the door. Samara jumped a second later, and the three were falling free from any constraints. Liz was sitting in her seat, still buckled in, and holding on to the seat cushion with both hands and her knuckles were turning white.

After Stephanie and Liz landed, they got the van and drove up to the landing area. All three of the others were walking toward the hanger. Samara was all smiles as usual after one of her jumps. Powell was quiet, as typical. Fran was ecstatic. The drop was a fantastic adventure for him. Liz was really happy for him, and it showed on her face. At least Samara saw it. She also saw Liz grab his arm then put her hand on his back. It looked like an unconscious move, but still, Samara witnessed it. Later Liz asked Samara, “How do I work up the courage to do this? Fran looked like he had so much fun.”

“I don’t know. I think it might be different for everybody. For me, it was something my man loves to do. I automatically wanted to experience what he experienced. For you, it might be different. Maybe for you, if you study it, you will be able to logically put your fears aside. You’ll see your fear is not about self-preservation. The fear is of the unknown.”

“I’ll work at it. Thanks.”




Chapter Six

While they were still at the airport, and with Stephanie but not Fran and Liz, Samara suggested that they go over and get Sissy and George. Since Mario was sick, maybe they shouldn’t stay at home, but come bunk over with Aunt Sam and Uncle Po. At the Simpson house, she told the two children it was warm enough they could have a small campfire out in the field. They would roast their hot dogs over the fire and then for dessert have roasted marshmallows. George was super excited and ran off to get some things thrown in a bag. As he was running up the stairs, Stephanie started lecturing him about wearing clean clothes. It didn’t seem like he was listening. “Samara, please make sure George changes his socks. For some unknown reason, he keeps wearing the same pair every day. It really makes me mad. Sissy is the opposite. She is super clean all the time and changes clothes way too often.” Then Stephanie disappeared and came back from the basement with four sleeping bags. “I didn’t know if you and Po have any of your own. These are nice warm ones, but they don’t stop the rocks from poking you in the back.”

“Thanks. I hadn’t planned on sleeping out too. This is a great idea. The area where we have campfires is a little sandy, so I don’t worry about the rocks. Po has an old parachute that we can put down to keep the sand off the bags. This sounds like so much fun.”

“There is a tent in the garage. Would you like to take it too?”

“Oh, yes! This keeps getting better and better.”

“We don’t use it anymore. Why don’t you just keep it? We have other camping stuff too. Maybe you should take all of it. If we need it, we will know where to find it.”

Powell decided it was time to speak up. “Stephanie, we won’t have room for your two kids if we take too much more stuff.”

“Well, maybe. But George loves to sleep out and if he wants, he could do that at your place. It is perfect for him. Sissy is a little more reserved, but she loves the outdoors too. And they love spending time with you two. And don’t worry. I won’t let them take advantage of you. I still think of you as newlyweds, and I will protect that.”

“Thanks, Stephanie,” Samara answered. They took the tent and sleeping bags and then the two children and their overnight bags. Samara wanted to stop for a few groceries, and she saw the movie vending machine while at the store. There she found the video she was thinking of. A crime drama about smuggling drugs and dropping them by parachute. Powell thought it might be too advanced for the younger ones, so Samara said she would save it for later. It was a one-week checkout after all.

Powell drove the SUV across the field to the campsite. There was a large clump of trees. In the center of the trees was a flat area that was mostly sand. It was coarse sand that was not good for much except making a flat area to sleep or build a fire. The four of them tried putting up the tent. It was hilarious because they kept working against each other. Finally, they got it put up and secure. While Samara put the sleeping bags in, Powell gathered a lot of firewood and showed Sissy and George how to put a fire together. George already knew quite a bit about it, but Powell showed him the army way.

They all made themselves comfortable around the fire and just talked while they ate. The hotdogs were either cold or burnt. The ones just barely burnt were the best. But tonight, was about having fun, so the food didn’t matter. Except for Sissy. She seemed to have less fun than the others. There was something on her mind.

After the sun went down, Samara noticed that things seemed a little too quiet and found George had fallen asleep on the ground. She got Powell’s attention and pointed it out to him. He stood and went over to George and roused him. Then the two of them headed toward the tent. Powell stopped and kissed Samara on the forehead, so George did too.

“Goodnight, Sammy.”

“Goodnight, Aunt Sam.”

“Goodnight, my men.”

In a little bit, it was quiet again. Samara could hear the water in the creek nearby and the neighbor’s cattle. The crickets were making noise, and the frogs in the pond were joining in. Birds all around the area filled in like backup singers with their various calls. The crackle of the fire completed the symphony of nature’s sounds.

The sky was clear, and when she looked up, she could see thousands of stars. That view of the stars always made her wonder why they were there.

Once in a while, there would be a slight breeze that was cool, but not cold. She and Sissy both had a blanket and Samara pulled hers up around her shoulders and around her neck. The fire was dying, and sparks were taking off and fluttering into the air. She noticed the pulsing glow of the embers. The aroma of the wood smoke added to the blissful feeling she had. She looked at Sissy and saw that she was doing almost the same thing. Listening, watching, smelling, it was just about perfect. “Sissy, is everything okay? You seem a little preoccupied tonight.”

“It’s good. Thanks.” Then after several minutes of silence. “Aunt Sam? Can I come over and snuggle with you?”

“Sure. I’d love it. Come on over here.” Samara was leaning against an old stump with her legs out in front of her. Sissy had been sitting crosslegged a few feet away. She got part way up then crawled the rest of the way. Sissy took her blanket and put it over their legs. Samara opened her cover and let Sissy lean against her then put the blanket around her too. “This is cozy. I’m glad you got to come tonight. Except for your dad being sick.”

“Thanks. I love it out here.” Then several more minutes of silence. Then barely audible because she spoke so quietly, “We can talk better being close like this.”

Samara spoke softly too, “Sure we can. What do you want to talk about?”

Several more minutes of silence then, “Aunt Sam? What’s it like being a woman?”

Samara inhaled so hard she made a terrible shrieking sound. “Uh… Uh… Uh… Good. Very good. Give me a minute, but shouldn’t you ask your mom?” All the while, another part of her brain was sending SOS signals to God.

“I try. Mom loves me and wants to help me. But it is awkward trying to ask her something. She always asks why. One question from me brings ten questions from her. Not that it’s a bad thing. But it can be frustrating.”

“Sissy, you are wise for your age. I understand your mom’s questions. I will try not to do that. But I think what you want to know deals with changes. I can remember being your age and noticing changes in my body. Some of my friends had already changed a lot. Some other of my friends hadn’t changed at all. It was hard to talk to my mom about it too. Eventually, you’ll get used to it, then it’s nice.”

“I have noticed some places I look different. And I feel different.”

“That’s all part of it. We all have to go through that. I am sure there is nothing unusual going on. It is just that time for your body to start changing.”

Another long pause, “Aunt Sam? What’s it like to be with a man?”

Samara had a bad coughing fit. “Well… uh… good. Very good.” She had to think hard to find the right thing to say. “I believe it is different for every woman. And it depends on who the man is. That doesn’t help answer your question, I know. Let me put it this way. You know how strong your Uncle Po is. He could probably break all my ribs just by hugging me. But when we are… uh… passionate… he is the kindest and most gentle person you could ever meet. His touch is so gentle. I am glad he is the only man I have been with. I was just thinking about that a couple of days ago. Remembering how things happened and how I realized that I enjoyed it so much. I used to think that the relationship with my husband would be a job. Just something I had to do. I didn’t expect to enjoy it. What made the difference is that I found how much I loved him. That made me want to please him in lots of ways. Knowing he loves me makes it better too. We have found in our love life that we can make the other happy through our touch. So, being with a man is great if you really love him. And when he really loves you, he will want to make you happy too… um… all over. But it’s not all about that. It’s also talking and laughing. Maybe just holding hands. When both try every moment can be special no matter what you are doing.”

“Thanks. This helps. If I asked mom, she would have thought I was ready to run off with some boy. Could we talk like this again? You help me.”

“Sure. I’d love to. Maybe next time I won’t be so surprised by these questions. In fact, let's plan on it. We’ll make a time when it will be just you and I here at home, and we can talk about all kinds of things.”

“That sounds great,” Sissy yawned.

“And you sound sleepy. Let’s go get in our sleeping bags.”

The fire was almost out, and the only light was from the half moon. Samara went over and kicked some sand over the remaining embers, then poured the water on the fire pit from the bucket Powell left. They went into the tent, and Sissy crawled in the bag set aside for her. Samara pulled the sleeping bag up and made sure the young woman was comfortable and tucked in. Then she did the same for Powell and George. When satisfied that the others were all comfortable, Samara crawled in her own bag between the guys. As she pulled the bag up to her chin, she had a feeling she had not experienced before. ‘Oh oh!’ She thought. She was starting to feel the desire for her own children.

 




Chapter Seven

A week later Powell was still thinking about the parachute that wouldn’t open. He just didn’t know why it failed, and it was eating him up. Samara found him awake in the middle of the night again. When she turned over, she bumped into a knee, and it woke her. “Alright, this is enough. Get up. Out of bed.”

“You’re kicking me out?”

“No. We are both getting up. We are going to get this settled. Put your robe on, and we are going to sit at the kitchen table. We are not leaving until you have peace.” They went down to the kitchen, and she got the notebook she used to make her grocery lists. She put the book and a pencil on the table in front of Powell and sat down opposite him. “Okay. You have been awake too many nights thinking about this. It is time you can get some rest, and you can only do that if you give this whole thing to God.”

“But I have been praying about it.”

“Are you praying at it or about it? Are you praying that God will help and then taking the whole thing back into your own hands? Are you convinced that you could do this on your own?”

“Explain praying at it or about it.”

“Something I made up to express how I think I should pray. If you don’t really know what you want, you are praying at it. If you put your wants into a tangible form, you can express it better and pray about it. We need to understand what we really want to ask for it. I know that is contradictory to how I have said I pray. I only use feelings. Well not only, but mostly. Even then, I have to know what I want. If I waver about what I am asking God, I will never get anywhere. So, I am trying to tell you, be specific. Don’t pray in general terms.”

“Okay. I was just trying to not do something against God’s will. So, I was asking that He inspire me to think better.”

“That’s not bad, but you can do better. Get the paper. Write down specifically what you want.”

He took the paper and started to write, but then didn’t know what to put down. “I don’t know.”

“Okay. It wasn’t easy for me to get here. Start simple. Let me ask some questions. Why does it matter to you that you know how the release mechanism jammed?”

“Because a man died.”

“No. I don’t think so. That is about justice. Justice will come, whether it is from man or God. Why does it matter personally to you?”

“It’s a puzzle I can’t figure out. But that sounds selfish.”

“Not really. God gave you your mind. He knows how it works. I don’t have a problem not knowing why. I just know that it did. My mind works differently. I pray that the guilty person will be caught. Simple and specific. If you want to pray that you solve a mystery that is okay.”

“I suppose it is more than that. I want to be the one. I guess that is my own pride, then. But I want to tell Fran and Liz about how it happened.”

“Deal with that latter. Pray for what you really want. If you want the glory of solving a case, then pray for that.”

“No. It’s not the glory. Maybe it’s not pride. Maybe it is satisfaction.”

“Would you be satisfied if God told you how it worked? I mean how it was made to jam.”

“Yes, I would. I would know, and I could help Fran and Liz.”

“Then if He helps you, you should let the two of them know how God led you to find out.”

“Of course.”

“Do you think you can write down what we just summarized?”

He started to write but saw she was leaning over the table, trying to read what he was putting down. So, he shielded the paper from her eyes. She groaned and sat back in the chair.

‘Dear Jesus,

You did an excellent job of creating Sammy. She is sexy and smart. I am trying to be the best husband I can be just so I feel worthy of loving her. I believe that with all my heart. I am also writing this because she will probably see it. Couldn’t hurt, right?

I can’t sleep because I want to know how someone sabotaged a parachute so it would not open, and then leave almost no trace behind of what they did. So, first of all, I ask for peace of mind so that even if I don’t know the answer, I can still feel peaceful enough to sleep. Peace of mind.

Second, I want to know how they did it. I suppose You could tell me or You could let me figure it out. But the thing is I want to know how. How it was made to jam on purpose. I don’t really care what route we take to get there as long as I know. To know how.

Third, if You will let me know, I will make the FBI agents know. And I will tell them that it was You that helped me to figure it out. You get the credit.

Amen.”

He turned the paper around and asked her to read it. She grinned at the first part and got a little embarrassed. She was not expecting that. The rest that she read she agreed with. “Specific and to the point. I think this is exactly what you should have been praying from the start.”

“How did you get so smart?”

“It is not me. You should know that. I have been praying for you. Specifically, that I could help you get the rest you need and that you would be able to get the answer to the question that is keeping you up. I don’t have the wisdom, but God helped me to help you.”

“I think now I believe. I mean, I have faith that it will become clear to me how it was made to happen. Before tonight I felt like I may never know, and that was upsetting. But now if I never know – at that point I’ll accept that God doesn’t want me to know. I’ll just add it to the heap of things in the universe that He doesn’t explain to me. Like how you think, for example.” He grinned at her and she knew he was teasing. Again.

They went back to bed, and Powell fell asleep almost immediately. The next morning, he was more like himself. Right after breakfast, he went out to the old barn and started clearing it out. Samara came out to find out what he was doing. “I think I need an area to experiment with some packs. To see what could make the mechanism jam.”

“So now the barn is going to be your mad scientist lair?”

“Well, I wouldn’t put it exactly like that. But yes. I’ll need to go to the hanger and get the old parachute we retired. It was looking a little too frayed. Then I need to get some other supplies around town.”

“I need to get some groceries. Can we go together?”

On the way into town, they passed a used car lot. It was an upscale lot with really nice cars and trucks. Samara noticed Powell looking at a beautiful blue two-door pickup with just a little extra space behind the seat. She had seen it before because it seemed to stand out from the others. On the way past the second time, the stoplight turned, and they had to wait. He spent a lot more time admiring that powerful looking pickup. She prayed with feelings, not words. “I want to buy that truck for him.” Simple. Direct. Honest. Deep from the heart. She felt the connection.




Chapter Eight

“Hello?” EMT Powell answered his cell phone. He was at work, but they were doing nothing around the station. All the supplies were checked. Everything was in order. The trucks were all clean and fueled. Somebody else was the cook that day. He basically had nothing to do. The phone call was a welcome break from the boredom.

“This is Agent Stone. How are you, Powell?”

“I am great. A little bored at the moment. We haven’t had any calls this morning. Is there something I could help you with? More questions?”

“No. No questions. Just wanted to quickly update you. The right shoulder rotator cuff had extensive damage. The M. E. said from the amount of blood pooling in the shoulder it happened just moments before death. So, you were right about him trying to open the parachute. And we interviewed the owner of the sport jumping company. It was their parachute. They reported the theft, but the local cop didn’t file it. He is on leave now as a result. It looked like someone broke in and took only that one thing. We are still working on finding a way the parachute was sabotaged so it would not open. The guy that rigged it is distraught.”

“I bet he is. Did you tell him I thought the pack was perfect?”

“Yes, we did. That helped a lot – coming from you.”

“Good. Did you ever get an identification of the victim?”

“Yes. And there is a connection to you.”

“From the Army?”

“No. Later. The file I have on him shows that Clay and his brother Cletus kidnapped a couple of children. Stephanie and George. I understand they are the adopted children of your boss. Is that right?”

“Wow… yes, that is right. They are great kids. They call me Uncle Po. By the way, she likes to be called Sissy now.”

“And you rescued the children and captured the two men single-handedly?”

“Well, I just prayed. God allowed the two men to do stupid things and let me be in the right places. So, I cut some chains and put a crowbar in the door handles. I never felt like I did anything special that night. I never even saw those two thugs face to face.”

“God did it. Okay. I am not used to hearing that.” He paused just a second, “Don’t tell anyone about this. About whom it is just yet. We still have to find the murderer.”

“It’s classified as murder now?”

“Yes. Thanks to you we knew it was not an accident. We never did think suicide was likely. So, when the doc found the damage in the shoulder, we ruled it as a homicide.”

“Thanks for letting me know. Tell Agent Hardy we said hello.”

“Sure. It is okay to tell your wife… what is that noise?”

“We have an alarm going off. A call. Someone needs our help.”

“Goodbye, Powell.”

“Bye.”

They went to the scene of an auto accident. A small car was hit in the driver’s door by a car part store’s delivery van. At accident scenes, Powell never cared about who was at fault or how the accidents happened. He only cared about the people inside the cars that needed his help. The young man who was driving the small delivery van was walking around with only a bloody nose from the airbag. The car though was in bad shape, and the driver could not open the door. The rescue crew quickly went to work and cut the door off. Powell was right there and went immediately to the driver. It was an attractive young woman, probably a college student, he thought. She had a bad cut on her lower left leg. He immediately reached up her skirt and squeezed her thigh. She started hitting at his hand and arm. “What are you doing? Don’t do that.”

“Listen. Listen. Listen… Stop hitting me. I am trying to save you.”

“By feeling up my leg? Are you some kind of pervert?”

“No. Listen to me. Stop hitting. There are veins in our legs that run along the femur. They are called the femoral artery. I am squeezing the artery against the bone to stop the blood flow.” Powell was talking very calmly and looking in her eyes. She started to calm down. “You have a bad cut near your ankle. I will hold this, so you don’t lose too much blood. One of my partners will apply a dressing with an agent that will slow or stop the blood flow at the wound. Then I will slowly release the pressure on your thigh while he checks that the dressing is holding. It is just basic anatomy and routine first aid.”

“Okay… I believe you. I’m sorry.”

“No problem. We get yelled at often because people don’t understand.” He kept talking to her, asking about friends. Soon his partner asked him to release the pressure. Powell released slowly, and the dressing was doing its job. “It is not bleeding now. We will put you in the ambulance and take you to the hospital. They will sew up your leg, and you will be good as new in no time.”

“Thanks. I am so sorry for hitting you.”

After the hospital, they started heading back to the station. Powell was in the passenger seat up front, and another EMT was driving along a two-lane street in a residential neighborhood. Suddenly the driver started yelling, “You moron! You complete idiot!” Then a car passed them like they were sitting still and sharply cut in front of them scraping the left fender of the ambulance. The sports car then accelerated even more and without hitting the brakes, hit the vehicle in front. The two hit squarely, and the low nose of the sports car went under the old sedan in front. Both went airborne. It was like they had been welded together as both went way up into the air. It might have been a bump in the road, but something caused all the horizontal momentum to become vertical. The two cars came back down hard, still stuck together. They bounced once and hit hard again. The small exotic sports car was entirely crushed by the larger car. Instantly Powell knew they would not rescue anyone from that small car. They could only recover a body. In the car on top, he didn’t know. Maybe there was a chance. The ambulance driver hit the lights and pulled to a stop behind the wreck while Powell called in the details on his radio unit on his chest.

As he worked with the radio, he sprinted up to the car. There was a middleaged woman who had been thrown onto her back half on half off the pavement. Her lower half was being squeezed by the roof of the car. Powell knelt by the woman. He felt something different. It was a spiritual feeling. He was still learning to pray without words, and at this moment, his mind split in two. One part was thinking mechanically about what to do. The first step, second step… everything he had been taught to be a paramedic. The other part of his brain was praying feverously for help, but it was like his wife had been trying to teach him for months. He wasn’t using any words. As he started checking the woman for vitals, he thought she was still alive, but unconscious. As he felt for a pulse in her neck, her eyes flew open wide. She stared at him. It happened so fast he was startled. “Help me, please. I am not ready to die.”

“None of us are. We all want to live, no matter what. It is just our nature.” He took hold of her hand, and there was no response from her physically. It seemed to him like she couldn’t even feel it.

“I am really not ready. I’m going to die, aren’t I?”

Powell looked at her situation. “I have to be honest. I don’t think your chances are good. But then you might be okay, and we will do everything we can to help you.”

“But I am not ready. I turned my back on God. I can’t die now.”

He saw the terror in her eyes. It was not fear of dying. It was the fear of dying without salvation. “Well, then let’s pray. Do you remember the story of Jesus dying on the cross?”

“Yes. My stepdad took us one Easter. And I went a couple of other times.”

“Remember the two thieves hanging on the other crosses? One cursed him and the other asked for forgiveness. Jesus responded with forgiveness for the one who asked.”

“Yes. I remember.”

“So, just ask right now. He’ll supply the words.”

She squeezed her eyes shut, “Jesus, please forgive me. I am so sorry I didn’t live for you my entire life as you wanted. I don’t know what to say or how to ask you. Just please forgive me.”

“He forgives you. I feel it.”

She opened her eyes and looked at Powell and tried to smile. “Jesus sent you to me, didn’t He?”

“Yes. I believe He did.” While she was looking at Powell, her eyes lost focus, and her jaw went limp. He folded her hands on her abdomen and closed her eyes. He had a flashback then of the time he jumped into combat. His close friend was killed. Powell killed the one who killed his friend. Both bodies that day in the tropics had their eyes open but not seeing anything. And, just like that day years ago Powell went over to the side of the road and had violent dry heaves.


Chapter Nine

This day, Samara was at home waiting for him again. She usually got home a little before he did. Somedays he would be late because they were finishing up a call. Today he was really tardy, and she was a bit worried. Today when she walked in the door, she kicked off her shoes and was ready to change into something he would like to see her wearing. Something different than the business attire she wore most days. She felt that today she shouldn’t, so she left her work clothes on. If he was in a good mood, she could change once he got there. If he was upset because of the emergencies, he worked on, maybe she would let him alone for a little while. She heard his old car coming up the long driveway. It sounded worse than ever.

He walked in, looking very pale. Not like his usual good nature. At once, she was very concerned. “Baby, are you sick?”

“Not really. Just a bad day. I’m going to go shower.”

“Do you want some company in there?” She tried to get him to smile, but no luck.

“No. Just leave me alone.” He noticed the look of disappointment on her face as he turned to go up the stairs. She looked a little hurt. He got undressed and pulled out a towel and started to walk in the shower. He began to feel guilty about making her sad. He wasn’t punishing her, but it almost felt that way to him. So, he wrapped the towel around his waist and went to find her. She was still in the living room, just sitting on the sofa staring out the window. “Sammy, I’m sorry. I don’t want to disappoint you. Come on up to the shower. It would feel good to have you wash my back where I can’t reach it.”

“I don’t know. If you need some alone time, I am okay with that. There will be other times.”

“Please?”

“Maybe if you sweeten the pot a little.”  She grinned and made a motion to indicate that he should drop his towel. That was the one key he needed to change his mood. Maybe he could forget about someone dying in front of him. He dropped the towel, and she made a wolf whistle. Then he turned around and wiggled. She whooped and clapped. “Yes! I’ll be right there.” She had another memory before she stood up. She remembered hearing Powell say he did not feel worthy of loving her. She understood. She didn’t feel worthy of loving him either.

Later, when they were in the middle of getting dressed, she saw some scratches on his arm. “Po? These look like fingernail scratches. What happened?”

“A woman didn’t understand why I was squeezing her leg. She hit me pretty hard. I didn’t realize she scratched me too.”

“What part of her leg were you squeezing?”

“Right here.” He reached down and grabbed her inner thigh. Instead of liking it, she pushed him away.

“Po! Why were you groping another woman?” He could see the anger in her eyes.

“You remember. You said you had a class in first aid. The femoral artery runs along there. Her leg was cut really bad, and I was stopping the flow of blood until somebody could get a dressing on it.”

“I didn’t remember hearing that before. Do you have to get so… um… personal with a lot of women?”

“Sammy, you were there the day I delivered those twins. Doesn’t get any more personal than that, does it? Still, it was all professional. I do what I have to do. But no. I don’t have to do that very often to women or men.”

“Sorry I blew up. I should know better. Is she why you were in a bad mood?”

“No. There was a bad wreck right in front of us. Really bad. That’s why I am so late tonight. I prayed with a woman and held her hand as she died. It caused a flashback to… you know…”

“Oh, Po. I am so sorry.” She pulled him in close and held him, then started whispering in his ear, or as close as she could get to his ear while they were still standing. “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death I fear no evil for you are with me.”

“Thanks, sweetheart. You always make me feel better.”

“I’m glad I do.”

“Oh, Sammy, I forgot. Agent Stone called today.”

“Oh, good. How is he? How is Agent Hardy? I think they make a cute couple. Don’t you? Even with the difference in their ages. She already has a thing for him, but she won’t admit it. Even to herself. Didn’t you see her light up when he jumped?”

“Sammy. Please. How did I lose control of this conversation? I want to tell you what he said.”

“Sure. I didn’t mean to break in. It’s just she had to make sure his coffee was just right. And she was sitting so… “

“Samara, please.” 

She just laughed and turned on her puppy dog eyes. “What did he say, Baby?”

“Uh… I forgot…”

“Really? You forgot?” she batted her eyes a few times and grinned.

“Uh... He said the case is definitely a homicide now. They ruled out accident based on what I found with the parachute. And they ruled out suicide because the rotator cuff muscles were torn right before he died, and of course, because the couple heard him screaming. Let’s see what else. The parachute was stolen and reported, but the policeman didn’t file the report. The guy that rigged the chute felt pretty bad until they told him I thought the pack was perfect. He hinted at but did not specifically say, but I wonder if they also considered it to be a homicide because the chute was stolen. That act shows premeditation, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, it does, but only if it was stolen for the sole purpose of committing murder.”

“Oh. I see. There is one more thing I can tell you, but we can’t let anybody know. Particularly Sissy and George.”

“Okay. But why them?”

“The man who died was one of the brothers that kidnapped them. He was the leader and made his younger brother do the dirty work. I know you heard the story of how God used me to free Sissy and George from Clay and Cletus.”

“Who? What were the men’s names again?”

“Clay and Cletus.”

Samara became pale. She wobbled a little and had to find a place to sit down. Powell saw she needed help and held her up until he could put her in a chair. “I can’t… I can’t believe it.”

“Believe what?”

“The slimy lawyer I worked for… he had worked with those two before. And then they got arrested a second time months before Sissy and George. He worked for them then too. He got them off because of some stupid prosecutor who owed him a favor. The charges were dropped. This was right before I got fired. I had to work on that case. I kept trying to find a way to make sure the charges weren’t dropped. I didn’t have enough experience to stop that scum bag I worked for.” She stopped to wipe tears from her eyes. When she could go on, “Po, I never knew it was the same men. No one ever said their names. It was a different part of the state. I had no idea. If he hadn’t gotten those two off Sissy and George would have never been kidnapped.”

“It's okay. It's not your fault. I know you tried. And I know you well enough that you tried really hard. That lawyer had a lot of people under his control, didn’t he?”

It took her a little while  to answer, “Yes. Lots and lots. But the one is dead now? Sissy and George are safe? That sleazy lawyer is in jail?”

“Yes. All that is true.” He then whispered scriptures in her ear, like she always did for him. In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will. It calmed her too. Then he said, “And remember God doesn’t make accidents. If they had never been kidnapped, they might still be living on the streets. And Mario and Stephanie would not have been able to adopt them. So, you are alright now? I didn’t like seeing you go so pale so quick. Don’t do that again.”

“Okay, Po. Then don’t spring any more news on me like that.” After a few minutes, she stood and looked much better.  “What else did Agent Stone say?”

“I think that about covers it. No suspects yet and they don’t know how the parachute was tampered with.”

That helped change Samara’s mood and get the blood flowing and her imagination. “The FBI hasn’t figured it out? Well, then we should retire to the barn… I mean your laboratory. We’ll go out there and get to work. You will try some things to see what works.” Samara tried the European accent she had seen in movies, “I vill be your Igor.”

Po laughed at her, “You’re too cute to be Igor.”

“Yeees, master.”

“Uh, no. Don’t call me that. It's creepy.”

“Yeees, boss.”

“Maybe. How about ‘yes, doctor?’”

“Yeees, doctor.”

“Your still too cute.”

She stood then bent over a little like the actor in the movies and messed up her hair. “Yeees, doctor.” Samara noticed he was quiet all of a sudden. She looked up and he was looking behind her. Turning her head, she could see he was looking at her in the mirror. They hadn’t gotten very far at getting dressed and he started playing with the waistband of her underwear. “Zee doctor like to look Igor? Thees ees new. Zee doctor has kinky side.” Powell laughed and picked her up then threw her on the bed. She lost her accent, “Oh! Doctor!”

Later in the barn, Powell showed Samara the work he had done so far. He had a small whiteboard with four main areas defined by lines.

	Pray, then give the credit to God


	Water stains

Rust

Nicked cable

Torn canvas

Damaged rivet

	Cable held in place

No clips or wire ties

Nothing found inside the pack

No chance that device removed 


	Water

Cryogun

Sugar

Vegetation

Gummy bear

	Sabotage went away

Melted and evaporated?

Eaten?

Another chemical that melts?


		


He had a parachute pack and harness hanging from an old wooden beam. There were extra ropes between the wood and the harness to bring it down to his level. Inside the harness, he had several sandbags. Along the side of an old horse stall, he had some crates stacked with boards across them to make a crude workbench. On the workbench, he had a laboratory style water bottle that had a tube bent at ninety degrees. Squeezing the container will cause a stream of water to come out. Besides that, he had a stainless-steel thermos, and the cap was taped on. He also had several things from the kitchen. Samara recognized a couple of things she had been searching the house for. She went over to the whiteboard and picked up the marker. In the top left box, she wrote, ‘torn rotator cuff.’ Then she asked, “Is ‘cryogun’ what I think it is?”

“Yes. It is the freezy-freezy dohicky you mentioned.”

“Hey. Get it right. I said freezy-freezy thingamajig. Thing. A. Ma. Jig. Please try to get it correct.” She laughed. “And in this box, I see sugar, vegetation, gummy bear. Wouldn’t we have seen a little residue of one of those left behind?”

“Yes, probably.”

“And in the lower left where it says ‘eaten?’ I think we would have seen marks from teeth if it had been a mouse or something like that.”

“Yes, you’re right. And we probably would have seen evidence of an insect if it was eaten that way too.”

“And here it says, ‘other chemical,’ do you know of anything?”

“No. I want to ask around but feel like I can’t because I want to keep this a secret like Agent Stone asked. An internet search hasn’t provided anything useful.”

“That pretty much leaves only water or ice.”

“Yes. But I’ve tried it a dozen times. Different amounts of water, different orientations of the pack, waiting for a little while or freezing it right away. Nothing worked.”

She circled the words water and cryogun. “The line on the top was pretty smart.” She walked over and held on to him. “Let’s do that now.” They were silent for a couple of minutes, “Did you try applying the nitrogen first? That came to me while we prayed.”

“No. Never thought of that. Let’s try.” They walked over to the workbench. “Here, put on the safety glasses. I have another pair right here.” Powell picked up Samara’s turkey baster he took from the kitchen then removed the cap and stopper from the thermos. He used the baster to suck up a little liquid nitrogen. “Grab the water bottle.” She picked up the bottle and followed him to the parachute pack. He applied the nitrogen around the cable and rivets of the bag then Samara squeezed the container and the water squirted onto the canvas. It froze instantly. Powell pulled on the ripcord. It held fast. He pulled harder. The fabric started to pull loose from the rivet. 

“Igor, it worked!”




Chapter Ten

Samara thought it was too late to call Agent Stone that night. So, Powell was going to wait until he was at work the next morning. He usually left early so he would be one of the first of his shift to get in. He would make coffee for the other men and women on the crew. Sometimes he would stop and get donuts. That morning Samara saw him to the door and watched him get in his decrepit old car. When he started it, the noise was awful, and the engine had begun smoking some time recently. She prayed that he would make it into work without incident. But at least it was a pleasant morning if he did have to walk. Then she remembered the blue pickup. “Lord, I still want to get that pickup for my husband. Please?” This time she used the words out loud.

She was at work a couple of hours later. Jamey was knocking on her door just as the phone rang. He waited to see if he should leave or not. “Hello? Oh, hi Po, how are you doing? Do I want a dog? Did I hear that right? Well…I guess so. Hello? Hello? Are you there?” She looked up at Jamey. “Looks like I’m getting a dog. And if you heard my end of the conversation, you know just as much about it as I do.”

“That’s great. You’ll love it. Dogs have a way of getting into your heart.” He came over and put an envelope on her desk. “This is your portion of the profit sharing for last year. This is just the receipt for the direct deposit. But it was a terrific year for us, and you were a big part of it. Without your input, the income for our office would have been significantly less. So, enjoy this little bonus. You earned it.”

“Thanks, Jamey. For the check and the compliment.”

“I believe there will be more checks like this for all of us.”

She waited until he left the office to open the envelope and then she couldn’t believe how much it was. She got up and nearly ran into Jamey’s office. “Jamey, there has to be a mistake. This check is huge. Is the decimal point in the wrong place? I can’t believe this is right.”

Jamey took the paper from her and looked at the amount. “Nope. It’s right. I trust my accountant. Love her too, by the way. I could give you more if you need it.”

“No. No. It’s fine. I just never expected this. Not this much.”

“Okay. Take the day and go shopping. We are caught up on everything as far as I know.”

“Yes, we’re caught up. There is really nothing pressing for me to work on. Thanks again, Jamey.” She walked back to her office. When she went in, she looked out the window and saw the traffic going by. In all the cars and trucks, she saw a bright blue pickup. “Oh no! Somebody bought it.” She watched it a little while then saw the sides were made different. It was not the same. She started to go back to Jamey’s office but then turned to go to the phone to call the dealer. Before she got to the desk, she turned around again to go see Jamey, then back again to the phone. All the time, she was waving the paper in the air. Finally, she calmed down and sat at her desk and opened the browser on the computer. She found the site for the dealer and his inventory still had the pickup listed. She called immediately.

“Hey, Jamey, how’s it going?” the dealer answered his phone.

“This isn’t Jamey. It’s Samara Ellison. I am calling about the blue pickup.”

“Oh. Great. The caller ID shows Jamey’s office. He helped us out a lot with an inheritance my wife got a few years ago. I assumed it was him calling. Tell him I said hello, please. And if he needs a car, I’ve got a beauty for him. I’m sorry. You said the blue pickup. It’s still here. Would you like a test drive? I can arrange to finance as well.”

“I wanted to buy it for my husband. I should check it out though, shouldn’t I?”

“Great. Tell me why you are calling from Jamey’s office. Did he help you with some legal thing? Did he help you because of a car accident? Those things happen.”

“No. I work for him. I am the office paralegal.”

“Great. Great. Listen. Since you work for Jamey, I’ll help you out as much as I can. Plus, I really want to sell that truck. It was my son’s. He joined the Army and is in paratrooper training right now. He thought it would be best to sell it rather than let it just set. I don’t understand, though why there have not been dozens of people looking at it. It is a beautiful truck. In perfect shape. Low miles.”

“Wait a minute. Did you say your son is a paratrooper?”

“Yes, I did. I am really proud of my boy.”

“That’s what my husband did.”

“No, kidding? Great. What’s your husband’s name? You said, ‘Ellison.’ Is it Powell?”

“Yes. Do you know him?”

“Yes, I certainly do. He came in here a few weeks ago. A customer had a heart attack right here in our showroom. Your man hooked him up to a machine and brought him back from the dead. I told him I would give him a special deal right then and there. He said he would let me know but wasn’t thinking about spending money on a car right then.”

“Well, he certainly needs one now. And he looks at that bright blue truck every time we drive by. How much are you asking for the pickup?”

“Let me see,” he answered. Samara could hear the clicking of computer keys. No, that wasn’t right; it was too loud. It was the clicking of an old adding machine. She listened to the motor noise when it printed out a total on the tape. He named a number, then another for taxes, and another for the license, and so on. Finally, he gave her the total. Ten dollars less than the amount of the check Jamey just gave her.

“I’ll take it. Well, based on actually seeing how good it looks up close. I wish I could get Jamey there to see it. I could use his opinion too. I think I want to surprise Powell with this.”

“Great. Not a problem. I’ll drive it down to your office and you and Jamey can both look it over out at the curb.”

“Gre… I mean perfect.”

“See you in half an hour.”

Samara hung up the phone and started yelling before she even got up from the chair. “Jamey…Jamey… guess what?” She ran down the hall and went into his office. “Jamey, I just spent this whole check. Already.”

“That was fast. And you didn’t even leave the office. Samara, what on earth did you do?”

“I’m buying a pickup for Po. The dealer is bringing it here. It’s bright blue and so pretty.”

“Bringing it here?”

“He offered to do that for me. You helped him with his wife’s inheritance a few years ago. I said I would like to get your opinion. Is that okay? Do you have time to look at it before I give him the check?”

“Sure. I’d be glad to do that for you. Are you going to surprise Po with this?”

“Yes. He has been drooling over this pickup every time we drive by.”

In twenty minutes, the truck was outside. Samara had shown Jamey the numbers the dealer had given her. Jamey took the figures and looked up the truck information from the same website she had been on a few minutes earlier. Then he looked up the suggested retail for that make and model on another web site. A third web site had records showing it had never been in an accident. He was shocked that she was getting such a deal. If it looked that good in person, he would not have any issue telling her to buy it. 

When he looked at the truck, he was really impressed. It was loaded with extras, and everything on it was stock. It was perfect all the way around. “Samara, you’d be crazy to not buy this. Crazy.”

Samara hadn’t thought about how she was going to give the dealer the money. “I feel so stupid. I got so excited I forgot to ask. Should I run to get a cashier’s check?”

“Mrs. Ellison, since you are Powell’s wife and work for Jamey, I will take your personal check. If you need to drop it off later, I can do that too. In the meantime, here are your keys.”

“I have my checkbook up in the office.”

“Great. Let’s go on up, and we can sign the papers. I brought them all along with me.”

After signing everything, she took the rest of the day off. Jamey drove her car home for her, and she brought him back. She offered to let him drive the pickup, but he declined. When Samara got back home, she parked it in the barn, so it was hidden inside. Then she had to wait for her husband to get off work. It was torture for her to have to wait.

She was sitting on the porch swing in her shorts and tank top waiting for him. He was about half an hour late. She assumed he was on a call until she saw an old beat-up wrecker coming up the drive. In the cab, she could make out the profile of two men and a dog. When it got closer, she could see it was Powell in the passenger seat. The wrecker stopped in the drive, and Powell shook hands with the driver and got out. Then he got a large bag of dog food off the truck’s bed. He grabbed the dog’s leash, and it hopped out and followed him up the drive. It looked like a German Shepard mix. “Po, what happened to your car?”

He was smiling and upbeat, which really confused her. “The engine blew. I mean it really locked up. I coasted into the nearest drive, and it just happened to be the junkyard. So, I just signed the paper, and that car is his now. He was kind enough to give me a ride home. Me and Brutus. Isn’t that right boy?” He reached down and rubbed the dog’s head. Samara walked down the steps and squatted down in front of the dog. He pushed his head forward and sniffed her, so she rubbed his head too.

“He’s a sweet dog. Yes, you are. You are such a good boy.” The dog wagged its tail then sat down in front of her and just stared at her. “Po, I still don’t understand about your car. Why aren’t you upset?”

“I was for a minute. Then I decided I’d let God handle it. So, I haven’t made any decisions or given it much thought. This is a new tactic for me. Besides I was starting to hate that car. It was always breaking down. I just don’t know how I’m getting to work.”

“I like the new tactic.” Inside though she was so excited to give him his truck, she could hardly wait. If she changed subjects, it might help her remain calm. “Now tell me about the dog.” 

He told her that they had to attend to some minor injury at the shelter, and he found this dog that was up for adoption. It looked at him like it knew him. He just couldn’t leave without it. “I’ve never had a dog before. I’ve never had any pet. Didn’t you say you had dogs while you were living with your parents?”

“Yes. We always had a pet dog. Always lots of fun. And when things weren’t going right for me, they would comfort me.”

“I hope Brutus will do that for you now. You can tell him all about what is going on at work, even if you can’t tell me.”

“I will.”

“Did anything exciting happen today?”

Samara didn’t want to lie, so she prepared the answer ahead of time. “No compelling cases or people at work for me today. In fact, it is a little slow right now, and we are all caught up with everything.”

“Good. Do you want me to help with supper?”

“No. I had nothing to do at work, so I came home early. It’s already on the table except the meat is being kept warm in the oven.” She was as calm as ever – on the outside.

During supper, they talked about all the routine things they usually talked about. This time though Brutus was sitting in the kitchen watching. He ate his supper out of a salad bowl, and his water was in a cake pan. As a result, they started making a list of supplies the dog would need besides food and a bed. Finally, they finished supper, and Samara said the three of them should go out for dessert.

“Where do you want to go?” Powell asked.

“You know if you go past my office about half a mile, there is a drive-in. They still have carhops that bring the food out to your car. I think that looks like fun. We can go get a root beer and ice cream for dessert. Or maybe go all out and get a root beer float.”

“Isn’t that the place where the guys drive all the fancy cars? And gals too. I mean women drive cars too. But fancy gals sort of fits.”

“Why… yes, I believe it is.” She was losing her calm exterior.

“Won’t your soccer mom SUV seem out of place?”

“Who says we're taking the SUV?” Now she was beaming all over.

“Are we walking? Taking a taxi?”

“Let’s go check the barn. Come on, Brutus. Let’s go check the barn.” She ran to the back door and opened it, then checked to see if the dog was following her, then ran the rest of the way to the barn. The dog was running beside her barking like he knew what was going on.

“Sammy, what are you doing? Slow down and tell me.” He caught up with her just before she made it to the barn door. He grabbed her by the waist, and she was laughing so hard she couldn’t talk. She just pointed at the door. He looked at her with a severe but quizzical face. He slid the door open and found his bright blue shiny pickup. “What did you do? How? Why? Sammy?”

“I got a huge bonus. Profit sharing. And I blew it all right away on my husband.” She pulled a key out of her short’s back pocket. “God answered my prayer to be able to get this pickup for you. But right now, Brutus wants you to take me for root beer.” She went over to the driver’s door and opened it. “Come on, boy. Jump in.” Brutus jumped in and went to the rug she put on the seat for him. Then she slid in so she would be between Powell and the dog. Powell was wiping tears from his eyes.


Chapter Eleven

When they got to the drive-in Samara decided she would treat since she had ten dollars left from her big bonus check. They got a root beer float to share. When the carhop brought out the tray, Powell used the power switch to roll down the window, and it went all the way down. Then he had trouble controlling it going up. It took a few tries to get it exactly where he wanted it. “Sorry. New truck.”

The young woman smiled and put the tray on the window and Samara leaned over Powell to give her the money. “Keep the change.” Then she saw there were two large dog biscuits on the tray. “Here you go, Bru baby.” Then she looked at Powell. “No. That’s not right. Bru puppy. That’s better. Or Brubru puppy. Yes, I like that. Here you go Brubru puppy.” And she gave him one of the biscuits and rubbed his head. She leaned over close to the dog and made kissing noises. “Bru pup. Or maybe just Brutus.” Then looking at Powell, “So, Po, did you call Agent Stone today?”

“Yes.” Then nothing but a long silence.

“So… tell me about it!” she punched his arm.

“He said I shouldn’t have been attempting to try that at home. But he’s glad I did. They weren’t getting anywhere and hadn’t thought of trying the nitrogen first as you suggested.”

“Like Jesus told me. Remember?”

“Yes. And that’s what I told him. That seemed to intrigue him. He said he’s not used to hearing that from anyone. I think he is getting curious, and I think he is starting to feel the need to start praying. He might want to become Christian one of these days.”

“I hope so. Let’s pray that he does. And Liz. Sometimes I felt like she wanted to be a friend to me. I wonder if she is lonely? Or missing that element in her life.”

“Could be. When we see them we should make an effort.”

“Are they coming?”

“Yes. In a few days. When I have a day off, they will be here to look at the experiment I did. They might have more information. There is still no suspect or motive.”

“They’ll get it soon. I feel it when I pray.”

“You know what? I do too.”

Brutus smelled the other dog biscuit and nosed Samara’s arm. Then he looked over at the tray where she left the cookie. “Po, he is so sweet. Look at how polite he is asking for the other treat. Aren’t you, Brubru? You’re just a sweet little puppy.”

“Brutus, if the sweet talk gets to be too much let me know. I’ll roll down the window so you can gag outside.”

They finished and headed to the pet food store. Po was glad to have a pickup because they really loaded up on stuff. They bought a bed, more food, treats, toys, dishes, and another leash. Samara went to the engraving machine and bought a tag with his name on it. They were just about to head to the checkout when someone yelled, “Brutus! How good to see you!” Brutus pulled Samara over to an elderly woman who leaned way over to get near his face. She used both hands to rub his head, and his tail was going crazy. “Oh, such a good boy.” Then she looked at Samara and Powell. “Did you just adopt him?”

“Yes, we did,” Powell answered. “I was at the shelter today, and I felt like he picked me out.”

“Well, you are going to love Brutus. He is a sweetheart and so protective.”

Samara asked, “How do you know Brutus?”

“My neighbor had him. She just passed a few days ago. No one had room to take the dog, so he had to go to the shelter. It was such a shame. I really wanted him, but I have no room and couldn’t afford it anyway. I am just here to get a little bit of food for my elderly cat.”

Now Powell wanted to know, “Did you say he was protective?”

“Yes. Someone tried to break into Hellen’s house, and he knocked the man down and sat on him until the police got there. But still, he is so good with children and the elderly. He only seems to have a problem with people who want to hurt someone. I don’t know how he knows. Someday when you have babies of your own, you’ll see how he will love them and protect them.”

“Oh, thank you for letting us know,” Samara said. “Do you know how old he is?”

“Let’s see. She got him in May a year ago, and he was only eight weeks old. That means he would have been born the last week of March a little over a year ago.”

“Well, Brutus, you really are a puppy, aren’t you?” Samara squatted down and rubbed his ears.

Later, when they got home, Samara moved Brutus’ bed beside their bed upstairs. She went down to find him, and he was laying on the floor in the living room. “Come on, boy. Let’s go to bed.” She patted her leg and started walking up the stairway. Brutus stood, then walked into another room. She followed to see what he was doing. He walked all around the room, then left and went into the kitchen and did the same thing. When he had completed his rounds, he followed Samara up the stairs, where he found his bed and went to sleep. She told Powell how the dog made sure the house was secure before going to bed. 

“He must feel like that is his job. I was just hoping he would be good company.”

In the middle of the night, Samara woke up and checked on the dog. He was sleeping soundly and breathing loud. She rolled over and shook Powell’s arm. “Hey, Po? You awake?”

“I am now. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I just wanted to say in the winter don’t turn the seat warmer in your pickup all the way up for Brutus. Just leave it on low, so he doesn’t get too hot. Good night.” And she rolled back over.

Now Powell was awake and was having trouble getting back to sleep. “Hey, Sammy? Did you go back to sleep yet?”

“I did. I am not here. Please leave a message.”

“The next time you get a bonus check, you should blow it all on yourself. Do you know what you would get?” Then he rolled over to go back to sleep. “Good night, Sammy.” Now she was wide awake thinking of what she needed.

In a few days, it was one of the Sundays that Powell had to work. He was up early and kissing Samara goodbye before she was up. “Brutus has already been outside and fed. He will probably want some exercise later. Walk him around the property and let him explore. I’d keep him on a leash for now, just in case. Love you. See you later.”

When Samara fully woke up an hour later, she found Brutus in his bed, all curled up. She found Powell had left her breakfast for her on the stove. She just had to warm it up a little. And he put a rose on the counter from the bush outside. Brutus came and lay down at her feet as she ate, and as soon as she finished, he went over to the door, so Samara put her tennis shoes on and grabbed his leash. Before she could get it on him, he started growling, which frightened her. She relaxed a little when she saw he was intently looking outside and growling. She thought it must be a squirrel or something that had his attention. She got him hooked up and braced herself when she opened the door. She did not brace hard enough.

Brutus hit the back porch running toward the barn. Samara had the leash in her hand and not around her wrist. The slight amount of slack in the strap when she opened the door meant he had about two feet to gain momentum before it was taut. The leather came clear out of her hand before she could react. She had the presence of mind to check her pocket for her phone, then took off after him. He was going around the barn before she got off the back porch. “Brutus!” she called over and over. All she could do was run after him and hope that he would stop long enough that she could get a hold of him. Samara always felt if she wished for something, it would be a prayer. God knew that was what she really meant. And sometimes she was just too busy to make it a prayer. Like when chasing her dog across the barnyard.

She lost sight of him when he went around the barn, then he stopped barking. Samara knew she would just have to search for him all around the property and maybe even the neighbors. She stopped to think and pray. When she prayed, she got the idea that perhaps he went into the barn. There had to be good smells in there for a dog to explore. She went to the door where Powell was doing his experiments. She opened the door and walked in. Then, went in the dark over to the big switch that would turn on the lights. As she reached for the switch, someone grabbed her arm.


Chapter Twelve 

Samara didn’t faint like she thought she would if someone ever grabbed her. She remained calm and kept talking to God. The hand that grabbed her wrist let go, and the lights came on. “I have a gun. Don’t do anything.”

“Okay… What do you want?”

“I need some food and something to drink. Then I want a car, so I can get out of here. You are not going to call the cops either. Give me your cell.”

“Sure. Here.” And she gave him the phone. “Let’s walk up to the house, and I’ll fix you some food. My husband will be back in a few minutes,” she lied.

“No, he won’t. I saw him drive off to work early this morning. I saw the uniform. He won’t be back for hours.”

“Okay. Just don’t hurt me, please.”

“That’s not my style. I don’t hurt people like my brother did.”

That’s when Samara recognized him. She started to say his name but thought maybe she would be better off if she acted like she did not know him. “Okay. Let’s go to the house. I’ll get something for you to eat. Then you can take my car.” She started toward the door slowly. He grabbed her elbow and guided her toward the door to let her know he would be only a step behind her if she tried anything. He poked her in the back with the barrel of the pistol. She wanted to put him at ease, so she asked, “Why did you talk about your brother in the past tense? Did he leave?”

“No. He died.”

“Sorry to hear that. Do you miss him?”

“Quiet. Stop with all the talking. I don’t miss him, I hated him. He was always pushing me around.”

“Still, you must have loved him at some point.” As she said this, he spun her around and raised the gun over his head so he could bring it down and hit her with it. Just as his arm started to come down, there was a black and brown streak flying through the air. Brutus hit him full force in the back, and the man fell on his face. To cushion his fall, he put his hands out, but that meant he dropped the gun and it fell at Samara’s feet. She just had to step forward to put her weight on it to keep him from getting it. That wasn’t really necessary since Brutus had the man’s wrist in his mouth and was pulling him away. She picked up the weapon and turned it so she could point it at him. She had no idea what to do. “Hold still. I don’t want to have to shoot you.” Then she yelled at her dog. “Brutus, let go. Let him go. Release. Beg. Sit. Roll over.” She tried to remember what she had done with her dogs long ago. “Brutus, leave it!” Brutus let go of the man’s hand but stood within a foot of his face growling and snarling. “Good boy, Brutus.”

“Careful with that gun. I already released the safety. And this dog. Call him away.”

“No, the dog stays where he wants and now that I have things under my control… Let’s see what is first? How about you take my phone out of your pocket and call the police. Tell them a woman has you at gunpoint. That will get them here fast, won’t it? No. What I want you to do is tell them exactly what happened. Tell them slowly and calmly. Don’t leave out anything. Got it?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Alright, Cletus. While you are talking, we will walk up to the house. You will have to make yourself something to eat because I am not putting this gun down for anything.”

“Yes, ma’am… Hey… how did you know my name?”

“Call first.” She waved the pistol back and forth to get his attention. He told the emergency operator all about hiding in the barn overnight, then watching as Powell went to work. He said about grabbing Samara and holding her at gunpoint until the dog knocked him down. Now she has the gun but is very calm. Samara told him the address, and he repeated it. Then he ended the call and held the phone out to her with it between two fingers. He had it at arm’s length, and she carefully reached over with her free hand and took it. “Cletus, walk to the house, and we’ll find something for you to eat and drink. Like I said you’ll have to do it yourself.” Then she continued, “I worked for that crooked lawyer in Manhattan that got you and Clay off. He got the charges dropped because a shady prosecutor owed him a favor. That’s how I know your name.”

It took ten minutes for the police to get there. They found Cletus sitting on the front porch steps eating a ham sandwich and drinking iced tea. There was an apple beside him with a few bites out of it. Samara was sitting in the porch swing with the gun still in her hand. Brutus was sitting on the sidewalk right in front of Cletus. Brutus wouldn’t even blink even though there was a small piece of ham in front of him. The officer who got there first told Cletus to stand and put his arms behind him. Samara asked to let him finish his sandwich. That confused the policeman a little, but he relented. She walked over and handed the gun to the policeman, and he stuck it in his pocket after fixing the safety. Cletus finished his sandwich and took a big drink of tea as the second patrol car pulled up. He slowly turned and put his hands behind him. “Thank you for the food. It was very kind of you.”

“You’re welcome. You know it is what Jesus wants me to do.” Then she walked over closer to him. “I am sorry about your brother. You may not have been on good terms all the time, but I am sure it was still awful to lose him like that. I really am sorry.”

“That lawyer you worked for. Just to be sure we’re talking about the same guy. Was it Bass?” She nodded. “We had a nickname for him. We called him ‘Bass-tard.’ I wish I’d never seen him. He got the charges dropped alright, but the cost was terrible. He was the one who wanted us to kidnap that young girl. She was to be the payment for his services.” He paused as Samara’s eyes grew wide. Then where the policeman could hear every word, “It was Bass that killed Clay. We were all going to jump out of an airplane. He had some big scheme to make some money. The pilot was someone who owed that creep too. Bass laughed when Clay jumped out. He told me what he did to the parachute. He said it was supposed to be me, but Clay wanted to go first. I think he knew. I mean I think Clay knew. Clay jumped to save me.” The policeman put him in the back of the car and that car left. The first car there stayed there.

“Ma’am, I am to stay here until your husband gets here. He is on his way. Can you tell me everything that happened?” Samara told him everything she saw and did. “The dog tackled him, huh? A pretty good dog, I’d say.” He got down on one knee, and Brutus came up to him. That was what Powell saw when the ambulance pulled up in the drive. A police car in the yard with the lights still flashing, Samara on the porch steps, and a policeman playing with Brutus in the front yard.

“Sammy? Are you okay?”

That was all it took to breakdown the floodgates. “Oh, Po!” and she started crying. He held her for a long time as she cried. She was still crying when the police left, and the ambulance crew left without Powell. She cried until Powell had to pick her up and carry her into the living room. Brutus followed and looked very concerned. Finally, after half an hour, she was able to calm down enough to tell him all about what happened.

“You know what we have to do don’t you, Sammy?”

“What’s that?”

“We have to call Agents Stone and Hardy.”




Chapter Thirteen

Agents Stone and Hardy were in the car, going back to their office from interviewing someone at the airport when Liz’s phone rang. “Hello? This is Agent Hardy.”

“Oh, hi, Samara, how are you? How is   Powell?” Agent Stone groaned inside. He was going to have to listen to one side of a phone conversation again. He didn’t know if it was work or personal yet, so he didn’t know if he should listen. He had to hear it no matter what, so it was just a matter of how much energy he had to put into it.

“What kind of trauma? But you and your husband are okay?” That got Agent Stone’s attention.

“Okay start at the beginning, that’s fine. But listen, Samara, I am going to repeat some things you say for Fran, I mean Agent Stone. Is that okay?” she smiled into her phone. “Good, go ahead.”

“Oh? Is it a big dog?”

“Brutus sounds like a good name for a dog. I have always liked German Shepherds.” Fran started losing interest.

“Oh no! Just a second.” Liz tilted the phone away from her mouth. “Fran, they got a big dog. It’s a German Shepherd mix, and it is named Brutus. He ran away from her.” Fran wondered why that was important. Then she put the phone back to her ear. “Go on.”

“Yes, I remember the barn. We didn’t go in it, but I remember seeing it.”

“That sounds like a good idea. I bet he would want to explore the barn.”

“Yes, there would be lots of smells for a dog to investigate.” Fran was getting a little frustrated.

“I didn’t know Powell set up a space to experiment in there.”

“It is his mad scientist lair? Oh, Samara, that’s funny.”

“Oh my… Oh… my… goodness…”

“Did he hurt you?” Now Fran was getting interested again. Then they hit a pothole and some railroad tracks. “Just a minute.” She moved her phone again, “Fran pull over.” And she pointed at the curb. He pulled over and put the car in park and turned to look at Liz.

“He did?”

“Did it leave a bruise?”

“Brutus didn’t? Really?”

“Wow! This is incredible.” Fran was about to start pulling his hair. That would have been a trick since it was only a quarter inch long.

“Samara, you are the only person I know who would do that.” Fran started drumming his fingers on the steering wheel, then stopped. He thought that might seem rude.

“I’m glad you called. We will be there soon. Bye, sweetie.” Liz cringed when she realized what she just called Samara.

All Fran said was, “So…?” 

“Turn around. We’re going to the airfield and take a plane back to Albany. Samara captured Cletus. She says it happened because she prayed, and then God used their dog.” Then she filled him in with the other details of the event. “Can you believe it? She’s got a bruise on her back from where he poked her with the barrel of the gun, then she fed him… while holding his gun on him.”

“Was that where you said she was the only person you know who would do that? You’re right. No one would give someone a meal under those circumstances.” 

Fran was just about to start the car again when Liz’s phone rang again. She looked at the caller ID then answered. “Hello, Samara.” She looked at Fran. “She forgot something.” Then she listened, and Fran saw her eyes grow as she listened without saying anything. Finally, Liz said, “Yes, that is important. That changes a lot, doesn’t it? Listen to me, stay with Powell, and keep an arm around the dog. Don’t open the door. Make sure all doors and windows are locked. I am going to call to have someone come to watch your house until we get there. Goodbye.”

“That sounded ominous,” Fran said.

“Cletus said that the lawyer they used was the one to kill Clay. Roger Bass is his name. He is supposed to be in jail, isn’t he? I remember the name from reports about prostitutes being killed in a park.”

“Yes. Call the airfield. Have them get the chopper ready. We are getting there as fast as possible, and we are going to land right in their backyard.”

“First I am going to have someone local watch their house.”

“Good. You do that, then I’ll call the airfield.”

In twenty minutes, there was another police car in Samara and Powell’s driveway, and the two FBI agents were in the air flying toward the old farmhouse. Powell wasn’t paying any attention to what Samara was doing; he was so busy looking outside. He caught her just as she started to go out with a thermos of coffee. “Where are you going?”

“Just to give this to the police. And to tell them they can use the restroom inside the house if they need to.”

“I should have known. Do you have sandwiches too?”

“Good idea. I’ll do that in a minute.”

“No. I was just kidding.”

“Well, I’m not. I am going to give this to them. Then I will make some sandwiches.”

“No. Give me the coffee. I’ll take it out and exercise Brutus at the same time.”

“Okay. Be sure to tell them to come inside when they need to.”

He sighed heavily, “Okay, Sammy.” He set the coffee down as he got Brutus’ leash hooked to his collar, then the two delivered the coffee and Samara’s message. “Oh, by the way, she’s making sandwiches for you. I’m sure I’ll deliver them soon.”

It was getting dark already so Powell hurried Brutus to get his job done so they could go back inside. He felt kind of weird outside. Not really afraid, but just a little edgy. Creepy like there was something out there. Like a little kid worried about monsters under the bed. He got the dog inside then fed him, then went back to watch out the window. He didn’t really know what he was looking for or why. Just that since God, Samara, and Brutus captured a felon on the property, he felt uneasy. As he watched the police car’s roof lights came on and one of the officers came up to the front door to ask if it was okay to let a helicopter land in the field behind the barn. Powell said sure it was fine, then the man ran back to the car, and it went behind the house and to the side of the barn. It kept the lights on top flashing, and the headlights were lighting the field that used to have a few horses.

Soon they heard the sound of the helicopter rotors as it slowly lowered to land in the field. By going upstairs and looking out the second bedroom window, they could see the police car and the helicopter as it set down. Samara grabbed Powell’s arm out of reflex when she saw the two agents get out and run toward the house. She ran down the stairs to let them in the back door. When Liz came in, she and Samara hugged. Liz grimaced again. She was growing fond of Samara and Powell, and that was just not professional of her. Liz didn’t think about that long because a dog was trying to get her attention. She reached in her pocket then held her hands behind her. “Guess which hand. Which hand has the treat, Brutus?” He lifted his right paw, and she brought her left hand forward. “Here you go, boy. Good job.” Brutus took the treat and ate it in about two chomps. Liz squatted down and rubbed his head and neck.

Fran spoke up to get everyone’s attention, “Listen, please. While in the air we got more information. We knew Clay and Cletus were two of three that escaped from custody while being transferred to prison. What we did not know was the other escapee was their old lawyer, Bass. The three of them walked away from a transfer bus because Bass was able to make threats against a guard’s children. He convinced the guard he had friends who would harm the children if he did not let them go. What we don’t know yet, is why Bass wanted the two other men to go free with him. So, they started running and we, I mean other agents, have been gathering data on where they have gone, but have not been able to get the exact whereabouts to capture them. After Clay was murdered, it seems Bass and Cletus split up. We think Cletus escaped from him. Now that Cletus is in custody, only Bass is at large.”

Samara raised her hand, “Excuse me, Agent Stone. Did you know I worked for Bass in Manhattan?”

“There’s no need to raise your hand. No, I did not know that. It was not part of the report.”

“I was working there before Clay and Cletus were arrested the first time. I was a paralegal then too. Bass got the charges dropped. Then they were arrested again, and he got the charges dropped by dealing with a shady prosecutor. After that, I was fired and did not have any more dealings with Clay or Cletus.”

“That’s interesting. Could that be why Cletus showed up here? Because of that connection of long ago? Or was it because Powell captured the brothers and freed the two children? And yes, I know, Powell. It was not you  it was God. I am still getting used to that.”

Then Liz took over, “The problem now is that we don’t know where Bass is. The last movement recorded was a few days ago in western New York. We don’t know if he has moved back this way or had left the state. We are now classifying him as dangerous and possibly armed.”

Fran added, “Now we are planning on staying here overnight. Agent Hardy and I will take turns watching through the night. Is it alright if we sleep on the floor in the living room?”

“No, it is not,” Samara answered. “There is a second bedroom upstairs one of you can use, and the other can sleep on the sofa, or in the recliner. Feel free to make coffee or raid the refrigerator.”

“Liz, take the bedroom. I’ll take the first shift. Set an alarm to come down in four hours.”

“Sure, Fran.”

“Come on, Liz, I’ll show you the room. Oh. This will be like a slumber party... except not.” Samara showed Liz the room and the second bathroom upstairs.

Liz threw her ‘go bag’ on the bed and sat down. She patted the bed beside her. “Talk to me a little bit. I want to know more about what was going through your mind when you captured Cletus.” They talked for a little while, mostly about how prayer can be nonstop. Liz was finding this all fascinating, then Samara got some blankets from the closet, and one of the pillows from the bed. She then went down and gave them to Fran.

“Samara, I am going to go release the local police. They can go home now since Liz, and I are here. I’ll be right back. Lock the door while I am outside, but please, let me back in.”

A few hours later, the alarm on Liz’s cell phone sounded, and she woke and went down to let Fran get some sleep. She didn’t like the look on his face. He looked too worried. Fran pulled Liz by the elbow close so he could whisper, “It’s worse than I thought. When I went out to tell the patrolman he could go home he was sitting in the car. Right as he was leaving, he told me, ‘I am really starting to hate that Bass fellow.’ Nobody knows it is Bass except the four of us in the house. Bass had to get to the local police here. Particularly the patrol that was here.”

“What a profiler would say, Fran, is that he was warning you that Bass is here. If he were going to turn on us to help Bass, he would not have said anything. But Bass is definitely threatening him.”

In a couple of hours, Samara woke. She had been tossing and turning all night. Lying next to Powell helped her feel safe, or she would have been wide awake all night. She looked at the clock and knew that Liz would be watching now. Carefully she slid out of bed trying to not wake her husband. Then she crept down the stairs to see if Liz needed anything. She was trying to be quiet, but didn’t want to be so quiet she startled Liz, so she whispered, “Liz?”

“Yes, Samara. What are you doing up?” Liz whispered back.

“I just wanted to see if you needed anything.”

“I am fine, thank you,” Liz answered. “I have never met anyone like you. You are always trying to make others comfortable or happy. Others have been good hosts, but you take things to a whole other level.”

“It’s not me. It’s Who is in me.” She pulled her robe a little tighter and walked over next to Liz. “Pardon me if I shouldn’t be saying this. But I feel that we have a bond. Maybe if we weren’t in this situation, we would be friends.”

“Close friends, Samara. I am positive.”

“Good. Can we still be friends even like this?”

“I would like that. I don’t have many friends. It’s part of the job.”

“It wasn’t too long ago I had no friends at all. No husband. No job. No place to live. But I still believed in God, and I still prayed to him. I worshiped Him. I still do even though I have everything now. But back then, even when life was so hard, I couldn’t give up. I never believed that God did all of those things to hurt me. He allowed them to happen, and it wasn’t a punishment or anything like that. Someday I may understand, but I am not worried about that. I love Jesus, and I always will. It’s not because of what he gives me. It is just because of who He is. He was there with me. Even though everyone I knew was gone or had abandoned me, I never felt alone because I could feel His presence. Sleeping in a pile of trash and eating at a soup kitchen didn’t stop me from feeling His love. I had depression and bad times. Even anger. But I never lost the love or the trust.” Samara took Liz’s hands with both her hands. “I don’t know what it is like to be an FBI agent. It probably is lonely. If you let God into your life, at least you’ll have Him to talk to on long nights of surveillance like this. He’ll help you, and you will never feel alone. As your friend, I highly recommend you ask Him.”

“This is what I was praying for just before you came down. I was asking that I could understand so I could be more like you. Not just like you, but to have faith like you. I didn’t mean for God to wake you up and send you down here, but I’m glad you’re here. I guess the short version is I believe He exists, and I want to have forgiveness. I want to be a representative of good in the world like you and your husband. Like some of the others, I have met over the years. I just don’t feel like I know what to do.”

“I remember being a little girl. One day my mom had me at the department store, and I wandered away. I wasn’t doing anything but being curious. When I realized I was lost, I got pretty scared. I turned around and saw Mom had been watching me the whole time. She let me walk away as a lesson to me. When I saw her, I started running toward her, and she started running toward me. It’s that way with Jesus. We wander away from Him, or maybe we just never had the chance to start with. But He was there watching anyway and wanting us to turn around. When we decide to run to Him, He runs to us. All you have to do is decide. He’ll do most of the work. He’ll tell you what to say. Just try it. You’ll see.”




Chapter Fourteen

Mario was in the middle of negotiations to purchase a new twin engine plane. It was a beauty. It had high wings and tricycle landing gear, instead of being a tail dragger like his current plane. The rear elevator was high, up on top of the rudder. The sides and bottom of the aircraft were free from any obstructions to interfere with aerodynamics, so there was nothing a skydiver could get caught on. On the starboard side was a massive door that rolled up. It was operated from a switch in the cockpit and one more right above the door. Below the opening was a retractable running board, similar to those found on newer tall pickup trucks or SUVs. This running board, though, made it easy to get in and out of the plane’s cabin. It also gave skydivers a place to put their feet before they jumped. The aircraft was painted white and royal blue with gold accents. It was much bigger than anything Mario purchased before. It was big enough to take fifteen skydivers at once. His research and calculations made him feel confident that he could get that many at once and the plane would pay for itself in a few years. Mario had already been checked out by the salesman and had the plane to use for a few days while he was making up his mind. Today was to be another test flight. Stephanie was going to be the copilot for this flight. They told Sissy and George that they had to come along. George was excited and ready to go in about two seconds. Sissy was becoming a typical teenager. She had moody times, and she could lose her temper a little too easy. Mostly though she was a good kid, and Stephanie thought she was easy to raise. When she heard she had to go today Sissy got upset. It was not in her plans, and she didn’t like to have them changed at the last second. Finally, she agreed to go only if her boyfriend Lucas could go too.

He was not much of a boyfriend, in reality. They sat together at church and went to church and school functions. Sometimes they would talk on the phone, but not much. Sissy called him and invited him to come. He was eager to go on a test flight, but he had to watch his little sister Lucy. Sissy took a chance that it would be alright and told him to bring her along. Someone just had to go pick them up. When George found out, he got mad. He didn’t want to feel like someone was pairing him off with some dumb girl. Sissy thought little brothers could be so awful some days. All he had to do was be polite. He could do that.

Before they went down to get in the car to drive over and pick up the other two, Mario got a call. Four more passengers. Perfect. The plane would have ten people on board. That would give him an idea of how it would handle. Then he could throw more stuff in the back to give it a little extra weight, and it would be fully loaded. The four passengers would be Samara, Powell, and two of Simpson’s Skydiving School students, Liz, and Fran. Mario couldn’t remember them until Stephanie reminded him that those were the two he was to take the day he got sick. It turned out he tried something new at a Japanese restaurant the night before, and his insides didn’t like it. Stephanie was timid enough to avoid strange dishes, so she was fine.

When Samara’s SUV pulled up at the hanger, the others were still inside the hanger or office. Mario had the plane inside and was loading ballast in the back. He was careful to put just the right amount in the right places to imitate the weight of passengers. Stephanie was in the office, and the four children were milling about. George was careful to stay away from the girl, but he kept watching her. As Samara walked in the office door, Stephanie called out to her, “Samara, could you explain this to me?” She was holding the newspaper. The headline read, ‘LOCAL HOUSEWIFE APPREHENDS ESCAPED FELON.’ Then the whole story of what happened the day before. The piece was a little fairer than the headline. It started out saying that Samara had several roles, including a housewife, paralegal, and amateur skydiver. That morning her duties were of the domestic type. Stephanie recognized Cletus’s name, and she was angry, just like a mother bear protecting her cubs.

Fran saw what was going on and started explaining before Samara could answer, “It is time to be truthful with you. Could we have the children leave the room so I can tell you the whole story?” Mario ordered the children out into the hanger. George tried to stay back by the door to listen until his sister saw him and pulled him away by the ear. “Mario, Stephanie, we have not been honest with you, and it is part of our jobs to hold back some truth. Liz is not my wife. I am Agent Stone, and she is Agent Hardy. We are with the FBI from western New York.” He started at the beginning with needing Powell’s expertise in skydiving. Then finding it was murder and who it was that died. “Now we are on the trail of Bass. We were afraid he was in the area last night, so Agent Hardy and I stayed at the Ellison residence overnight for their protection. We slept in shifts, and that is why we look so worn out this morning.”

“Po and I hardly slept at all either. And Brutus got up at the slightest sound and would patrol the house,” Samara injected into the story.

Fran continued, “The reports we got early this morning was that some hikers found an injured man who fits Bass’ description. He is unable to walk and will need to be carried out. He tripped in an area that no vehicles could navigate in a state park. Our plan is for Mr. and Mrs. Ellison to jump out with me. Powell will be valuable as an EMT. I don’t think the two of us will be able to handle everything, so I agreed to let Samara go along too. Liz is still unable to jump out of a plane, but that is okay.”

Liz added, “I will fly along but stay on the plane. Other agents will meet these three with Bass at the edge of the impassible area. I will be in contact with Fran and the other agents. All we are asking you to do is fly over the area so these three can jump out. Fran and Powell will still have to tandem jump. Samara will have the EMT bag and other tools.”

Mario shrugged his shoulders. “Let’s go.” 

Stephanie just glared at them. “So? Of the men who kidnapped my children, one is dead, and the other is in jail? And he’ll stay there this time?”

“Yes. He will stay there.” Liz answered.

“And it’s Cletus? George said he was the nice one.”

“Yes. It is Cletus.”

“And now we are going off to find the man who kept getting them out scot free?”

“Yes,” Liz answered again.

“Can I have ten minutes with him?”

“Sorry. There are laws about that.”

Fran spoke again. “We need to go get him. We should hurry so we can get him out before dark.”

They all started walking to the new plane. Except for Liz. “Excuse me. I have to use the restroom. I’ll hurry. Everyone else, please, get on the plane.”

As they waited and watched for Liz to come to the taxiway, Mario warmed up the plane. Finally, she walked out of the office door. Liz was walking funny. All bent over to one side, and her face showed she was in pain. Right behind her was Bass. In his left hand, he had a handful of her hair. In his right, he held a gun to her head. Everyone froze except Fran. He took in every aspect of what was going on. He saw no way out. 

Bass yelled, “Hello, everyone. It looks like a nice day to fly over Canada, don’t you think?” Then he laughed. “And look at you. Is everyone going out to rescue me? I had such a bad fall. Why I think I broke my ankle. Just like Stephanie’s brother.” He laughed again. “How did I know that? I do my homework is how.” He pushed Liz to the plane and let go of her hair. “Get in,” he ordered. She saw the gun and saw the bulge in his coat where he put her weapon when he took it from her. “What we are doing today is making a nice sightseeing tour of New York, then we are going to accidentally fly over Canada where I’ll jump out. I should be able to hide long enough to let the trail grow cold. Don’t you think?”

He got on the plane after Liz. He forced her to sit in one of the rear-facing seats right behind the pilot’s seats. He kept his eyes roving from person to person. He stopped at the first circuit and demanded the gun from Agent Stone. Then he kept looking. He paused again when he saw Samara. “Looky there. The one that got away. Do you know how long I searched for you in the parks? So many women had to die while I tried to find you.” Samara wouldn’t respond to him. She just stared with a blank expression. Then he looked around some more. “Hey. I recognize you too.” He was looking at Sissy. “You were to be the payment to me for some legal services I performed. Too bad you got away.” She broke down and started crying. Her boyfriend just stared straight ahead. “Okay. Enough catching up with the lost chances. Get this plane in the air, or I will start hurting people. You already know I have the ability.”

Mario already had the engines running. Next, he pushed the button to close the door for the passenger compartment and started taxing to the runway. The plane was handling beautifully on the ground with all the passengers. Mario kept going through different scenarios in his mind of what he could do to rescue his family. Nothing seemed like it would work. Stephanie was still in the copilot’s seat, and she too was looking for a way to stop all of this.

One of the things Stephanie didn’t like about this plane was that there was no way for the pilot or copilot to get to the passenger section once the plane was loaded. There was a passage above the seats, but not enough room to crawl up and over. Mario joked with her that all he had to do was roll the plane over and fly upside down. Then she could slide on the ceiling to get to the back. Stephanie’s sense of humor didn’t go that far. But at this moment she would pay big bucks to have him do that so she could get to her children. 

As they taxied to the runway, everyone in the back got buckled in except for Bass. He stood so he could keep an eye on everyone, and he kept waving the gun around. The plane got to the runway, and Mario pushed on the brakes. He pushed the throttle full forward and let the engines rev themselves up. Then he let off the brakes, and the plane rushed forward and in seconds was airborne. He piloted the flight up to an altitude high enough to let people jump out. 

As they were climbing, Sissy noticed that Agent Hardy still had handcuffs in her blazer pocket. She didn’t do anything with them, just noted that they were there. She also looked around the interior of the plane. It had excellent comfortable seats with long seat belts. Long enough to let a person wearing a parachute sit and be buckled in. There was a fire extinguisher on the wall beside Samara. She didn’t think it would ever be good for anything. If the plane crashed and caught fire, was there any chance that the little fire extinguisher would do any good? Then she looked over at her little brother. With all that was going on, he was sitting there playing with a loose tooth.

Bass continued to stand and watch everyone. He kept staring at Samara and Sissy. It made everyone even more uncomfortable. 

Fran and Liz kept looking for any weakness or opening to take out Bass. Using secret signals, they let each other know they could not find a way out – not yet. 

Mario continued to let the plane cruise. It was a smooth, comfortable flight, and the new plane was a dream to fly. He looked down and decided it was time to open the door. He pushed the button, and the door rolled up in its tracks. Everything was still smooth, but a little noisier because of the wind going by outside. Until they hit an air pocket and fell dozens of feet. Everyone that was buckled in was okay. Bass was the only one not smart enough to sit and fasten a seat belt. He was the only one to hit his head on the ceiling. It was the break the agents were looking for. Fran and Liz unbuckled their seatbelts and sprang forward. But there was another air pocket, and Fran lost his balance and fell. He hit his head hard enough to stun him. He wasn’t unconscious, but close. Powell rushed to help him. Liz also fell, but she fell on Bass. He started struggling, and the arm with the gun hit George’s leg. George grabbed the man’s arm and bit him as hard as he could. The two missing front teeth made the bite uneven and more painful than anyone else’s bite. Bass screamed in pain and dropped the gun, and the weapon slid under a seat out of reach. Samara yelled, “Bass!” and he turned in time to get a face full of the dry fire extinguisher powder. Then she hit him in the head with the canister. He turned over to try to get up but now was disarmed and coughing so hard he could not get control. As he started to push up, Sissy jumped down to help Agent Hardy hold him to the floor. She got the handcuffs out of the agent’s blazer pocket and quickly fastened one end around one of his wrists. George and Samara jumped on Bass too, then helped Liz and his sister pull the man’s arms around where Sissy was able to fasten the other end of the handcuffs. Bass was fighting for his life, but now he was unable to use either arm. Sissy managed to get a seat belt around the cuffs and fastened. Samara pulled it tight. That kept Bass restrained against the seats.

Liz saw that Powell was helping her partner and Fran was moving and trying to get into a seat. As he sat down, she saw he was bleeding from the top of his head, and he had his hand on his head like it hurt a lot. She tried to move toward the back of the plane to get to him. As she did, she crawled between Bass and the open door. Bass kicked her, and she fell over just inches from the door. Powell moved to give her a hand. Bass was not done and kicked Liz one more time. This time she went out the door – with no parachute.


Chapter Fifteen

Every sane person in the plane looked on helplessly as Liz fell out the door. Everyone except Powell and Samara. Both still had their parachutes on. Neither hesitated. Powell was out the door in a second after Liz, and Samara was behind him by less than one more second. Samara was in a position to watch her husband, and she did everything just like he did. He pinned his arms to his sides, and she did too. He brought his legs together, and she also did. He lowered his head and started aiming himself toward Liz. Samara did the same thing; still watching every move. Liz was flailing her arms and legs and screaming. The flailing made her fall just a little less aerodynamic than the other two, thus a little slower. In a few seconds, Samara saw Powell grab Liz’s arm. “Yes!” she yelled, then realized she celebrated a little too soon. In her panic, Liz grabbed at Powell. She wrapped both arms and legs around him in a death grip that he could not break. Liz’s body was keeping Powell from reaching the ripcord. “No!” Samara screamed, then she went back into the aerodynamic pose and tried to catch her husband with the panicked woman.

Samara learned fast every time Powell took her skydiving. This was something he never taught her, but she seemed to know what to do. She stayed tucked in and aiming at the two falling out of control. She was gaining on them. Then she saw she was catching up too fast. She put her arms and legs out to slow down but not enough. She hit Powell face first. It was enough to hurt and bring tears to her eyes. Not enough tears to blind her, though. She grabbed the parachute harness and went to work. Samara got maneuvered around to his back and the opening to the pack. She grabbed the cable and pulled, but it would not come out. She just had the wrong leverage. She wrapped her legs around Powell, and for a few seconds, all three were falling as one. She kept changing position to get leverage. Finally with her feet against Powell she could pull hard enough that the cable came out. The drogue chute came out – then the main. Powell and Liz were jerked out of her grasp. She fell face up for a few more seconds and saw the chute open, and it looked beautiful. She then flipped over and pulled her ripcord with seconds to spare.

Powell could see his wife fall away from him. “Open it, Sammy! Open it!” Then he saw the drogue come out and the chute open. She was way too close to the ground. It opened fully just seconds before he saw it start to collapse again. She was already on the ground. He could only pray that she slowed enough before hitting. Then he noticed that his passenger had gone limp. He had a good grip around her waist and did not see her condition as he watched his wife fall. Powell continued to watch. He saw Samara stand and start collapsing her chute so it would not pull her away. “Thanks, Jesus.” She unbuckled it and let it go. He was relieved and was able to stop worrying about her just in time to start worrying about how he was going to land with Liz limp in his arms. He didn’t really come up with a plan, he just held on tight until they hit. The force took her out of his arms, and both fell onto the ground.

Powell was trying to stand, collapse his chute, look for his wife, and see if Liz was okay all at the same time. Finally, he got the parachute loose and turned to find his wife. She was about twenty yards away, and they ran into each other’s arms. Both so glad to see the other alive and unhurt. “Sammy, you saved me! Again. You saved my life for the second time.”

“I know. I’d do it again, you know.” She was talking into his chest since he was holding her so tight.

“You saved me. You saved me.”

“And you saved Liz. This is teamwork. Right? We are a team. You and I.” 

“Yes, we are. The best.” 

They held each other for a few seconds then she remembered her nose. “Po? Is my nose broken? It hurts.”

He looked at her nose from every angle then put his thumbs gently on each side and felt. Then he pushed a little harder. She winced a little but did not cry out. He kissed the end. “Nope. Not broken. Still the cutest little nose ever. What did you hit it on?”

“Your butt. It’s way too hard.”

“That was your nose? I thought you were trying to grab me in midair. I was thinking, ‘Samara, this is neither the time nor place.’”

“Hey. I’ll grab my husband’s butt whenever and wherever I feel like it.” She moved like she was going to hug him but put both hands on his buttocks and squeezed.

“Hey, you two. Get a room.” They heard from behind them.

“She’s awake!” Samara rejoiced.

“Barely.” Liz started to get up then fell back down. “I think I might just lay here and work on my tan for a little bit longer.” They barely heard the last words because Mario was buzzing them. He was coming in low and as slow as he could go to see if everyone was okay. Powell waved the one arm that was not hanging on to his wife. Samara shook both arms and jumped up and down. Liz lay there and shook the arm she was not leaning on. She tried to stand again but decided to just stay there in the grass a little longer. Every time she tried to get up, she felt a little faint. Powell and Samara gathered up the parachutes and stuffed them in the packs. Powell and Samara got on both sides of Liz and helped her up. They started walking before Liz could think of one important question. “Where are we?”

“Right where we started. Mario flew in a big circle. I only knew because I am so familiar with the view here from above. I know all the landmarks. Bass probably thinks we are in Canada.” They could hear the airplane again, but it was not flying. Mario was taxing as far out as he could and still stay on the pavement. He got close to where they were walking. The rollup door opened again, and Fran jumped out before the plane stopped. He had blood running down the side of his face and a bandage wrapped around his head. Sissy found the first aid kit and did a fair job stopping the flow of blood.

Fran ran over to Liz and grabbed her out of Powell and Samara’s arms. He hugged hard with both arms. “Lizzy… Lizzy… Lizzy… I thought I lost you. Oh, man, I am so glad to see you.” He started kissing her face. He kissed her forehead and her cheeks, around both temples.

After about the fifth kiss Powell and Samara started hearing ‘mouth’ over and over. Fran kept kissing, and they kept hearing that same word. ‘Mouth… mouth…’ And it kept getting louder.

Finally, Fran stopped and looked at Liz. “What are you saying?”

“Mouth. Kiss me on my mouth!” Fran laughed and kissed her hard. She grabbed his head to hold him in, and they lost their balance and landed in a heap. They just kept kissing.

Powell took Samara’s shoulders and turned her around, so they were looking the other way. “Didn’t she just say we should get a room? Now, look at the two of them.”

“I know. Of course, I knew it from the first time we met them.”

“Yes. Yes, you did.”

“Po? I’ve been thinking about something for the last couple of weeks. Are we ready for a baby?”

“What? Where did that come from? Of all the things to be thinking about right now. You always surprise me. Anyway, I know how much you want one. I think I do. I pay attention. I see how you have lately been looking at babies and baby clothes.”

“Seriously? Do you pay that much attention to what I do around babies? But do you think it’s time?”

Before he could answer, George showed up. “Dad says to get in the plane so he can take us all up to the hanger. He’ll taxi the plane up there for us.”

Samara looked at George. Particularly his feet. “George, where is your other shoe and sock?”

“In the plane.”

“Why?”

“That dufus was saying nasty stuff. I didn’t want my sister to have to hear that. So now he has my sock in his mouth. I heard Uncle Po did that to some guys.”

“George. When was the last time you changed those socks?” Samara stared him down.

“Uh… “

“That’s what I thought. Your mom won’t be happy.”

Samara was right. Stephanie’s day had been going up and down. It went up when she thought she and her husband would take their two children for a joyride/test flight in the new plane. It went downhill when Sissy complained. Her day improved when Sissy’s boyfriend came along. It got worse when she found the newspaper in the office. Things just kept happening to make her emotions swing from happiness to anger. Just a few minutes ago, she was elated to see her friends, and the FBI agent were alive and unhurt. But now, she had to say out loud, “What is that smell?” The new plane was gorgeous in her opinion, but all of a sudden, it stunk. When the others heard her ask that they just pointed at Bass and the old sock in his mouth. Then she saw George had on only one shoe and sock. Since her emotions had a workout that day, she lost it. “George Alva Simpson! How many times have I asked you to change your socks? I have asked, pleaded, ordered, screamed… I don’t know what else…,” She was cut off by someone yelling.

“Momma! Stop!” That came from Sissy. “It’s not fair. It’s not his fault.” Stephanie stared at Sissy. She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t understand why it was not fair, and she was not used to her daughter talking like that. “Momma, please. It’s not his fault. We didn’t dare take anything off the whole time after we ran away from the foster people or when those men had us. Both of us were afraid if we took something off, we would lose it forever. We never took off our shoes or socks or anything else. We had to keep it with us all the time. George just hasn’t gotten over that yet. It’s hard for him.”

Stephanie’s emotional state meant she lost control. She started crying, hysterically. Mario went to her and put his arms around her. Sissy went to her mom and did the same. When George came up and hugged her, she frantically hugged him back. When she got control she anxiously said, “Honey, you will always have socks. I would crawl through the snow to buy you a new pair. I will always give you whatever you need. I promise. I am so sorry I have been yelling at you.”

George put his hand on her cheek and turned her head so he could whisper in her ear. “Momma, I feel kind of embarrassed. Lucy is not a dumb girl, and I don’t want her to smell my dirty socks. I think I want to wear clean ones now.”

All the while, this was happening, the two FBI agents were securing their prisoner and the weapons. They borrowed Samara’s SUV. Liz drove, and Fran rode in the back with Bass. She took him straight to the federal penitentiary. They were not taking any chances on him getting loose again. That prison was the safest choice for finding people who were not under Bass’ control. As they drove up, he panicked. “You can’t leave me there! They’ll kill me. I’m a dead man!”

Stone yelled, “Quiet! Or I’ll find another dirty sock to jamb in your mouth.”

“Cruel and unusual punishment! I’ll have your badges.”

“Quiet!”

“You can’t leave me here! Honest. They’ll kill me!”

Stone was losing his temper, “This is just another of your ploys. I will not listen.” Bass continued to whine, cry, argue, plead, and do everything but hold his breath until he turned blue. Stone and Hardy were glad to get rid of him.

They returned the SUV to the old farmhouse. They walked in with their arms around each other, and Brutus got up to greet them. He stretched and yawned, then shook all over. Liz found another dog treat in her pocket. “Here you go, good boy. Did you just get up from a nap? Me too. Such a boring day.”

Samara went up and hugged Liz again. It didn’t feel out of place to Liz anymore, and she could embrace back without guilt. Samara was excited to say, “Hey, listen, you two. We are going to have a barbeque in three weeks. It is a celebration. We really really want both of you here. We’re going to have a bonfire and sort of a buffet where we’ll have all kinds of delicious home cooked food. You can stay overnight here or in town. It will be a lot of fun. Having you will make it better.

“Liz and I have a lot to talk about. We have both professional and personal issues to discuss. But we will be here. Somehow, we will be here. Right, partner?”


Chapter Sixteen

In two days, Samara had to go to work, but things were still a little slow for her. The business was not down, it was just that she had everything done already. That meant she had time to look into something she had been putting off. Powell told her long ago that he lost contact with his mother, sister, and father. His parents had divorced when he was young, and he rarely saw his father. His mother and sister acted as they hated him, along with every other man in the world. Thus, he hadn’t put any effort into keeping up with them. When he went back after he finished his service in the army, he found the apartment abandoned. For the last couple of years, he didn’t even know if his mom was alive or not. So, Samara decided to find out and started the search. She knew the hometown, Allberry, Ohio, and his mother’s maiden and married names, so that was one place to start. She began with death records, then went on to marriage licenses. Samara looked for his mother and his sister, but not his father yet. She found nothing so she went on to arrest records and hoped she wouldn’t find anything. She didn’t find anything looking for his dad, either.

After hours of fruitless searching, she moved on to neighboring towns using the same search criteria. After a day of looking, she had nothing.

Once again, she prayed about it. First, she prayed that maybe she shouldn’t be doing this at all, then she prayed that she would get results. Samara was beginning to think that praying without words was good, but sometimes she had to be more specific. The exact phrase to describe exactly how she felt helped her to know what she really wanted. If her mind was a little confused, putting it into words helped her more than just the emotions. Most of her life, she had followed Jesus, and she felt that she was still growing. Praying that she could help her husband have closure in this area of his life was what she wanted, so that was what she prayed. She also prayed that she would keep growing spiritually. She prayed that Powell would grow too. She said ‘amen’ and the obvious answer popped into her mind.

Samara smacked herself in the forehead. “Of course!” She got up and went to Jamey’s office. “Jamey, how well did you know Powell’s mom?”

“Not too well. I met her a few times. She didn’t seem to want to talk to me, so I didn’t put forth much effort. Kind of like steering clear of a vicious dog. Why?”

“I am looking for her. I think if I can find her, it might help Po put closure on that part of his life. Did he tell you about going back to Allberry?”

“A little. He said he went to the old apartment and found it abandoned. Then he left town again.”

“Yes. And that is the last time Po tried to contact any of his relatives.”

“Have you had any luck?”

“None.”

“Give my mom a call. Maybe she knows something. They weren’t friends, but Mom knew who Po’s mom was.”

“Good idea. I’ll do that. Thanks.”

She called the next day from work. She used her cell because she didn’t want Jamey’s mom to think it was Jamey calling like what happened with the car dealer. Maybe the home phone land line didn’t have caller ID, but she thought she would play it safe anyway. Samara heard again, “Hello, this is Regina.”

“Regina, this is Samara. How are you?”

“Fine. We’re doing fine. How are you and Po? I am still waiting to hear news of babies from you two.”

Samara laughed at that surprise. “We are doing really well. And there is nothing to report on the baby front. Actually, Po and I started to talk about that the other day. Completely out of the blue. But then we got interrupted and never got back to it.”

Samara stood to go look out her office window. “I am calling about Po. I think he never really got closure with his mom. I thought I might try to find her to see if that would help him with this. It’s not a big issue with him. He never talks about it, but it just seems like something I want to help him with. Do you have any knowledge of her?”

“Not much, honey. I remember the day Po left for the army. He was such a sweet boy then. I am glad you are his wife now. He deserves the best, and in his case, that’s you. But his mom… let’s see...” Samara could hear the cabinet door squeak when Regina opened it, then she heard glass clanking and some liquid pouring.” I wish you were here with me. I’d give you a cup of coffee. Or tea. Jamey said you drink a lot of hot tea at work. I am rambling, I know, but I am trying to think. I sort of remember an article on the news about a woman who won big in a lottery. Oh, yes! I remember now. Yes, it was his mother. She won a lot of money and then moved to Florida. I think her daughter moved with her. Sorry, I don’t know where in Florida. But this happened about a year after Po left for the army. It sticks in my mind because I was trying to teach Anna how to walk in high heels. She could never wear them before because of her leg.”

“Well, that helps. Florida is a big place to search through. Did you know anything about his dad?”

“They got back together. Anna and I talked about that while I was helping her. I wonder why they didn’t reach out to Po?”

“He didn’t write to them because he didn’t really think they would want him to. So, what I’m saying is that they probably had no way to find him. He left a note saying he was leaving for the army. Then he never wrote or anything after that. I believe he was so hurt he wanted to forget his family.”

“And then his mom and dad had no idea how to find him. That’s too bad.”

“Yes, it is. Thanks for the help, Regina. I’ll let you know if I find anything.”

“Thanks, I would love to know.”

“Oh! Wait a minute! We are having a cookout at our place in a few weeks. Is it possible for you and Jim to come? We’d love to have you. Jamey and Anna will be there, and little J.J.”

“I’ll talk it over with Jim tonight. I’d say there’s a pretty good chance we’ll be there. I’ll call to let you know and find out what I can bring.”

Samara spent a lot of the day looking out the window of her office trying to figure out how to find somebody that her husband lost track of six years ago.

She left for home a little before her usual time and knew she would be home long before Powell. That was okay. She would have time to pray and think while sitting at home or while walking Brutus around the property. She had to pray again about whether or not she should be doing this. She felt like she had good intentions but also knew that plans didn’t always work out for people. 

“Wait.” That seemed to be the answer. “Just wait on Me, and the answers you seek will become apparent.” Samara took all the papers she had written notes on and threw them in the trash. Then she started making a cup of tea for herself. She filled her teapot and put it on the stove. She walked back into the living room to pick up her shoes she kicked off as soon as she walked in the door, and she saw a new car pulling into the drive. She quickly put her shoes on and waited. A young good-looking woman got out and came up to the door. She was wearing a skirt and shoes that showed off how muscular her long legs were. She walked with grace and confidence. Samara was a little intimidated by her, and she hadn’t even opened the door. She opened the door before the woman had a chance to ring the doorbell. “Hello?”

“Hello. I am looking for Powell Ellison. Are you his wife?”

“Yes, I am. I am Samara.” She was still hiding half-way behind the door.

“That’s even better. I looked up the rules, and I can’t give him a present, but the rules don’t say I can’t give his wife a present. My name is Mika.” (MEE ka)

“What is this about?”

“Your husband saved my life. I just wanted to say thank you.”

Samara relaxed. This was a good thing. Then she heard the teapot whistle. “I was just fixing myself a cup of tea. Could I fix one for you too?”

The woman’s eyes grew. They were pretty eyes. Her smile showed lots of white teeth and her whole face lit up. Samara got intimidated again. “Yes. That sounds great. I’d love to sit and have a cup of tea. Someone is rarely hospitable anymore. I can’t give up a chance to let someone be nice.”

“Come on in. Let’s go to the kitchen. Then do you want to share how Po saved your life?”

“Po? Is that short for Powell?”

“Yes. Everyone who really loves him calls him Po.”

“I think I’ll stick with Powell since I don’t really know him very well.”

“Okay. First, you have an unusual name. Is there a story behind it?”

“My mother made it up. It’s a shortened version of the Russian name Mikhail. Remember the dancer? Then she found the way she spelled it is popular in Japan. How did you get the name Samara?”

“Same. Mom made it up, then found it is a real name around the Mediterranean. What happened to you that Po was able to help?” Samara asked as she was pouring two cups of hot water.

“I was in a car accident. They had to cut the door off to get me out. Then your husband grabbed my thigh to squeeze something that kept me from bleeding. We, I mean the surgeon and me, think the door was applying pressure to my leg that kept me from bleeding to death. Then, when they cut the door off, I started bleeding really bad. So, he grabbed my leg. I didn’t know why, and I kept hitting him until he explained it.”

“Oh… that was you?” Samara was even more ill at ease.

“Did he tell you about it?”

“No. Po can’t tell me anything, but he had to explain to me why he had fingernail scratches on his arm. Then he told me he had to apply pressure to an artery and the woman hit him because she didn’t understand. He didn’t share your name or any details to let me figure out who you were. He gave me a little information, but nothing to ruin your privacy.”

“Oh, that’s fine. I understand now why he did that, but I didn’t understand back then. I mean, why was a man reaching up my skirt, and what was he doing? I saw a lump under his rubber gloves, so I knew he was married. That made it worse. I believe in marriage, even though I am still single. A married man shouldn’t go around groping young women. He explained what he was doing without ever removing his hand. Powell was so kind and patient. I feel that you must be a very lucky woman to be married to him.”

That made Samara feel a little better. “He is kind and patient. I am not always. He showed me how he had to grab your leg. I got angry with him until he explained it to me too.”

“I can understand. The surgeon told me I would have bled to death if he hadn’t done that so quickly. But he not only saved my life, but he also saved my career. That’s the big reason for the visit today.”

“What do you do?” Samara asked.

“I am a dancer. Well… I am a ballerina actually. Besides stopping the blood flow to save my life, it allowed the doctors the confidence to operate on my lower leg right away. If I had lost too much, they might have waited, or they might have removed my leg.” She stood up and walked over to Samara’s side of the table and showed her the scars. “I have a lot of scars, but I have a leg. And they did such a good job putting me back together I don’t have any issues with pain or strength.”

“That is so cool. Powell always says God doesn’t make accidents. I think he would say that God did not cause the accident. He didn’t prevent it either, though. But God did have just the right man there at just the right time to help you.”

“I never thought about this. God could have prevented the wreck, but He didn’t. Does that mean something good could happen. What? Is it something good for me? Or something good for somebody else? I believe He exists, but I wouldn’t call myself a Christian.”

“In my experience, it is almost always good for everybody. For instance, how Po and I met. I was homeless. He was hurt and lying almost naked in the snow. I took care of him so he wouldn’t die. He helped me get a home and a job. Then he married me. If I hadn’t been homeless, he would not have gotten help in time, and he would have frozen to death. If he hadn’t been laying there hurt in the snow, I wouldn’t have seen him, he would not have been able to help me later.”

“Wait… are you from Allberry?”

“No. But Powell is. He grew up there. Why?”

“I’ve heard this story before. A friend told me about how her brother left home and joined the Army. They never heard from him again. But they found out that he got hurt and a homeless woman saved him. That was all she knew.”

“You know Po’s sister!?” Samara jumped out of her chair. “Oh… My goodness….”

“Yes. We still keep in touch. You know, the internet and all. She still didn’t know where he went or how to find him. From her story, it sounded like gossip going around town, and she wasn’t sure if she believed it or not.”

“I have been looking for her and their mother. Po never felt like he got closure with losing them. He admits he should have written while in the army, but when he tried to find them after he got out, the apartment was empty. He just left town then and assumed he would never know what happened to them.”

“Pam and I met in Florida, where I’m from. The parents reconciled and remarried and still live there. His sister moved back to Allberry. She married a dentist there.”

“Do you think they would like to see him?”

“They would love to. His mom said once she treated him really bad because he reminded her so much of his dad and how much she missed him. Pam said the same thing.”

“That was the thing. Po took it really hard. Joining the army was an escape from the pain of living at home.”

“She really feels bad about that,” Mika looked at her watch, then she finished her tea and stood up. “I’ve got a rehearsal in an hour, so I have to go. I’d like to come back sometime and talk to both of you if you don’t mind. Oh, and the little gift I have for you. In two weeks, we have our performance. It is my first lead. So, as a little thank you to your husband… I mean like a little thank you to you for letting your husband help me… I have some seats reserved at the hall. Do you know what night you would be able to come? I mean if you can and if you want to.”

“Yes. We will be there. I wouldn’t miss it for anything. Just a second.” She got up again and found his work schedule on the refrigerator. “Here are the nights he has to work. Which nights are you dancing?” They worked together to find the right night was opening night, then the dancer pulled out her cell and called the hall box office. In a few minutes, she said, “The tickets will be in your name, Samara, at will call.”

“Oh. This sounds like so much fun.” Then she had another idea, “Hey. We are having a cookout in three weeks. Please come. Bring a date. We’ll have lots of food and a bonfire.”

“I’ve never been to a cookout or bonfire. I’ll come. This sounds interesting and fun. My boyfriend is a country boy. He’ll feel right at home.”


Chapter Seventeen

The night of the ballet Powell put on his good-looking suit. The same one he bought for the day he went to tell Samara how he felt about her. She thought he looked even better now than he did then. She wore a new dress that she made, and he loved. It was shorter than she was used to wearing, but he helped her pick out the pattern. He thought she was still modest. She felt like people would stare at her but – also knew her husband would. Together though, they made an adorable couple. There was no doubt about how they loved each other. It was apparent the way she always went under his arm, by his side. Like two pieces of a jigsaw puzzle.

The performance was incredible. Powell had no idea what was going on, so Samara explained the story to him as it took place. Mika was brilliant as the lead. She had such poise and grace. When she came on stage, it totally belonged to her. Every spin, every jump, every single move was mesmerizing to Samara. After the dance finished the entire cast applauded for Mika and gave her a huge bouquet of roses. She walked that unique ballerina walk they do while wearing toe shoes to the edge of the stage and threw one rose to Samara. She touched her chin in the deaf sign language gesture to say thank you.

Samara didn’t want the night to end. It was indeed a special date night for a young married couple. Powell may have not understood the ballet, but his wife looked so spectacular he wanted the night to go on too. “We have to find more things like this for date nights, Sammy.” She readily agreed. Whether it was the ballet or opera, or monster truck racing, she didn’t care as long as they shared it together.

The night of the big cookout was getting close and that was another type of date night. Samara was so excited to have all their friends and family come. Family for them meant close people, but not blood relatives, but they stuck up for each other like a real family.

Samara could see Powell was excited, even though he tried to hide it. He took his shiny blue pickup and got a load of firewood and a huge charcoal grill he had to tow behind the truck. Then he went back to town and picked up half a beef from the butcher, along with brats and ground beef. It was the most meat Samara had ever seen.

It gave her a flashback to the soup kitchen and a small piece of meat a server held back for her. She understood how Powell had flashbacks occasionally. Not that hers were anything compared to the trauma he had to endure. But she thought she understood the mechanism. Some good events triggered memories of bad ones. Some men she knew had it much worse than Powell. She paused a moment and prayed for them.

Powell kept working on getting things ready. He borrowed a tractor and mowed the field so there would be plenty of places to park and he set up the bonfire with benches and other things to sit on. Most people would bring their own folding chairs anyway. He took Brutus into town and had him bathed at the dog spa. Brutus complained the whole way into town but then loved the attention once he got there.

When all this was done, Powell started working on the meat. He found the recipes to add spices to the meat and smoke it, then calculated when he would have to begin, to get it done at just the right time. Samara was so happy to see him doing this for her and their friends. Still, it seemed like he was deep in thought. Finally, she asked him about it. “Sammy, Mario made me an offer. He wants me to work for him full time. And not only that. He wants me to be a partner. Stephanie wants to step back a little so she can spend more time at home, and at the same time, he wants to expand his business.”

“What is that going to do to the EMT job?”

“I have been thinking about that anyway. I was getting dissatisfied before he mentioned the extra work skydiving. One day we didn’t have anything to do, and I was so bored. I started thinking that all I do there is sit around with nothing to do, just waiting for someone to have the worst day of their life. Now I think about that all the time. I am just waiting all day long. Then something horrible happens to someone else, and I jump in to save them like I am some sort of superhero. I like that I help people, but the boredom is killing me, and they have to have something bad happen… to make me feel useful.”

“I never expected that from you. I can relate a little, but I can’t feel the whole burden you feel.”

“How do you relate?”

“People don’t come to a lawyer just for fun. Most of the time it is because of some big problem they can’t handle on their own. It’s not the absolute worst day of their lives, and they are not in pain or dying or anything. But they have emotional pain.” She looked him in the eyes. “Sometimes, we make the pain worse.”

“Yes. I guess so. Do you still find satisfaction in what you do?”

“Yes, I do. It is worthwhile to make sure people get what they deserve and get the help they need. I still feel the need for something else. The need is getting stronger.”

“What do you need, Sammy?”

“Let’s have a baby.” She moved into his arms. Her favorite place.

“Okay. We’ll do that soon.”

“I’m ready now. Let’s go upstairs.”

“We have guests coming, Sammy.”

She pulled away from him and tried to act angry. “Fine! I’ll do it myself!” Powell laughed hard at her. It was just the response she wanted.

“Sammy, I think I’ll still keep active as a volunteer paramedic. I can still do that, and if they ever need someone to jump out of a plane to save someone, I would probably be the first one they’d call.”

“That sounds great. I think you should do that. Whatever you decide, I will support you.”

Powell smiled at her, “That’s one thing I can always count on. You know that goes both ways?”




Chapter Eighteen

Early in the afternoon, Samara watched as the guests started coming. Mario and Stephanie brought Sissy and George. Lucas and Lucy didn’t want to attend. They had enough of the crazy family and the memories of being held hostage. Mario had the two children take Brutus for a walk so he and his wife could talk to Powell and Samara a minute. “I have another business proposition for you two,” Mario started his speech. “Sissy is turning sixteen this summer. Way too soon for me. We talked to her about what she wanted for a present. I offered to get her a car, but she declined. What she wants is crazy. She wants a horse. Po? If we got her a horse, would it be feasible to board it here? Would you let us if it is possible? You don’t have to, but if you do, she will have to do all the work and then, of course, we will pay you for the privilege of keeping it here.”

“That sounds like a great idea. I wouldn’t mind seeing some animals around here. A horse would be great. You know, this place has had horses before.”

Stephanie walked over and hugged Powell, “Po, you are so sweet. Thanks.”

“I assume this is a secret?”

“Yes.”

Samara chimed in, “I can see it. Bring her here for a birthday campfire, and then all of a sudden, a horse walks up.” Mario and Stephanie looked at each other and smiled, then nodded.

Other guests came in a little at a time. Jamey and Anna drove up with their one year old. Samara took J.J. right away and started kissing him until he squealed. Powell could see she really needed her own and he started feeling the desire inside himself. Jamey’s parents came with him and Anna. Powell ran up to the bedroom and found the old Bible Jim had given him and brought it down to show him. It was severely worn from years of use. Jim and Regina were proud that they had made a difference in Powell’s life.

Powell had gone back to cooking, but Samara squealed when the FBI came to the party. Agents Stone and Hardy drove across the state to be there. They had big news of their own. Fran told them, “We are going to make a career change. I have decided to retire a little early. I enjoy the challenge of detective work, but don’t like dealing with criminals all the time.”

Liz added, “And I don’t want this career anymore either. Getting kicked out of a plane without a parachute finished me. I don’t want to be around criminals either. I don’t have enough time in to retire, but I am done.”

Samara asked, “What are you going to do?”

Fran answered, “We have the opportunity to purchase an existing private eye operation. He is retiring, and the two of us will run it. And it is right here in Albany. We will be practically neighbors.”

“I love it! And what about the personal side for you two?”

Liz answered, “Sorry, sweetie. We tried but didn’t feel the connection. We were partners for a long time and even friends. Romance just didn’t work for us. We still want to work together, though. Both of us just got set in our ways.”

“That’s too bad. I was hoping to see a wedding. But at least I’ll get to see you both. And maybe I can throw a little business your way from the law firm. And, I have a job I’d like to have you two work on. Something happened between my parents. Do you think you could find some of their old friends and see if they know why my parents fell out of love?”

Liz said, “Yes. That would be a good case to start with.”

Fran changed the subject, “Did anyone but me get the alliteration of that case we worked on together? A pair of FBI, a parachute, a paramedic, a paralegal, a pair of idiots… “

Liz laughed at him, then took a somber mood, “I don’t know how you will receive this news, but Bass is dead. A brother of one of the women he killed was in prison. When he found out who Bass was, he beat him to death.”

Samara looked stunned, then sad. “That’s too bad. I didn’t mind thinking of him rotting in jail, but I didn’t wish him dead. I’m sorry to hear the news. Thanks for letting me know.”

The next guests to arrive were the dancer and her boyfriend. Mika brought along Lewis. He drove up in a pickup a lot like Powell’s except it was red and had a big logo on the side. ‘Lou’s Horse Training’ When he climbed out, they saw he was a big guy. Even bigger than Powell. Samara thought he looked like he was all muscle, just like her husband. He went around to the other side and opened Mika’s door and helped her out. He picked her up, and she pointed one foot down and held the other out behind her. Just like in the performance. At the cookout, however, it looked like a giant helping a fairy princess. Lewis stuck out his hand for Powell and Samara. “Call me Lou. Everyone does. I really like your spread here. It feels like home to me.”

Powell was a little surprised by that, “Thanks. We haven’t lived here long, but we really enjoy it. It’s our privilege to live here and share it with our friends.”

“I can see that. I felt the same way about my place but decided to sell and move over here to be closer to Mika. I’d do anything for her.”

“He would. I am so lucky to have Lou beside me.” Mika was beaming and hanging on to his arm. “He even left his horses behind. They were like his babies; he loved them so much. I wish there were a way he could have them here. Do you know of anyone who would let us board two horses?”

Before Powell could answer Lou said, “I have a nice horse for sale too, if you know of anyone looking. She’s a little small but gentle as can be. She’d be great for a beginner.”

Powell and Samara looked at each other. “Well, it just so happens…” Powell explained about keeping Sissy’s horse when her dad buys it. “I don’t know anything about it. I don’t even know if we are prepared. Wait. This just occurred to me, Lou. How would it work if you help out? Make sure everything is set to board three or four horses. Check out the barn, look over the fences, see if the pastures are good enough. I don’t even know what we need. In exchange for that, I can let you keep yours here for free. Then maybe we can get others to board. A little side business.”

“That sounds perfect. I’ll get started right away. We should have something in writing, though. It would protect both of us.”

“On it,” Samara answered. “I’ll write it up on Monday at work. A one-year deal to start with sound right?”

Both men agreed. “My wife is a paralegal. She’ll have a contract worked up in no time.”

“Wow. Incredible. Mika was just telling me that she thinks God doesn’t make accidents. So, naturally, I’d run into you, isn’t it?”

“Pretty much.” 

Mika pulled Lou’s arm so he bent down so she could whisper in his ear. Lou stood back up with a surprised look. “You’re the guy who reached up her skirt and squeezed her thigh?”

Powell took a step back. He didn’t know what was coming. “Yes, I am. Did she tell you why?”

Lou didn’t answer. He jumped at Powell and threw both arms around him. He hugged him and kept saying, “Thank you, thank you.” When he finally he let go he was wiping tears from his eyes. “Mika means so much to me. I can’t believe I am actually in the presence of the man who saved her life. Not just her life but her dance too.”

“You’re welcome, Lou.”

“I mean it. She is so much to me. I’m not worthy of loving her.”

“That’s what I always say about Sammy. Lou, I think we will understand each other.”

The party went pretty much as Samara wanted. Everyone seemed to have fun and eating lots of food. She looked around at all the friends they had. Mika and Anna were sitting together on a log comparing scars. Nobody saw that coming. Lou was sitting on the ground in front of Mika, and Jamey was in a lawn chair a few feet away. One year old J.J. was walking back and forth between the two men. Brutus was following J.J. on every trip, the whole time staying between the toddler and the fire. That was making J.J. laugh, which was causing the two men to laugh. 

Samara saw  Mario and Stephanie were having a great time meeting up with Jim and Regina again. They were laughing a lot too. Mario was also telling them all about the new plane he decided to buy. 

Powell was with the two FBI agents, and they were having some animated discussion about planes or jumping out of them. Liz was wearing a t-shirt Mario just gave her. He made a show in front of the whole crowd. It had the Simpson Skydiving School logo, and right below that was ‘I JUMPED WITHOUT A PARACHUTE’ in big white letters. She was wearing it proudly. 

Samara was glad to see a party crasher. Stephanie’s brother Stuart came from Iowa. He frequently came to see family, but the trips were more often now that he was in a long-distance relationship with Flo, who still worked at the little dinner at the airport. Samara wondered if they would ever live in the same town. Flo admitted that she would say yes if he ever asked.

Another couple came late. Nickle brought her fiancé after he got out of his last class. He was graduating soon with a master’s degree in engineering and had a job lined up with the government in Albany. Their future looked pretty good. 

A few minutes after that couple, another car drove up. Samara didn’t recognize the vehicle or the people getting out. It was an older couple, but she couldn’t place who they were. Maybe it was friends of someone else here. She walked up to them and introduced herself, “Hi and welcome. I’m Samara Ellison. I’m sorry I don’t recognize you.”

“We’re Mr. and Mrs. Ellison, Powell’s parents. This is Powell, Sr. and I am Madge. We came unannounced to find our son. We haven’t seen him in years, and it is all our fault.” Powell’s mom said.

“Sorry, we didn’t know there was a party. We’ll come back later,” Powell, Sr. apologized.

“No. No. No. Stay. Have some food. Please. Just let me prepare Po. He was not expecting this. I found out that you were still alive, but I hadn’t told him yet.”

“He didn’t even know we were alive?” Madge asked.

“After the Army, he went back to the old apartment and found it abandoned. He had no idea at that point what happened to you. Come on over here and get some food. I’ll go prepare him.”

In a minute, she was pulling his arm to get him away from Fran and Liz. She got him away from the others enough that they could talk. “I know you really want a baby, Sammy, but this is neither the time nor the place.”

She didn’t laugh. Her face was way too serious. “Listen, please. Recently I started trying to find what happened to your family. I did some research and got nowhere. I planned to only find out if anybody was still alive and where they were. I was planning on giving the information to you and let you do whatever you wanted with it. I wasn’t going to push you or anything.” She looked at him as close as she could in the twilight but couldn’t read his face. “Anyway, the whole time I was praying about it, and I had nothing. Then I really felt that Jesus told me to stop. So, I threw everything away. In just a few minutes, Mika was at our door. I told her how we met and long story short she knows your sister, Pam.” She waited. Still no response from Powell. He had turned to stone as far as she could see. “I don’t know how all of this happens, I’m sorry if this upsets you. I wanted you to have closure. That was the only thing I was looking for. I am so sorry, Po. I had good intentions, but even then, I didn’t find anything. God delivered this in such an unexpected way.”

“Why are you telling me now?”

“Your mom and dad reconciled.” She waited, but no response. “That is them over there getting some food.” He jerked as he looked over toward the tables and could see them in the light from the fire. Samara saw him tense up. “They didn’t know we were having a party and started to leave. I asked them to stay and eat. I begged them to stay.”

“I don’t know what to do. Why are they here now?”

“They want to ask for your forgiveness.”

“I don’t know.”

“Think of it this way, baby. When you go out to help an accident victim, you are giving of yourself to help someone in need. This is the same… in a little way. They have a need to ask for forgiveness of someone they wronged long ago. Give of yourself to help them.”

“Will you stop being so logical and smart? It makes it hard to say no to you.” He kissed her forehead to let her know he was not upset with her any longer, then he walked over and poured two iced teas and carried them to his parents. They were still standing by the table, and Samara watched from a few yards away as Powell started to talk to his parents. She waited a few minutes to give them a chance, then walked up to join them. As she got close Madge set down her plate and glass and hugged Powell. Powell, Sr. did the same thing. Samara couldn’t wait and ran to the three and joined in the hug. By this time, everyone at the cookout was watching and wondering what was going on. Jamey thought he recognized Powell’s mom; Anna thought the two men resembled each other. Regina agreed with both of them. Mika looked on and started to cry. Lou didn’t know what to do. He never did when she got emotional, so he moved behind her, so she could still see, and wrapped his arms around her. It was all he knew to do to comfort her. If she was a horse, he thought, I could fix this. He felt in his jeans pocket. Yep, the ring was still there.

Madge let go of Powell and grabbed Samara. “So, you’re my daughter-in-law? I am so happy to meet you.”

“Is everything alright between you and Po now?”

“Not everything. It may take years to feel like a family, but at least we’ve started. There was so much damage. And most of it was my fault. Just being able to express to him how I regret the way I treated him when he was a teen makes me feel so much lighter.”

“I’ll do what I can to help. I’m really good at praying for things like this.”




Chapter Nineteen

One October day Jamey was in the office, working on random cases as always. Nickle got a phone call, like she got dozens of times a day. This turned different really fast. When she finished the call, she went right into Jamey’s office. “Boss man, you need to take care of this in person.” She laid a note on his desk, then they talked about the call she just handled. He agreed that he had to leave the office and see this in person. He got someone else to watch the reception and took Nickle with him.

The same day, Samara was taking a vacation day to see her doctor. The physician tried to explain it to her with statistics, drawings, anatomical models, and everything else she could use to clarify it. It didn’t really matter to Samara. All she knew was that she would never be pregnant. It didn’t matter how or why. Now she was back at home, sitting at her customary place on the sofa, looking at the turning leaves. She didn’t really see the leaves or anything else outside. Her mood was so bleak she didn’t focus.

She spent the time alone, alternating between praying and crying. Brutus tried to comfort her by bringing his favorite toy, but it didn’t help. “Jesus, why? I have been through so much, and I never gave up on you. Why? Why this? Haven’t I suffered enough?” For the first time, she heard silence. “Where are you? Why don’t you answer me?” Still, she heard nothing. “I’m not giving up. I will never give up. You have always helped me. Now all I want is a baby, and I don’t sense you saying anything. I know You are there. Answer me, please.”

“I hear you.”

She just cried some more. She was hoping that God would heal her. Hoping for some miracle. Hoping the doctors made a mistake in the tests or diagnosis. Maybe they got her confused with someone else. “No, I can’t pray for that. I don’t want to wish my misfortune on somebody else.” She continued to pray, then cry and kept repeating that cycle.

“I hear you.”

“Where is our baby? Po and I both want this so bad. Please.”

“I hear you.”

She kept it up as much as she could. She thought about all that had happened that was bad for her. Samara fell into a pit of self pity that she couldn’t get out of. Brutus went over and picked up another toy. It was a remote-control car George had left behind. He dropped it on her lap, and she picked it up and threw it across the room. It scared Brutus, and he ran behind the sofa and hid. Immediately she was sorry. Sorry, she threw the toy. Sorry, she scared the dog. Sorry, she was such a brat demanding her own way. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Lord. Forgive me for being so self-centered.”

“I hear. I forgive.”

She got off the sofa and picked up the toy and checked it to see if she broke it. It was ruined. That made her feel even more guilty. Then she went and apologized to the dog. He took a treat from her but stayed behind the couch. “Why did you bring George’s toy car to me, Brutus? Did you think it would cheer… me…? “She stopped talking to the dog. George was adopted. Sissy was adopted. Lots of children are adopted. Was that to be the kind of mother she was supposed to be? “Jesus, is that what you want?” 

Silence again.

Powell came home from teaching skydiving to some students. It was a beautiful fall day, and the colors visible from the plane and while falling was spectacular. He didn’t seem to notice any of them. The ones who jumped out of the plane with him were so excited, and he was just preoccupied. All he could think of was his wife and the doctor’s visit. He wanted to know the results. If it was terrible, he wanted to be with her to comfort her. If it was good, he hoped to rejoice with her. For the first time, he felt resentment toward the students who he was supposed to be teaching. All he wanted was for them to be quiet and leave. It seemed like all they wanted was more of his time. It took all the self  control he could muster to be polite until he was finally rid of them. Then he rushed home.

Powell walked in and found Samara sleeping on the sofa. She was sitting with her arm on the back and her head resting on her arm. On the couch around her were a dozen or more used tissues. In her other hand was George’s broken car. Brutus was on the couch with his head on Samara’s knee. He looked about as sad as a dog could ever get. Instantly Powell knew the results of the doctor appointment. He picked up the tissues and went to throw them away. Samara stirred and called to him. He just dropped the handful on the coffee table and went to her. They didn’t talk, they just cried together.

When it started to get dark out, Powell finally spoke, “What are our options? Can the doctor do anything to help us?” She just shook her head. “No operation or drugs?” She shook her head again. “Okay. We’ll deal with it somehow.” He pulled her in close. She was just silent, and she was cried out. The numbness was setting in.

“Po, I am sorry.”

“For what, Sammy?”

“Sorry I am defective. Sorry I can’t give you children.”

“That doesn’t matter. It doesn’t mean I love you less. That would have been nice, but I don’t have to have a child to feel complete. Do you?”

“I am working through it. I have been praying. Mostly I hear silence right now. I am not used to that.”

“Remember how you helped me figure out how to pray about something? You made me write it out. Would that help you now?”

“Let’s just talk first.”

Powell changed his position so he could hold her better. “Okay. We both hurt a lot right now because we want a baby. Could I start there? Why do we want that?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it is just coveting something somebody else has.”

“Samara. I am surprised to hear that from you. I think you know better. What have I tried to teach you from the first date?”

“Don’t lecture me. I don’t feel like it right now.”

“Sorry. I am just trying to get you to think. What I said was that God doesn’t make accidents.”

“No. He doesn’t. But he made me barren.”

“And that happened to women in the Bible too.”

Samara lost her temper with him, “I don’t want to wait until I’m ninety to have a baby! That’s not going to happen!”

“All I wanted to say was that He has a plan for us.” She was silent for a few minutes. Then he continued, “I think we want to have a baby because God gave us that desire. Just like we have the desire for each other. We want to share our great love with another human being. It is a natural feeling that our Lord gave us, and He doesn’t make mistakes.”

“Alright. Then what?”

“Figure out how you feel. Put into words what you really want. You want a baby. So do I. Do you want one at any cost? I don’t want it that bad. I want one a lot, and I want you to be happy. I am frustrated that I can’t do anything to make you happy right now. It is just not in my power. You can be happy, but only God can do that for you, and you have to know what to ask for. You taught me that.”

She tried to smile a little. “Don’t rub my nose in it.”

He smiled back and kissed her forehead. “Do you want any supper?”

“No. I’m not hungry.”

“Me either. I’m going to walk Brutus then we will figure this out.”

“Okay. I guess so.” But when he got back in, she didn’t feel like talking. “Leave me alone for a few days. I don’t mean to leave me alone. Just leave this subject alone. A few days.”

“Alright. But then we are going to get through this. I won’t let this grow into something that comes between us or changes who you are. That will not happen. Come on up to bed.”

“No. I’m sleeping here tonight.” He got her pillow and a blanket and brought it down to her, then kissed her goodnight and went upstairs. She stayed awake for a few hours thinking. She couldn’t get a grip on what she wanted. She knew the primary desire, but not the why or how. In all her thinking and praying, something triggered a memory from college classes. The stages of grief. She remembered the textbook and how it said a person would go from stage to stage. Denial, anger, bargaining, depression, acceptance. She realized that was what was happening to her. She had prayed that there was a mistake. She angrily complained that she had endured enough already in her life. She begged for a miracle. Now she was sitting here in the dark with her husband upstairs alone in their bed. Samara didn’t think it was over. She wanted to get to the last stage. She got there when her parents died, and she got there when she realized her parents didn’t love each other. Knowing the steps wasn’t helping, but neither was sitting down here feeling sorry for herself. She thought she would pray one more time, “Thank You for loving me even when I yell at You. Thank You for my wonderful husband and the great life we have together. Thank You for the fantastic friends we have that treat us like family. Most of all thank You for listening to me, even when I complain.”

“You are welcome, Samara.”

“You know my desires. You made me this way. I just don’t understand right now, and I am hurting emotionally so bad I don’t know what to do. I think… I think I want to do what You want. You make me complete. Help me and in a little while I will be able to accept what You have in store for me.”

“Samara, go to bed. Sleep next to your husband. He’s hurting too, you know.”

She got up and picked up her pillow and hugged it tightly. This wasn’t over, but at least now she felt the connection with God again. When she got upstairs, she found Powell was still awake. She crawled in bed and snuggled up with him. He wanted to help her by whispering a scripture to her, but tonight he couldn’t find the right one.

The next morning her eyes were swollen from all the crying. She looked tired and sad and had no energy. Powell was up, and he looked almost as bad, but he brought her a cup of tea. She knew he still loved her, and she felt a little closer to accepting her life. Inside though she felt empty and alone. The sadness and depression made her feel like that. Eventually, she got up and got dressed for work. Powell tried to talk her out of it, but she wanted to go. “Being busy will be easier than staying home where I can’t escape these thoughts.”

She got to the office and went in. Nichole saw Samara and her state and ran around the desk and hugged her. That helped a little. “Jamey is out of the office on an errand this morning. He will be in later. He left some files on your desk. He said if you don’t feel up to it, they can wait.”

“No. Thanks, Nickle. Being busy is what I want right now.”

“Okay.” Nichole went back around the desk. “Samara? I’m here for you. Whatever.”

“Thanks. I know.” She went into her office and got started. Frequently she found she wasn’t doing anything but staring blankly at the computer screen or the paper in her hand. She would have to shake her head and force herself to concentrate. It looked like it would be a long day.

About an hour after she got to work, Nickle called her phone. “Samara, there is a… uh… a package for you in the conference room.”

“What is it?” Samara just dragged out the question. Her depression was showing through.

“I can’t really say.” Then Nichole hung up. Samara slammed down the phone and stood up. Then she realized she was throwing a tantrum again. It was not mature and definitely not Samara’s nature. She straightened up and put on her best face and went to find out what the mystery was in the conference room. When she went past reception, the desk was empty and so was Jamey’s office. She felt so bad she wanted to scream, and they were playing games. She turned the corner and went to the conference room. Jamey was sitting at the end of the table, and Nichole was on the side holding a baby. “Here, Samara, take him.” And she thrust the child at Samara in a way that she could not avoid taking the child.

“What is this?”

Jamey answered, “Sit down. I’ve called Po, by the way. He is on his way. My errand this morning was to pick up this precious package. This is quite a story. Nick, would you like to start?”

“I got a phone call yesterday from a woman in the hospital. She just gave birth and wanted to speak to you. I explained that you weren’t here, so she told me the whole story. She knew you when you were homeless and admired you then. When she found she was pregnant, she knew she would never be able to care for the baby since she was still homeless. Her first plan was to drop the baby at a safe haven, then she thought of you. She desires that you adopt this little boy and raise him.”

Samara was speechless. Jamey took over, “I took Nick to the hospital, and we talked to the woman a long time yesterday. We counseled her and made sure she was in her right mind and that she knew what she was doing. Then she signed the papers giving up any rights to the baby. It was one of the hardest things I have ever had to do. I cried. I felt so bad for her. Then she told us that the doctors found she was terminal with liver failure. They found it when doing tests after birth. Her prognosis is short, and her few remaining days will be in hospice care. I really feel that she was doing the best thing for her son, and she was doing it because of love for him and a desire that he has the best life possible. She also still felt love for you because of you how lived putting others first even when you had nothing. That is why she chose you.”

Samara just stared at Jamey and Nichole, then Powell walked in. He looked totally clueless and was genuinely surprised to see his wife holding a baby. Jamey asked Powell to sit next to Samara. “I have a letter she wrote to you. Actually, she dictated it to Nick. Let me read it.”

Dear Samara,

I hope you are well. I know you are doing good in the world. The last few weeks, I have been thinking of you and hoping to find out if you would be able to care for my baby. I am so happy to learn that life is good for you. All of us that go to the soup kitchen still talk about you. We have missed seeing you and your smile.

It was because of the way you treated us that I felt I should ask if you could care for my baby. I call him Jesse, but you can change that if you want. I prayed REAL hard that God would give me a way to make sure he had a happy life. I really wanted someone to love him. During one of my prayers, your face came to mind. I couldn’t remember your name, though. My brain doesn’t always work as it should. That is why I could never hold a job. Anyway, I asked at the kitchen, and everyone said ‘Samara.’ Then I had to get help to find you. One of the volunteers remembered the story of you catching a bad man, and she found the story with her phone. She wrote down the phone number for me where you work. So that is how I found you.

I am sorry I missed seeing you. Your boss said you took the day off to see a doctor. I hope you are okay. I have found I am not. Living on the street ruined my liver. Even if it hadn’t, I think I would want you to have Jesse. I could never care for him even if I was well. Please take him. If you can’t that will be okay, just make sure he has a place to go. 

If you ever have a chance, go by the old soup kitchen. The regulars would love to see you again.

Love,

Doris

Samara and Powell looked at each other, and both started to cry. Jamey stood and touched Nichole’s shoulder and motioned that they should leave. They left and closed the conference room door leaving the new family together.

After a few minutes, Powell leaned over and kissed the baby. He whispered, “God answered my prayer.”

Samara whispered back, “No. He answered my prayer.”

“No. I think it was mine.”

“Po, don’t be silly. God answered me.”

“I still think it was me.”

“No. Me.” Then they both smiled and kissed.




Chapter Twenty

Samara handed Jesse to Powell, “Get used to your new daddy, Jesse. He’s going to be a lot of fun for you. And he is going to love you so much. Just like me.”

“Sammy, this is the third time I held a baby. I’m still a little nervous.”

“You’re doing fine. Make sure he feels secure. That’s all that matters,” Samara was going to say more but there was knocking on the conference room door. “Come in?”

“Everything okay in here?” Nichole was sticking her head in. “I stole your car keys from your coat pocket. His car seat is all secure in the back seat. Jamey installed it and made sure it is safe. He put some stuff in the back too. I think they were some things J.J. doesn’t need anymore. And I ran down the street and bought some more diapers and formula. I think you’ll be set for a day or two.”

“Thank you, Nickle. That was sweet of you.”

Jamey pushed the door all the way open and came in. “Nick and Anna have been on the phone already. There is going to be an adoption shower at our house this weekend. Po? Do you have to go back to work? I’m glad they let you come to the office for this.”

“No. The captain called and said I should take the next few days off. All new fathers get extra time. Thanks for explaining it to him.”

“Well, it goes without saying, Samara, that you don’t need to come back for a week or so. We’ll work it out later. In fact, I think we can figure out a way for you to work from home the next several months. But like I said don’t worry about any of that right now. Just go home and bond.”

Samara stood and did something completely out of her character. She went over and hugged Jamey and kissed his cheek. “You know don’t you that God used you? He answered our prayers and used you. Always remember how good it feels when you let that happen.”

“I will. Thanks, Samara.”

“There is one more thing, Jamey. A long time ago I realized I wanted to do what God wanted me to do. More than anything I want Him to use me. Working for you is what I believe He wants. I am helping others, and I can do it working at your office.”

The family left the office and stopped at the soup kitchen on the way home. It was almost noon and some of the regulars were there. Most of them were people that Samara recognized, and they knew her. She walked among the people and introduced them to Jesse and Powell. “This is Doris’ baby, Jesse. She is not well and can’t take care of him. I am going to raise him for her.” Everyone was happy for both Doris and Samara. She handed the boy back to Powell, then went behind the counter and got ready to help serve. She decided this was going to have to be a regular thing.

After that they went to the hospital. Samara found Doris and they talked about Jesse and how he was an answer to prayer. Samara cried a lot more, but Doris was so happy to know Jesse would be loved by Powel and Samara.

The adoption shower for Jesse was a lot of fun. Everyone was there. Even Jim and Regina came. Powell’s parents were missing, but they promised to come during the next week. Samara was talking to Mika and Flo about the baby. It was her new favorite subject. She saw a strange woman come in, and Powell went straight to her. She couldn’t hear anything, but suddenly her husband was hugging that other woman. He put his hand behind her head and pulled it to his shoulder. “Who is that?” she said out loud. Samara started to go to them, but Mika stopped her by grabbing her arm.

“That’s Pam,” she said.

“Pam? Who is Pam?”

“Po’s sister. I invited her.”

“That’s his sister? It looks like they’re reconciling.” In a few minutes Samara did go over to meet her sister-in-law.

She could hear as she got close. Pam kept repeating the same phrase, “I’m so sorry for hating you for no reason.”

Powell finally responded, “Don’t worry about it anymore. Be a part of our lives from now on. Jesse is going to need an aunt to spoil him.”

“Pam?” Samara said as she touched the woman’s shoulder. “I’m Samara. Powell’s wife.”

Pam dried her eyes and smiled at Samara, “It is so nice to meet you. There has been too much time go by already where we could have been friends. Let’s not waste anymore. Just like Powell says.”

“I like that. Come. Let me introduce you to my friends.” Samara took her by the hand and started around the room. After she was done Pam went to her old friend, Mika and started getting caught up.

That’s when Liz took Samara aside. “I found some information about your parents.”

Samara looked a little afraid, “Is this going to hurt?”

“Not much. It seems your folks had a good marriage, but something happened. Your mother accused him of having an affair. I actually met the other woman. She said it never happened. Your dad was faithful. But the lack of faith your mom showed hurt him so bad he could not get over it. That’s all it was. Just a misunderstanding that hurt so much they never got back to where they were.”

“That’s awful. But it explains so much. I needed to know. How much do I owe you, Liz?”

“This one’s on the house. Just throw some business our way. I think you already have, haven’t you?”

“Some. If somebody needs that.”

“I have other news. Not personal, but good news. We attended the trial of Cletus. He plead guilty this time and is in prison. In his statement, though, he said he has given his life to Jesus. Then he told the story of how you captured him, then let him fix himself something to eat. The kindness you shown was the key to him wanting to change his life.”

“That’s wonderful news. I wish the others had done that too,” Samara said. The next thing she did was find Powell and tell him.

He responded in a philosophical way, “Isn’t it amazing that all we have to do is let God’s love show through us? Look at all the good that’s happened to both of us. And He’s not done. He’s never done doing good through His servants.”




Part Three – Learning to Forgive

Chapter One

Powell raised the rented work platform as high as it would go. It was a little wobbly way up high like this. He and his friend Lou set up the rental lift to make sure the base was level, stable, and anchored. So, although the platform shifted slightly as Powell moved on the deck, he still felt secure. Now he was back to this same position that he had been in several times already. The top rail of the platform was only three inches higher than the peak of the barn roof when the lift was all the way up. He had to climb over the handrail to be able to walk along the ridge of the roof. He stood on the lowest rail, then leaned over as far as he could and fastened the carabiner to the heavy eyebolt, he had placed there two weeks ago. It was still a long stretch even for someone over six feet tall. Now his safety rope was secure, and he could climb the rest of the way out of the work platform and onto the roof.

The two men had been working on the barn for the whole summer. Lou didn’t like heights, so Powell did all the high work. He didn’t mind at all. He did the same thing every time he climbed onto the roof. The young man stopped and took in all the beauty of nature around him. Looking around, he could see almost all of the five acres he and his wife owned. It was easy to pick out a couple of edges of the property. Along one side, the towering pine trees made an almost straight edge where the farm abutted the neighbor on that side. Opposite from those was the stream. It curved some as it formed the border of the property on that side. Furthest away from him was the fence that separated his land from the farm his friend Lou just purchased. Turning to his right and looking down, he could see the clearing where they have bonfires for their gatherings. Now it was fenced in to make a corral where Lou exercised the horses and trained them. Powell made a small platform and put a bench on it so his wife could watch the men working with the horses. It was big enough for six to eight people to sit comfortably. When he turned to look behind him, he saw the old farmhouse he and his wife, Samara, shared with their adopted son, Jesse. He could see their bedroom window on the second floor. Looking over his property and thinking of his wife and son, Powell was reminded of a Bible verse he read a long time ago. ‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the Lord, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.’ He knew it was written to the ancient Israelites, but it spoke to him. He claimed all promises in the Bible because God doesn’t change. There was no reason Powell could think of that would make God love him less than anybody else, including the ancient Israelites.

Powell and Samara bought this farm a couple of years ago. It was only five acres, and the land wasn’t of the type that would support any kind of crop. Although they did raise a few vegetables for their table. He never thought of himself as a farmer anyway, or of the property as a business. They just liked the place. Samara really fell in love with the house when she first saw it. Although the house was old, it was cozy and charming. The last owners had renovated the house without changing the character. So, the wiring was all brand new, as is the heating and of course, the plumbing. The kitchen has all new appliances and cabinets but looks like a kitchen from a house a hundred years ago. The same was true of almost every room. The massive living room had a working fireplace. A real one, not some fake gas or electric thing. The sound and smell of actual woodburning made the room more romantic, and they took advantage of that on cool evenings.

Samara sat on the sofa near the large picture window almost every day. Its back was parallel and inches from the sill, and that made it her favorite place to sit. She could turn and rest her arms on the back to look at the giant oak trees in the yard as she waited for her husband on days he was working. Watching the birds and squirrels entertained her while she waited. It was also a good place to pray and think. That room and the large kitchen with an eating area made up most of the main floor. The only other room was a small guest room – with a bath that looked like it had once been a closet. Then there was a wooden stairway that had a landing halfway up.

Upstairs there were three bedrooms and two baths. The house used to have four bedrooms upstairs, but one bedroom had been converted. Now it was part of the master suite. This was the thing Samara discovered when the realtor brought them to this house. The master bedroom had a large walk-in closet. When a person walked into the closet, they would see another door on the far wall. That opened to a large bathroom. It was modern and luxurious. The one thing that Samara saw that made her want this house was an enormous shower. It took up half of the bathroom. 

Powell thought about that as he stood on the barn roof. Some things about his wife were a little strange, but he loved those things about her. One of her quirks was she loved to shower with him. He didn’t mind, but never understood why it was so important to her. But, as long as she was happy, he would do anything for her. He felt she would do anything for him too.

But he was up on the roof to work, not daydream, so Powell adjusted his harness a little and got ready to paint. The safety gear he put together himself. Instead of renting the harness from the company they used for the lift, he used his skydiving harness. His fulltime job now was a skydiving instructor and charter pilot-in-training. So, he bought a new rope and tied it to the lift, then a clip held it to the bolt on the roof, then it was tied to his harness. He felt like there was no point in the safety gear, but it was instilled in him to take precautions. Plus, Powell knew his wife worried less when he did things like this.

The man shook his head like he was trying to shake thoughts from his mind, but they were persistent. He had spent enough time thinking about the house and his wife. It was time to get to work. He had the roof repaired and almost completely painted. Today should finish that chore, and he would be done with the roof and not need the lift anymore. He and Lou had already replaced the few boards on the side of the barn and repainted it a traditional red. Powell did all the work up high, while Lou did the work he could reach from the ground or with a small ladder. The two men painted all the trim pieces along the corners and beside the doors white. And they repaired all the equipment to make the opening to the hayloft work. When they were done, every bit of the barn would work as the original builders designed it decades ago.

The effect was like a picture from a calendar featuring picturesque farms. The barn looked almost new but very traditional. With the large oak, pine, and maple trees around the farm, the pastures, and the pretty farmhouse, it seemed like a step into the past when a family made their living working the land and raising a few animals. Whoever decided to build the house and barn picked a fantastic place. It looked pretty every season of the year. The only thing out of place was the shed he used for a garage. It was decades newer than the rest of the farm buildings but in the worst shape. The person who built the shed took a lot of shortcuts and didn’t build it to code, so now it was about to fall down. Powell was planning on tearing it down to replace it with a kit garage. All he would have to do with the kit was to put it together like a huge three-dimensional puzzle. He was also going to make a breezeway to connect the garage and the house. That would make it more comfortable to get in the cars during the winter months. Suddenly he had an inspiration. He could build a cupola up here and a stairway inside the barn. Then he could come up to look out anytime he wanted. Samara would love to come up here too. Maybe next summer he could do that.

“Powell, are you going to stand there looking around, or finish painting the roof? I’d like to get this over with. Even though it is you on the roof, it makes me nervous. Can we just get this done?” Lou was standing on the ground, yelling at him. 

Powell thought it was too bad that Lou would never get to experience the joy of looking at nature from above like this. As he started to move toward the far end of the roof, Powell had a slight dizzy spell. It was the third one in two weeks. He thought about it a second. It was always when he took the work platform up to the very top. It made him curious about what was causing them. “Yes. I’ll get to work. We will finish today for sure.” Powell didn’t have the same fears as Lou but understood.

Earlier, he had fastened some metal rails to the roof and made a cart that would ride along the rails. He could store his supplies in the cart and push it along the peak. After putting the last bucket of paint in the cart and his paint sprayer, he started going along the ridge toward the far end of the roof. As he walked, he had to change the anchor points of his safety rope. As he neared the end of the barn, he clipped the carabiner in the last bolt, then went back and undid the one just before it. That gave him just enough rope to be able to half walk, half crawl down to the eave, and start painting. Another verse came to his mind, so he started saying it out loud, “They shall soar with wings of eagles, they will walk and not be faint, they will run and not be w… whoa!” When he stepped, his right foot went into a large mass that a bird had left behind. Powell’s foot slipped out from under him. He started sliding down the metal roof. There was nothing to grab and nothing to slow him down. The speed of his decent picked up, then he went over the edge. The rope kept him from falling more than six feet off the eave, but the stop was still quite a jolt. It was different than the jerk he would get from his parachute opening. But he was safe.

Powell looked down to find Lou. He would have to have help to get out of this. Lou had looked up and was watching Powell slide down the roof and over the edge. The six-foot, six man who weighed about two hundred and eighty pounds fainted and fell to his side on the ground. Powell wondered if the local geographic service recorded a small earthquake. 

So, hanging from the edge of the roof by a rope attached to a parachute harness, Powell didn’t have many options. He could climb up part way, but there was nothing to grip to get back on the roof. All of his weight on the rope made it impossible to get his hands between it and the roof. He could unfasten the harness and fall to the earth, but it was about twenty feet. It would probably result in an injury if he fell that far. Then he remembered his cell phone. He’d call his wife, and she could get help for him. He reached for his back pocket to get his phone, but the harness was in the way. He tried to adjust it as much as possible and finally got two fingers into his pocket. When he tried to pull the cell out, it slipped and fell into the grass below him.

Powell looked down at his cell phone and saw his dog, Brutus, come running over. Brutus was a rescue dog and seemed to be mostly German Shepard. The dog went straight to the phone and picked it up in his jaws, then ran off. “Brutus! Leave my phone…” there was nothing Powell could do about the phone or about his predicament hanging from the eave. He was not in pain and in no danger. So, Powell went back to enjoying the view.

 




Chapter Two

Samara and Mika were sitting in the living room of the old farmhouse. Samara was in her customary place at the end of the sofa. Mika took the other end. The baby, Jesse, was asleep between them near Samara’s knees. The little boy could sleep through the conversation even though his mom would use her hands to talk, and the sofa would bounce a little. They had been discussing the improvements the men were making on the farm, and the improvements Lou was making on the neighboring property. Lou and Mika had been married for two months now. They borrowed a large motor home and were living in it. It was parked just outside their house. Unlike Powell and Samara’s house, Lou and Mika’s home needed some major renovations. She would not move in until it was done, so they rented the luxurious RV from another dancer in the ballet company. Mika could approve the work to the house and still sleep in comfort. Lou had to adjust to living in the motor home. In many places, he didn’t feel he could stand up straight, and he felt like it was moving because of his size. “…So, Lou can’t even get the shower door closed all the way. We have to clean the floor every time he bathes. I hope it …” Mika paused because Brutus came running into the living room.

“Brutus, what do you have?” Samara gave her full attention to the dog. He came to her and dropped her husband’s phone in her lap. “Where did you get this?” Samara wiped the dog drool off of the phone on her jeans, then she looked at Mika. Brutus stood staring at her. His ears were up and alert, but his tail was down. He kept moving his front paws. “This is not normal. I think I better go investigate.” She looked at the sleeping boy on the sofa. “Watch Jesse while I go find out what’s going on. Powell will probably want this back. I really can’t imagine how the dog got it from him.” Samara got up and left without seeing the panic in Mika’s face. The dancer was incredibly nervous about being left alone with a baby.

Samara went to the back door of the house and slipped her shoes on. “Come on, Brutus. Show me where you got this phone.” She and the large dog started toward the barn. When she got past a large maple tree in the back yard, she could see the barn. Brutus ran ahead of her and started barking at something near the barn, but he was looking up. Then she saw her husband. He was hanging from the eave, but it looked like he was sitting on something. His legs were crossed like someone doing yoga on the ground, and his arms were crossed across his chest. He was watching her walk toward him and started waving. Samara broke into a run. “Po! Are you okay? What happened?”

“You have freed the genie from his terrible prison. You are granted three wishes fair maiden. What is your first wish?”

“Well… I wish I knew how you got into that position,” Samara answered. She felt a little relieved since he was making a joke.

“Granted.” He pointed toward the roof. “The genie stepped in bird something – something and slipped.” He relaxed his pose and just hung from the harness.

“Where is Lou?”

“Getting his beauty sleep.” Powell pointed around the corner where Lou was out cold. “His fear of heights is so strong he fainted when I came off the edge.”

Samara put her hands on her hips, “So, genie, I wish I knew how to get you down from there. Are you hurt? Are you in any pain? Will that rope hold you for a while?”

“For your second wish, my beauty, you must decide. Either move the lift… never mind. You can’t move it because I am tied to it. This is going to be really embarrassing, but you’ll have to call the fire department. I don’t see any other way to get down. I wish those guys weren’t all friends of mine.”

Powell saw her pushing things on his phone and knew she was calling 911. In a minute, she ended the call and looked up at him. “I said you are not injured and not in any immediate danger. They’ll have the ladder truck here in a few minutes.”

“Thanks, Sammy.” He went back to his genie pose, “And now, my mistress, what is your final wish?”

“I wish we were in the shower together.”

“Granted… but delayed a little.”

Samara went over to check on Lou. He seemed to be okay, just out cold. She moved his leg, so it wasn’t in an odd angle that might impede the blood flow then rolled him over on his back. Even flat on his back, he looked huge. Brutus came to see what she was doing and sniffed Lou. Then the dog laid down beside him and closed his eyes. The young woman went back to her husband. “I’ll be right back. I left Mika with Jesse. I’ll get them and be right back.”

“Okay. I’ll just hang out here a bit.” Samara laughed at him. Even stuck like that, he made fun of himself. 

When she got back to the living room, she laughed as she told Mika, and as she picked up Jesse, “We need to go check on our husbands. Mine is hanging from the barn roof, and yours is passed out cold in the grass. The fire department is on the way to rescue Po. Come on. You have to see this.” They walked to the barn, and Samara explained how Powell said he slipped and fell. She also said Lou fainted when he saw Po fall. Mika was not surprised about that. When they got within sight of the barn, Powell stated going into crazy poses. He would hold it for a few seconds, then go into another one. Samara didn’t know if he was trying to entertain her or trying to keep from being bored. In reality, he was trying to keep her from being too concerned. In about ten minutes, the fire truck rolled up to the barn.

Since Powell had been a paramedic, and he was now part time, the men all knew the farm and knew him pretty well. As soon as the truck came to a stop, the crew got out, and every one of them pulled out a cell phone or other camera and started taking pictures. Powell saw what they were doing, so he started with the silly postures again. This was something he knew he would never live down, so he might as well laugh at himself. Soon they put the phones away. The medic on the crew noticed Lou on the ground. Mika had gone to him, and his head was now on her lap, but he was still out. The fireman opened his case and got out an ammonia capsule, then broke it and held it under Lou’s nose. Lou coughed and started squirming, then opened his eyes. Mika held her hand over his face so he couldn’t see Powell. “Don’t look, baby. I don’t want you to faint again.” The big man nodded then relaxed on her lap.

“I’m fine. Thanks,” Lou said.

The rest of the team were getting the truck’s long ladder into position under Powell, then one of them climbed up. “You know, standard procedure, Po.”

“Sure. But just let me stand on the rung here, and I’ll undo the rope. Then we can climb down.”

The next morning on the lower half of the front page of the newspaper was a picture of Powell. He had one leg straight with his toe pointed, and the other leg bent. His hands were in fists with one straight and above his head and the other at his chest. ‘LOCAL HERO RESCUED,’ was the headline, then the story of him losing his footing and hanging by his safety rope until the ladder truck pulled him down. The story left out the part of the big man Lou fainting.

Powell was a celebrity for a couple of days. When he went to a store, people said hi and something about seeing his picture. A few children wanted his autograph. At work, skydiving students would tease him about hanging from the harness. He had no choice but to laugh with them. Then the attention suddenly stopped. Powell wasn’t upset or concerned. He was merely curious. Maybe something else had the interest of the town. He had gone a few days without watching the news, so when he got home again, he turned on the TV. A reporter was giving an update about a judge in New York City who gave an extremely light sentence to a former middle school teacher who molested and murdered one of his students. The city was now crippled by protests and riots. The judge had been attacked in his home and was now dead, but the riots went on because the people were so angry. Police from all over the state were called in to assist with controlling the crowds. Samara watched her husband when the details of the teacher were read by the reporter. Powell’s eyes narrowed, and his jaw clenched. He looked ready to fight and full of hatred. Samara couldn’t tell who it was for. She had never seen a look like that on her husband’s face, and it scared her. She was not scared of him. She was scared for him.

 




Chapter Three

Powell and Lou were able to get the barn roof finished during the next two days after his fall. To finish the job, Powell patched the bolt holes he put in for the track, and they returned the lift. Powell was glad to get rid of it, but not nearly as happy as Lou. All the projects were done for the barn. It was repaired and painted and would be good for several more decades. The next logical step seemed to be to have a party to celebrate the completion of a big job.

To mark the occasion, Powell and Samara decided to have another big cookout. They invited all their friends and let them bring guests if they wanted. The only unexpected person, though, was the boy Sissy brought along. Sissy’s real name is Stephanie, but she is the adopted daughter of Mario and Stephanie. So, the nickname helps keep order in the house. Sissy and her younger brother George call Powell and Samara Uncle Po and Aunt Sam.

Powell and Samara felt like they had a good bunch of people in attendance. They built the bonfire in the middle of the corral. People were lined up along the fence rails. Some were leaning on one side, and some on the other. A few were sitting on the top rail. Brutus was busy herding a couple of little boys away from the danger of the bonfire. The two boys thought it was funny. The big dog seemed to be enjoying the challenge.

Samara talked to each guest. Then, she took the time to look at each one from a distance and became a little philosophical about them. Remembering the days she was homeless, Samara tried to think of the differences between a homeless friend and the good friends they had on their small farm that night. The other homeless she knew were considered friends, but she never felt the love with them that she did with these people. Although she was not related to anyone here, Samara felt like they were all brothers and sisters.

Then she thought along another philosophical line and had to share it with everyone. “Hello!” she yelled. “I’m not one for making speeches,” she said once she got everyone’s attention. “I just want to say that I am thinking about how much I love all of you. That made me think of your spiritual welfare. I am so happy that we are one hundred percent. So… what I want is for all of us to meet up in heaven and have another little party like this. We won’t need the bonfire. That’s for the other place. We’ll just meet, have a meal together, and laugh. Every one of us.”

Too soon, it seemed all the guests were fed and getting tired. Some of them helped put the leftovers away. The fire was dying down, and it was getting cool. The party ended, and the Ellisons were left alone again. Powell ran to the house to get a blanket, then the three of them cuddled up on the bench and watched the fire die. They could hear the crackle of the wood as it burnt, and occasionally there would be sparks take off and fly way up until they either went out of sight, or they burnt out. A few owls started a conversation around the farm. Each time an owl close by would hoot, Jesse would pucker his mouth and look up at his momma. Soon, Jesse fell asleep, as did Brutus. Powell and Samara didn’t feel the need to speak. They just sat touching each other and left the other alone with their own thoughts. When the fire was nothing but a few embers, Powell got the bucket of water and dowsed what was left. Then he took the sleeping boy, and they walked back to the house. The house was dark and quiet after all the fun outside that night. When they laid Jesse down, he didn’t wake up. When Powell and Samara went to bed, she fell asleep the minute she put her head on his shoulder. Life was good.

The next morning Samara had to go to work in her office downtown. She left home while Powell was still cleaning up some of the stuff from the night before. Jesse was up and fed, and he was crawl chasing Brutus around the house. If Jesse stopped, Brutus would come to find him and push the boy with his nose. Sometimes the little one and the big dog were more like siblings. 

Later Powell loaded Jesse into the stroller and buckled him in. At least the child couldn’t get into something that way. Then the dad pushed him out near the truck and let him watch as his daddy loaded some tables into the back and then hooked the large barbeque grill to the hitch. Then the two of them took off to return all of this to the rental store. When the pickup pulled into the yard, two big young men came running out and unhooked the trailer and pulled all the tables out while Powell just sat and watched. Jesse was trying to watch the best he could and was getting frustrated that he couldn’t see the men.

When they left the parking lot of the rental store, Powell asked, “Jesse, do you want to go see mama?”

“Bbbppppttt,” was the usual way Jesse expressed himself by blowing hard between his lips with his tongue partway out. It had become the response whenever someone asked him a question.

“Okay then, we’ll go right there.” Powell drove straight to the downtown offices where his wife worked. His high school friend, Jamey, owned the law firm where Samara worked. Recently they moved up one floor in the office building, and the firm took over the whole floor. Powell had not seen the new setup yet and was anxious to see it. He found a place to park in front of the building and got the stroller out from behind the seat. Jesse was holding his arms out when Powell went to get him out of the car seat. Jesse was always ready to go on another adventure. Just like his mommy and daddy.

When Powell pushed the stroller into the elevator, he noticed it had been renovated. The car looked brand new, and the doors were different. Even the buttons outside had been upgraded. He always thought this building looked elegant, but now it was even more so. He pushed the button for the floor where his wife used to work, then realized his mistake and pressed the one above it too. The elevator took off much faster than it used to, and it surprised him. Right before the doors opened on the wrong floor, Powell had another dizzy spell. This was much worse than any before. He had to grab the rails in the elevator car to keep from falling over. This time it scared him. 

He stood braced in a corner while the doors opened to reveal a construction zone. It appeared the building owner was making changes while this floor was empty. The doors closed on their own after a minute, and they were taken up to the next level. By then, Powell had recovered. When the doors opened on the right floor, Powell could see the immense lobby and Nichole’s new desk. When she saw who it was, she ran around the counter and went straight to Jesse. “How’s the little man? I haven’t seen you in about twelve hours. You seem so much bigger.” She said that as she unbuckled the strap holding him in the stroller and picked him up.

“Nickle, is Samara busy? I wanted to come to see her new office.”

“She is doing research in her office. Go on back.” She pointed the way then Nichole nuzzled Jesse’s neck to make him giggle before she gave him to Powell, then she pushed the stroller over to the wall, so it was out of the way.

Samara was happy to see Powell and Jesse. The look on her husband’s face concerned her though, “Po, what’s the matter? You look pale.”

“That new elevator is fast,” was all the reply he would give her.




Chapter Four

After the barn, the next thing on the list was to start teaching Powell how to train a horse. Lou taught him how to ride, but training an animal was something else. So, Powell was learning.

They worked with a younger horse trying to teach it to prance. Powell was on the back of the horse, and it was going pretty well. They had barrels set in the corral to make some obstacles to go around. As he went around some on the far side, he looked over and saw his wife had come out to watch. She brought nine-month-old Jesse along with her, and Mika had joined them. Jesse could stand if he was holding on to something, but out here, he liked to be held because it gave him a better viewpoint. Today Samara was holding him securely while he sat on the top rail of the fence. He was always happy watching from this vantage point. When Jesse saw his daddy look his way, he would wiggle his chubby legs and arms.

Powell looked over again at the two women and the baby as he was approaching another barrel. His attention was not on the horse, so when they came to the obstacle, he expected the horse to go right, but it went left. So, he was left leaning away from the turn and lost his balance and fell off.

Samara saw him fall and expected him to land okay since he knew how to land. She tried to suppress a small laugh. Mika had to turn away to hide her laugh. Jesse didn’t care. He laughed and laughed. He chuckled. He guffawed. He hooted. Jesse made that innocent baby laugh that comes from way down deep. It was the laugh everyone loved to hear. When the baby saw his daddy fall off the horse, he thought it was hilarious. Jesse thought it was the funniest thing he had seen in his entire life – all nine months of it. When he looked out into the corral, Powell was struggling to turn over and sit up. That was funny too. Then when Powell stood and started brushing himself off, that was humorous to the baby too. Every slap on his shirt or jeans brought out a cloud of dust. Funny, funny dust flying from his daddy’s legs. Jesse loved his daddy anyway, but now his dad was putting on this great comedy show just for him. It was the best thing ever.

Powell walked over and got the reigns again and got back in the saddle. He slowly rode over to Samara, Mika, and Jesse. He made the horse stop right next to the rail, then leaned over and held out his hands. “Give me my boy.” Samara handed Jesse over the fence, and Powell put his son on the saddle in front of him. He held the youngster with his left arm and the reigns in his right, and they slowly made their way around the corral. Jesse was kicking his legs; the baby was so excited. After two circuits, he stopped to give Jesse back, but Samara indicated they should make one more trip around. On the next stop, Powell knew why. Jesse was sound asleep. Powell put one hand under the baby’s chin and one between his legs and handed him over. Samara cuddled the boy, and he never woke up. She went in to put their son to bed. Powell took the horse to the barn. Lou and Mika walked home.

When he went in the backdoor, Powell saw his wife sitting on the kitchen counter. That was uncharacteristic of her. He knew something had to be wrong. “Hey. What’s up? Sammy, my Sammy.” He walked to her and leaned on the counter with his hands on either side of her legs. He was hoping his behavior would disarm whatever thing that was on Samara’s mind.

She looked up at him with her dark eyes seeming so sad. “What do you think of Mika?”

“She’s okay. I’m glad she’s your friend.”

“Why?”

“We all need friends. That’s all. I thought you really liked her.”

“But do you think she’s pretty?”

“Mika? She is gorgeous. But so are you.”

“So, you really like her?”

“Like I said, she’s okay. What’s going on?”

“Do you like to look at her?”

Powell didn’t think there was a right answer to this. He was in a trap and knew it. So, he thought he should be frank, “She is nice to look at. All the training as a dancer, probably. I don’t know. But she always has her legs on display. It’s hard not to see that.”

“I know. I feel so plain standing next to her.”

“Don’t. When I see you two together, I see one woman I want.” Powell lifted her off of the counter and put her feet gently on the floor. He kissed her forehead and put his hand under the back of her t-shirt. “I want to do this to only one of them. I love the way the skin feels on your back. The way the flesh is warm and soft against my palm and fingers.”

“What’s the difference? Why me and not her?” She was looking up at him, using her puppy dog eyes as he called them.

Powell grabbed her waist and pushed her to the wall. He grabbed her wrists and pulled them up to her chin. Then, he leaned in, so she was trapped. Then he pulled her hand up to his mouth. “I only want to do this to you.” He started kissing her fingertips. “Why do you like this so much?”

“P…P… Powell, that’s not f…f…fighting f…f…f…fair.” She jerked her hand away and pushed him from her. “Stop it. D…d…don't do that to me now.”

“I don’t know about fighting fair. I didn’t think I was fighting.” Powell ran his hand through his hair, “What am I supposed to say, Sammy? I am so frustrated with you right now. I have no idea what brought this on. What do I say?”

“I don’t know. And… I don’t know,” she was about to cry.

“All I know is when we are together, I see two beautiful women. One is very modest. One is not. I am physically attracted to the modest one. Modesty… I see it as intriguing. The other I see only as the wife of a friend. I wish she wore longer pants.”

Samara ran at him and hugged him, “Thank you, Po. Thank you so much. I love you.”

He put his arms around her. “Okay? I love you too. Can you tell me what I said?”

“I didn’t know before, or I would have told you. But you pointed out a difference between Mika and me, then told me you liked the contrast. I don’t know…” She hugged him tighter. “Knowing you love the thing in me that makes me different from her helps so much.” She put her fingertips on his lips. “You started something earlier.”

Then they heard the baby monitor, “Heh!”

Powell turned his head and yelled, “Hey to you too!”

The monitor erupted, “Heh…heh…hehhhhh!” Then they heard Jesse start shaking the crib so, it banged against the wall.

“He heard his daddy,” Samara said. “Go take care of him while I start supper.”

Powell walked into Jesse’s room and forgot all about the monitor. “Hey, little man, how was your nap?” Samara could hear in the kitchen when Powell picked Jesse up. “Let’s get you changed. Okay?” The father talked to his son. “You know what? I should start teaching you early. There are things in life you’ll need to know. I’ll start with a hard one to learn.” Samara stopped working so she could listen. “There’s an old saying. It’s been around for centuries, maybe thousands of years. It goes, ‘Women!’ There might be more to it than that. If I remember, I’ll be sure to tell you. Or if you happen to hear, maybe you could tell me. How about it?”

“Bbbpppppttt.”

Powell laughed. “No. I don’t think it goes, ‘Women bppptttt.’ Probably more like, ‘women grrrrrrr,’ or, ‘Women hmmm.’ Maybe both are right.” Samara was glad they couldn’t hear her laughing. “Whoa! Jesse! You’re supposed to tinkle when the diaper is on. Don’t wait until I take it off for that. I think we caught it all, so no harm is done. I bet your momma taught you that. She probably whispered in your ear, ‘Wait until Daddy gets the diaper off to pee. It will be so funny.’ Did she say that to you?”

“Bbbppppptttt.”

“Ha! I thought she did. But one thing about your momma. Out of all the women in the world, she is one. I mean is she is number one. Always remember your momma is the best woman in the world.” Now, Samara was getting tears in her eyes. “And in my opinion, she ranks in the top ten worldwide in beauty. I’ll say the top ten because I haven’t met all the women of the world yet. But nobody I can think of is better looking. In spite of what Mommy says. Do you want some supper?”

“Bbbppppt.”

Powell picked up Jesse and carried him downstairs and into the kitchen. Samara pointed at the baby monitor. Powell realized his conversation with his son had been overheard. “Ah! Horse p… s… uh… excrement! Jesse, we’ve been compromised.”

 




Chapter Five

Right after supper, Jesse went to bed for the night. He was pretty good at sleeping all night long now. Occasionally he would wake up hungry and need something to help him get back to sleep. This night he fell asleep as soon as Samara put him in the crib. She went in and got herself ready for bed. One of the favorite things Powell liked was to see her wearing only one of his old flannel shirts. She had a red one with the sleeves removed, and she had sewn lace around the armholes. That particular one made her feel special, so she put it on. Then she went down to sit on the sofa with her husband.

“Po, I think we were interrupted a little while ago. You were about to kiss my fingertips when Jesse woke up. But first, I think I have this figured out.”

“You know why you like that so much?”

“Yes. It is because I concentrate on what you are doing. I use every sense to experience what you are doing. Well, except taste. But I smell you. Whether it is cologne or perspiration, I smell you. Most of the time, it is just soap that I smell. Then I hear what you are doing. I hear the slight noises the kisses make. Sometimes I hear you moan a little. I hear you breathe.

“I see what you are doing. That is all I can see. Your face is there, but mostly it is just your mouth. Every movement is so special. 

“Of course, I feel the touch of your lips. I can feel the softness and warmth. I feel the moisture. I can sense the movement of all the muscles in your lips as you pucker and press my fingers to your mouth. Nothing else in the whole world exists at those moments. I am totally enthralled with what you are doing to me.

“But that is only half. The other half is knowing that all I am experiencing is because of your affection for me. Knowing that you love me and want to make me feel special is why I want to sense all that you do to start with.” Samara stopped talking and put her hand up close to his face.

“Excuse me a minute, Sammy.” Powell got up and went into the kitchen. Samara groaned and wondered what he was doing but kept quiet. She heard the water running, then cabinets opening and closing. Then she could hear scrubbing. In a couple of minutes, Powell came back in.

“What did you have to do, honey?”

“I washed my hands.”

“I heard, but why?”

“I had to be sure they are as clean as I can get them. You know, after working with the horse, then taking care of Jesse. I want to be extra clean right now so I can feel what you feel.”

“Oh? Oooooh! Okay!”

Powell sat on the couch then pulled his wife around, so she was leaning on him. Then he put his index finger on her lips. Then he concentrated. It was like she described it to him. He could see her mouth. He loved to look at her mouth anyway, whether she had lipstick on or not. Powell thought his wife’s mouth was perfect. Just the right shape and size. From this angle, he could see her pucker. “Wow. Sammy, that is incredible.” He kept trying to do what she said she did. He smelled her hair. There was a slight scent of the shampoo she used that morning. He could smell a little bit of her breath. Chocolate. From the cake they had for dessert. Powell listened. Samara was purring, or as close to that as a person can get.

He felt what she was doing. The softness of her lips and the warmth. She would open her mouth slightly and close again on the pad of his finger. Then she surprised him and put it in her mouth and bit down softly. Then she took it out and started kissing again. “Oh, Sammy…” Then she stuck a small part of her tongue out and licked circles around his fingerprint area. “Uh… that feels good.” She kissed some other fingers. “Sammy, when I do that to you, does it make your butt vibrate? My butt is tingly like crazy right now.”

“Po, baby,” she kissed his index finger. “That is probably,” she kissed his middle finger. “Your cell phone,” she kissed his ring finger then pinky.

“NO! I don’t want to be interrupted right now.”

Samara turned around and reached behind him and pulled his phone out of his back pocket. She looked at the caller ID and answered the phone. She put it on the speaker, “Hello, Fran. This is Samara. Po is here too. You’re on speaker. How are you? How is Liz?” Fran and Liz are former FBI agents who became friends with Powell and Samara when they came for help to solve a case. Now they have a private investigation service in town.

“All good, Samara, thanks. But, Powell, we need your help. Rather the forest service needs your help. I had a call from a friend in the National Forest Service a few minutes ago. He saw the article about you with the picture of you hanging from the barn eave. He wondered if I could find you since we are in the same area. He wants you since the story said you rode a horse and were also a paramedic. He didn’t know I knew you so well. The point is, there was an accident in the High Plains area where a car went down a ravine. It is impossible to get to it except by horseback. I am sure you know of the riots in New York City. All the forest service personnel and their horses were ordered to go to the city to help patrol. No one is near that can get to the wreck. The forest service is asking if you can go up there to help. They believe the man in the car is alive but can’t get out. Someone is there giving him aid, they think. It’s all a little gray to them at the moment.”

“I’d have to trailer a horse and drive up there. Then ride down a ravine to get to the wreck. Once I get there, I’d have to give first aid to whoever is in the car, then try to get them out. After that, give him a ride to safety. Is that right?”

“Yes, Powell. That’s it precisely. Can you do it?”

“No. I’ll have to have help. My friend Lou should go with me.”

“I can’t speak for the service, but I can’t see how they would object. You’ll be reimbursed for the gas money and any other expenses. I think they want you to hurry in case the man is injured.”

“If we leave as soon as possible tonight Lou and I should be there before daylight. I’ll call him right away, and we’ll bring three horses. Can you text me the address of the exact place they want to meet us?”

“I’ll call my friend back and text the address to you right away.”

“Alright, Fran. Talk to you soon.” Powell hung up his phone. When he looked at Samara, he could see his wife was not too happy, but still supportive.

“Call Lou. I’ll call Mika at the same time. We’ll help you get ready.” 

Powell called Lou as he was walking out to the barn to get the trailer hooked up to his pickup. Samara put pants on as she was throwing clothes in a bag for her husband, then she called Mika. They decided Mika would come to the farmhouse, then the two women would work on making some food for the trip. Samara was making the sandwiches for the drive, and Mika prepared snacks for the ride down the hill and back. Samara also made a large pot of coffee and filled two thermoses for the road. In less than an hour, the men had the horses in the trailer and the saddles and harnesses in the pickup. Samara and Mika carried the food and clothes out to the men. Powell had already grabbed the paramedic kit still kept behind the sofa. Both couples hugged and kissed briefly before the men got in the truck and left.

The two women walked in silence back to the house. Neither wanted their man to leave so suddenly. But inside, they were also a little proud. They got back to the kitchen, and Samara went to the baby monitor and listened. Jesse was still sleeping. The picture on the monitor showed Brutus asleep on the floor near the crib. Then she turned around and saw another duffle, “Rats! We forgot a bag!” She reached for her cell phone to call.

“No. That is mine,” Mika said. “I made an assumption. I planned to ask you if I could sleep on your sofa tonight. I don’t want to be alone in that RV. Would you mind if I stayed? I could go to a hotel or something.”

“No. Stay. That makes me feel safer. I have to admit I don’t like this at all. It is something I know he has to do. I mean, they have to do. But I still don’t like it. But we have a great guest bedroom upstairs. You’ll stay there.” 

Samara walked past a mirror and saw her face. She knew she was not happy, but her reflection startled her. Her jaw was set. She looked angry. It made her think about her state of mind. Yes. She was angry. Angry at her husband even though she knew he really had no choice. Angry at the police and forest service for calling him away. Angry at Fran because Fran was the one to relay the message. Angry at the men who caused the riots. Angry with the rioters. Angry at their mothers because they should have taught them better. Angry at God just because He could have prevented all of this. Now she was stuck at home to take care of the baby and dog and the rest of the farm. There were other horses left behind, and she would have to tend to them. At least Mika was here. But would Mika be any help or just someone else to take care of?

The baby monitor sounded. Great. Now Jesse was awake. Of all nights for him to not sleep through, why this one? She went upstairs and picked him up. She changed him and tried to comfort him, but he was clingy tonight. Samara was even more frustrated. She saw her face again. It made her embarrassed to show so much negative energy. So, she cuddled her baby and tried to be positive. Maybe a fake smile would become more real if she tried. Samara took a deep breath and tried that. But the doorbell rang. “Now what!” Her short outburst made Jesse upset. When she went down, Mika had already answered the door.

Liz was walking in. “Hello, Mika. Samara. I just wanted to pop in and make sure you were okay and to see if you need any company, but I see Mika is here. I’ll just leave this cake. I had a sudden urge to make a cake this morning. Anyway, this is for you.” Liz set the cake on the coffee table.

“Thank you, Liz,” Samara went over to her friend and hugged her with her free hand. “Let’s set the cake where Brutus can’t get to it. I guess Fran told you everything about Po and Lou leaving to take care of an accident victim?”

“Yes. I was there when he called.”

“Please stay with us for a while. Mika is spending the night because she didn’t want to be left alone in the motor home tonight. I didn’t want to be alone either.” Mika picked up the cake and took it to the kitchen, where she set it in the middle of the table. Fran sat on the sofa and put her purse on the seat beside her. They all sat for a few minutes discussing what the men were doing, then the doorbell rang again.

Before Samara could get up, Mika jumped up, “I’ll get it.” She opened the door to another friend. “Hi, Flo. Come in.”

Flo carried a bottle of wine. “I wanted to bring something. But this was all I could think of… well without stopping at the grocery.”

“Put it in the kitchen, please. Then sit and talk with us for a while.” Samara didn’t try to whisper since Jesse was wide awake now. He was enjoying the interruptions. “Why did you think you needed to bring anything tonight?”

“Mika called…”

Mika interrupted her, “Samara, I called everybody in our Bible study. I thought they should know so they could pray for our husbands.”

Samara gulped and hung her head, “Good idea. Thanks.” In less than half an hour, Stephanie and Sissy came, then Anna and her husband, Jamey. He was carrying their son JJ. They added to the kitchen table cookies and brownies.

When Jamey walked in and saw all the women, he said, “I feel out of place. Is it alright, Honey, if I leave? Call me when you want me to come to pick you up.”

Stephanie answered for Anna, “Nonsense. I’ll bring her home. Go on, Jamey. We’ll take good care of your wife.”

Samara looked around the room at all of her good friends who came to support her. None of them were invited. They just showed up because they loved her. Her anger disappeared. God was showing His love through her friends too. She was amazed. Too amazed to feel the embarrassment of her anger earlier. 

Sissy told about a game her friends like to play where they would go around the room, and each person would admit something they had never done to the rest. “I have never smoked,” Sissy started.

“That’s one,” Stephanie said.

“One what, Mom?”

“One of the things I was hoping you would say.”

“I think I can guess a couple more that you would like. But you’ll have to wait. What’s something you have never done?”

“If I understand this, it is supposed to be something the others might have done, but I haven’t?”

“Yes,” Sissy answered.

“I don’t know. I’ve lived a full life already. And we are all so much alike. The only thing I can think of right now is I’ve never held a regular job. I’ve always done something unusual, like the skydiving school.”

“Okay, Mom. Mika, it’s your turn.”

Mika looked a little shy. She was barely audible when she said, “I’ve never held a baby.”

All the women were shocked. Sissy was sitting in the rocking chair, and she jumped up. “Here. Sit here. Right now.”

“No. I can’t,” Mika protested.

“Yes. Go sit in the rocker,” Samara said. “It will help me anyway. We have a routine. When Jesse gets a bottle, he knows it’s time to go to sleep. If you take him, I can go get it ready for him. I was ready to pass him off to someone anyway.”

“I don’t want to hurt him.” Mika looked a little scared again.

“It’s easy,” Stephanie said. “You’ll see how natural it is.”

Mika didn’t feel like she had a choice. She traded places with Sissy, and Samara handed Jesse to her. He was wide awake and wanted to be where he could see. Jesse was happy sitting on Mika’s thigh so he could see the rest of the women. Mika held on to his shoulders. Samara told her, “Pull him back, so he is resting against your chest. Make him feel secure. You don’t have to squeeze hard, just enough to let him know you are in charge, and he is safe.” Mika pulled him back, and he relaxed when she put her hand on his tummy. Mika smiled, and Samara went to get the bottle. When his mom came back with the bedtime snack for him, Jesse turned and looked at Mika. She felt like he was trusting her. “Put him in the crook of your elbow. He knows what is happening.”

“Okay…,” Mika said. She moved him around a little, then took the bottle. She held it where he could suck on it like she had seen. When he reached up and grabbed her finger, she gasped. “Jesse, you are so warm and soft.” She looked up at the other women. “Thanks. This is much nicer than I imagined.” In several minutes, Jesse was asleep again. When she looked down at his face and saw that, Mika removed the bottle. His mouth was left puckered and slightly open. Mika couldn’t help herself. She bent down and kissed his forehead. “Sweet dreams, little-big guy.” Samara stood to take the baby, but Mika wanted to continue to hold him for a little while longer. Everyone forgot about the game. She held the boy while the rest of them ate the snacks, then until they left.

Samara was almost glad tonight happened. If her husband was in their bed, it would be perfect.

 




Chapter Six

Powell and Lou were having a less pleasant evening. They got along just fine, but it was just the two of them, and sometimes they ran out of things to talk about. Or, in times like this, talking was just too difficult. They would have to shout to be heard over the road noise. It was just easier to remain quiet. Plus, Powell was angry again at someone he didn’t even know. The man who raped and murdered a student was on his mind. If that wasn’t bad enough, now he was away from his wife and son because others had to go help control riots. Those men would have been doing this job instead of Powell and Lou. As Powell drove, he got a text message. He handed his phone to Lou and shouted, “If this message is from Fran, it will have the address where we are to meet the forest service. Please enter that into the GPS.”

“Got it,” Lou yelled back. In a few minutes, “All set. I’ll watch the directions. Right now, we stay on this road for at least an hour. Want some coffee?”

“Please.” That was the last they spoke until Lou saw the exit coming up. Then a few more times, he gave Powell directions from the GPS. Each turn they made, the surrounding area became less and less populated and more rural. If they could see the forest, they would have been enjoying the beauty, but in the dark, it just seemed so boring and lonely. Powell was tense as he scanned the sides of the road, looking for deer or other animals that might run out in front of the pickup. The roads became narrower and rougher. Finally, they turned to gravel. The last fifty miles took the most time. At last, they came upon a truck from the National Forest Service. The four-way flashers were blinking, but the two men inside were asleep. Powell took his phone from Lou. Four o’clock. They made better time than he had expected. Powell slammed his car door to wake the other men when he got out.

“Hello. I’m Powell Ellison. This is my good friend Lou. He is an expert horseman. I thought it best to bring him along.”

“Good. It will be light in two hours. What do you want to do? What’s first?”

Lou spoke, “We’ll use the lights from the trucks to get the horses set up. Then we’ll wait until we can see. After that, it is up to the animals. We’ll let them go as fast as they want. Do you have an idea of how long it will take to get to the car?”

“Three or four hours. We still don’t know what you’ll find. We had a helicopter during the evening last night with a big searchlight. We can barely see the wreck from the air. We have the location marked on the topographical map. The spotter in the chopper said he saw a horse drawn wagon about a quarter mile from the car. He thought he saw a man in a hat waving from the wreck site.” Then the ranger added, “This wreck is because the man driving was attempting to flee from the police. The state patrol chased him into the area, then lost him. I think they lost him when he went over the edge.

“But you don’t think the man in the hat is the driver?” Powell asked.

“No. We don’t. We think he is the wagon driver,” The ranger said. “I understand, Mr. Ellison, that you were a paratrooper, and you still teach skydiving.”

“That’s right.”

“Can you read the map?”

“Yes. No problem. Would you point out some landmarks and the trail you think we should take?” Powell and the ranger looked over the map and made some plans for the route they should take while Lou and the other ranger took care of the horses. They had a few minutes to rest before the sun came up. Then the two men set out. Lou took the lead at first, while Powell read the map and offered directions. Now things were a lot more peaceful, and the men could talk. They still didn’t have a lot to say. Their minds were on the task ahead. The trail they were taking they saw had been used before, but not for a long time. And it was much rougher than they hoped it would be. Powell didn’t think it would be possible to bring an injured man back this way.

Lou stopped after a couple of hours to look over the horses. They seemed to be doing well. In his mind, the horses enjoyed the challenge and the change of scenery. “How are you holding up, Po?”

“Fine. Sore. Tired. Hungry.” He took a banana out of the saddlebag, then put it back. It wasn’t what he wanted.

“Me too.” Lou mounted back up, and they started out again. He gave Powell a granola bar, and he ate one himself. In two more hours, they reached the site. The first thing they saw was a man in black pants, gray shirt, and a straw hat. Powell noticed the man’s clothes were not buttoned. They had pins to hold them together. 

“Lou, please treat this man with the highest respect.”

“Sure. Why?”

“I don’t know why. I just feel he deserves it.”

The man came running to them as they approached. “I am so glad to see you. Are you English? You appear to be.”

“Yes. We are what you Amish call English, and we are Christian men,” Powell answered. Lou nodded.

“Horses. Big strong horses. They are exactly what I was praying for. Christ has answered my prayer and brought three strong horses. I was only praying for one. Isn’t that good that He would send more than I asked?” The man seemed to be looking at the abundant muscles on Powell and Lou. “But I think you two could do the job I wanted the horses for. Are you brothers?”

“No. Just friends,” Powell answered as they dismounted.

Lou spoke for the first time, “This man saved my wife’s life. I will always feel indebted to him for that. Since then, we have grown closer.”

“I thought you might be brothers since you both look so strong. I feel like a child beside you.”

“Let’s get to work on getting the man out of his car,” Powell was getting restless.

“My name is Abraham. Please step over here, gentlemen.” 

“I am Powell. This is Lou.”

Abraham took the reins of the horses and tied them to a branch, then he walked over a few yards farther from the wreck. Powell and Lou didn’t know why he did, but they joined him. He spoke softly, “I believe it is best that you know what you are getting into. And you should know who he is. First of all, his leg is trapped in the car. I cannot free it myself, but after looking at the metal, I believe we can hook the horses to the opposite sides and pull it apart. I think also that his leg is broken. He is in pain. I have been giving him food and water to keep him alive. I have nothing to give him for the pain.”

Powell thought this man was probably going hungry himself and giving all of his own food away. He’d find out later. “You said something about knowing who he is?”

“Yes. He has told me some things. Awful things I do not want to think about. But he says he is the reason for the riots in New York.” Abraham looked toward the car when he finished.

“Is he the one who murdered that young girl?” Powell’s anger was overflowing again.

“Yes. It is.”

“Then I cannot help him,” Powell turned toward his horse.

Lou grabbed his arm, “It’s what we came here for. We don’t okay what he did. We just have to get him back to justice.”

Abraham spoke, “Please, Powell. I cannot leave him. Unaided, he will die. It is our way to help any injured creature and any man, whether he is good or bad. I will stay until he dies, or I die. I beg you, sir, don’t make me do that.”

“For you, Abraham. Not for him.” Powell walked to the car to get an idea of what he had to do. A door had been pulled back. He saw hoof prints in the dirt and knew Abraham brought his horse to the car and used the animal to pull it open. It was the only way to get into the car. Powell crawled in to see how bad the man’s leg looked.

“Thank goodness you’re here.” The man could barely get the words out.

“Shut up!” Powell snapped. The anger on his face and in his voice was pretty apparent. The man closed his mouth and eyes. Powell could tell the leg was broken. It was probably the tibia, but the dashboard of the car hid most of it. The paramedic in Powell took over, and he injected a sedative into the man’s arm. Then he tried pushing the metal away, but it would barely move then spring back. Abraham was right, they’d have to use the horses to get him out.

Powell saw there were already ropes in place. The Amish man’s faith was great enough that he prepared for what he knew God would send. Powell crawled back out. “Get the horses.” Lou brought his horse. It was the biggest of all four horses. It had to be to carry him. Abraham’s horse was the next biggest. He brought it over. He had unhitched it the night before and had it ready. It took just a few minutes to hook the horses to the ropes. These looked like brand-new ropes, and they were strong ones. Abraham yelled at his horse, and Lou prodded his. The two animals pulled in opposite directions. The metal groaned but did not move enough to free the leg.

“I was fearful this would happen. I have another idea.” Abraham said.

“Plan B?” Lou asked.

“What is that?” Abraham looked confused.

“Just a saying we use when the first idea is a bust,” Lou answered.

“Okay. Plan B. Let me show you.” Abraham started drawing in the dirt. “If we take a long, strong branch and wrap the rope around it like this,” He drew some marks in the dirt. “Then go up higher on the branch and take that and hook it to the horses; it will pull stronger.”

“The end of the rope from this end of the branch will be hooked to the car?” Powell pointed at the drawing in the dirt.

“Yes.”

“Good thinking. It will give us extra leverage.”

“I don’t know what it is called. I was just looking and praying, and this idea came into my mind.”

“Yes,” Powell looked at Abraham. “That is how God works. He has done this for me many times over the last few years.”

“But He couldn’t do that through you now, could He? Because of your anger.” Abraham could read Powell already.

Powell didn’t want to admit it. He stood. “Let’s get this done.” The three men hooked the ropes up like they planned. The ends of the branches were put into shallow holes quickly dug into the soil. Powell went to the car. Lou and Abraham went to their respective horses, and the animals pulled again. The metal groaned and popped, then it moved. “Stop!” Powell yelled. He crawled back in, then yelled again. “That’s enough. Let’s pull him out.” 

When they had him outside the car, Powell examined the leg again. Both bones in the lower leg seemed to be broken. He could make a splint, but the man couldn’t ride a horse up the trail in this condition. Powell got the paramedic bag from the horse again, then used the supplies to make a splint. Then he injected a little more sedative into the man’s arm. “He’ll be out in a minute. But how do we get him up the hill?”

Abraham had another idea, “I think we can tie the branches we just used to two horses and make a bed for him between the branches. Then we can walk to my wagon and take him the way I came. It won’t be the place you started from, but he will be out of here.”

“Well, let’s do it,” Lou said as he started getting the branches out of the ground and then getting the ropes off. Powell turned Lou’s horse around and brought it to the back of Abraham’s horse. They used the ropes to suspend the branches from the horses' backs. Then more of the ropes to make a surface to lay the injured man. He was unconscious when Lou and Abraham picked him up. Powell cradled the injured leg. When he was in place, the three men on foot and the one on the makeshift stretcher and four horses started the journey to Abraham’s wagon. 

Before they could load the patient into the wagon, they all noticed the helicopter overhead. They all felt confident that the spotter would relay the information to the rangers on the ground. They would know where to pick up the injured man. Lou rode his horse. Abraham hitched his again to the wagon. The reins of the other two were tied to the back of the carriage. Powell rode in the back with the other man. He still wanted to push him out of the wagon or throw him over the side.

It would be another three or four hours to make it to the main road. Powell decided to get to know Abraham. First, he handed the young man a granola bar and an apple. “Eat this. I know you gave your food away. Abraham, there is a question I used to ask people all the time to get to know them. Do you mind?”

“No. Go ahead and ask.” He said as he unwrapped the bar.

“Who do you think Jesus is?”

“Simple question. He is my savior.”

“Anything more than that?”

“He is God’s son. He came and died, so we all could live. We can be forgiven if we want. That is what I want. Is that what you want?”

“Absolutely,” Powell answered.

“Then what about your anger? Jesus forgave the men who nailed His hands and feet to the cross. Don’t you think it is up to God to judge this man we are carrying?”

“I know in my brain that is the thing to do. My emotions won’t let me.”

“Tell me why, Powell.”

Powell thought about it for a long time. “My wife was attacked. It was before I knew her. She fought him off, but then he ruined her reputation so that she could not get a job. Samara became homeless because of him. I still feel anger toward him, even though he is dead. I actually hope he is in hell.”

“How did he die?”

“He was beaten to death in prison. He murdered some women, then when he ended up behind bars, the brother of one of the women found out who he was and killed him.”

“That would be a terrible way to die.”

“Yes. But you don’t think he deserved it, do you?”

“No. That is not our way. I fully support our beliefs if that is your next question.”

“You know me well already. There was another incident. The same man was involved in between the time of attacking Samara and before he was captured. But he made a couple of criminal brothers take two children. They were already orphans and homeless, but the brothers took them and held them. The plan was to sell them. The girl would have been a sex slave to some man. The boy would have been sold too. Then the man who attacked my wife killed one of the brothers by shoving him out of an airplane with a parachute that wouldn’t open. The one brother that is still alive is in jail.”

“Falling from an airplane with a parachute that wouldn’t open. That is another terrible way to die.”

“It’s what I do for a living. I mean, I teach people how to jump out of planes.”

“Why? Why do they want to do that?”

“I never have really been able to answer that. I just know when I am falling through the air and see all of the beauty below me, it is a time of worship. I thank God for all He has done.”

“I’ll have to believe what you say without really knowing what it means.” Abraham was silent for several minutes. “Think about this, Powell. Our Father… I mean, the God of all creation has an enemy. This adversary makes men do all kinds of evil things. I have even seen them myself in our own little community. The men you described and the man in the wagon were not evil by themselves. It is our God’s enemy doing this. It is his only way to hurt the Father.”

“So, sin is a way for the devil to lash out and try to hurt God?”

“That is what I believe. So, men do evil things because another makes them. There is a choice, but it is not like the evil originates inside a man.”

“I will think about that, Abraham.” Then Powell decided to change the subject. “I see you are cleanshaven. Does that mean you are still single?”

“Yes. I have never married.”

“Do you have a sweetheart?”

“It is complicated. There is Elizabeth. I love her very much, but her parents do not approve.”

“What about your parents?”

“They love her very much too. It is mainly her father. He does not think I am good enough for her.”

“Then he does not know you.”

“Or maybe he knows me too well. I have been a bit of a troublemaker.”

“Abraham! No way. How have you caused problems?”

“I keep suggesting newer, easier ways to do things. Like getting electric tools and gasoline engines. I thought it would make jobs go faster and use less of my energy. But I see now I was wrong.”

“What did you see?”

“This man,” Abraham jerked his thumb toward the passenger in the back of the wagon. “I saw how his vehicle turned against him. If he had a wagon or buggy, then he wouldn’t have been trapped. The technology kept him prisoner.”

“That is true of all of the devices we have. We become slaves to them. I have to work to support my pickup. There are gas and insurance expenses. Then there are oil changes and trips to the car wash. I like the truck, but it takes a lot of my time and energy. All the electric appliances are the same way.”

“I can imagine. I wish I had never said anything to anyone about these ideas. I must apologize to Elizabeth’s father when I see him again. The damage has been done though I am afraid he may never have a good opinion of me. Not good enough to let me have his daughter.”

Powell was confident, “That may change, my friend.” 




Chapter Seven

“Mika! Mika, the state police called!” Samara was walking out of her bedroom and putting her robe on at the same time. It was the morning of the next day after the impromptu party. She decided to get ready for the day already. She thought her guest was too. “Mika?” She walked to the guest room upstairs and saw the bed was empty and made. So, she turned and went to the nursery. Jesse’s crib was empty too. Samara ran down the stairs. “Mika?”

“In here. Jesse and I are just talking. I wanted to give him something to eat, but I don’t know what to do for a baby. I guess it is time for his bottle? I think his diaper is wet too. Can you show me how to help him? Suddenly I want to know all that I can about babies.”

“Sure. I’d be glad to. Let’s get him changed first. But… I came to find you because the state police called. Powell and Lou have the guy in somebody else’s wagon. They can see them all from a helicopter. They are going to meet them with an ambulance, then help our husbands get back to Po’s pickup.”

“Oh, good. That’s what I’ve been praying for.” Mika handed Jesse to Samara and hugged her.

Samara carried Jesse upstairs and put him on the changing table. “Come here, Mika. You’re going to do this.” Mika looked a little scared. “Okay. First, take his jammies off. We’ll put regular clothes on him.” She waited until Mika got them all off. “Now. An important thing to remember about babies, particularly boys, is that once the diaper is off, they may want to pee. I’ve always kept him covered. First, with the old diaper when it is loose, then with the new. Po had some trouble the other day. He didn’t say anything to me, but I heard the commotion over the baby monitor.” Samara watched and gave pointers as Mika finished changing Jesse. “Very good. Now, keep a hand on him, so he doesn’t roll over and fall off. Pick out a shirt and overalls for him from the dresser next to you. When he has those on, we’ll go back downstairs and feed him. And a healthy breakfast for us.”

“That wasn’t really too hard at all.”

“Wait until it is a dirty one. Those can be bad. Po gags when he has to change one of those.”

Samara cuddled Jesse as she carried him downstairs. She cooed and made babytalk then handed him to Mika. Then she made his breakfast time bottle. Mika was watching over her shoulder the whole time. Then Samara walked into the living room where the rocker sat and handed Mika a bottle and let her feed Jesse. Soon both of them had formula all over them. Jesse had sneezed with a mouthful. Samara giggled as she observed.

When they finished, the women took turns holding the baby while they talked and waited for more news. Samara asked, “Is there anything you want to do today? I haven’t heard from Po yet. But we’ll have a few hours before they get home.”

Mika looked hopeful when she said, “Could we go shopping together? I have money from my last paycheck and want to buy some clothes. I feel like I should be dressing different. I always wear short skirts or shorts. It is because of the movement. Since dancing has always been a part of my life, I feel too constrained with regular jeans. I feel the need to cover up more, but I want to find something not constricting. And… uh… by the way… When I got another blanket in the middle of the night… I saw a sewing machine.”

“Mika, I would be happy to make something for you if we can’t find exactly what you want. We could even start there if you like. I’m sorry you got cold in the middle of the night. I’m glad though you found the extra blankets.”

“I don’t want to be an imposition. My thought was maybe you could alter something if needed.”

“Either way. I think this is going to be fun. We’ll load Jesse up in my SUV and put his stroller in the back. He loves to ride in the stroller.” As they planned the day’s shopping trip, both got phone calls from their husbands. Both became extremely disappointed to learn the men were going to stay another night. 

Samara heard, “I’m sorry, Sammy. We have things yet to do with the State Police, then we have to take care of the horses. Lou and I are both exhausted. Too tired to even try to drive. We’re going to get a couple of hotel rooms for tonight. The horses will be boarded at the Forest Service stables. We’ll start out in the morning, but we’re going to get a good night’s sleep, then a good breakfast. I’ll see you tomorrow. Love you, Sammy.”

“I love you too, Po.” Then Samara looked at Mika. Mika looked pretty sad. Samara told her, “It was good to hear his voice. I can’t wait for him to get home tomorrow. I just wish it was right now.”

“Me too. This is the first time we’ve been apart for a night. Now it’s two nights in a row. I don’t like this.”

“’Then maybe it is time to take our minds off this. Shopping will be the perfect remedy for us. Where do we start first?”

“The hardware store.”

“What? I thought we were getting clothes.”

“Lou broke a pair of pliers the other day. He showed them to me. I thought I’d replace them for him as a surprise. The hardware store is not too far from the dress shop I’ve seen. Maybe if we park in between them, we won’t have to load Jesse twice.”

The right after lunch, they loaded Jesse into the van and his stroller and everything else he needed. Mika was surprised it took so much gear for a day out with a baby. Samara found a good place to park on the street, and they got the boy out. Samara got all the baby gear while Mika unfastened him from the car seat and picked up Jesse. He was getting used to Mika taking care of him and seemed to like it. Samara let Mika put the baby in his stroller and fasten him in, then they headed to the hardware store. Jesse got really excited when he saw the tools. He was kicking and jabbering. He turned to look at every kind of tool he saw. Mika found a pair of pliers just like the ones Lou broke. She handed them to Jesse, and soon he was chewing on the soft rubber grips on the handles. Samara was amazed at how much her son loved tools.

Jesse wasn’t happy to have the pliers taken away so Mika could pay for them, so she gave them back as soon as she could. “Maybe I should have bought two pairs.” She mused as they walked out the door. They walked only two blocks to get to the dress shop. Mika explained as best as she could what she wanted, but there was nothing that really matched what she had in mind. 

“I think I know what you need,” Samara said. They loaded the baby back up and drove across town to Samara’s favorite fabric store. They went to the patterns, and Samara showed Mika what she thought Mika was looking for. They bought the pattern and the fabric and headed home. Then, Jesse didn’t wake up when his mom carried him in. That gave them time to eat before Samara set to work, making the pants Mika wanted. She was finished in only two hours. Record time for a pair of pants, but they were so simple. Just straight lines and very wide legs, which gave the seamstress more room to work. Mika was pleased with the result. She moved the coffee table and did some warmups, then danced a little. The outfit did not feel restrictive at all. 

“Samara, could you make more like this? I’ll be glad to pay.”

“No need to pay. We’ll figure out something else. Maybe tickets to a performance? Or… maybe babysitting sometime so Po and I could have a date night.”

“Both. But not at the same time,” Mika laughed. But then she had another idea. Maybe borrow the baby for a performance?

 




Chapter Eight

Late that afternoon, the men were finishing their mission. Abraham’s horse pulled up next to the ambulance, all on its own. It was like it was trained to go there. They just waited while the other crew removed the man by placing a backboard in the wagon and rolling him onto it. Then they just had to carry it to the back of the vehicle. Powell gave the other paramedic the details of what he had seen and the medications he administered to the unconscious man. Powell, Lou, and Abraham watched as the State Police handcuffed the man to the stretcher. Then the doors were shut, and the van took off with the lights on. The police had to take statements from everyone about what they saw and did. Powell said he didn’t talk much, and the criminal didn’t tell him anything other than expressing that he was glad to see some help. Lou didn’t interact with the man they rescued at all. Abraham, though, had to tell them everything the man confessed to him while they waited for help to come. While he was doing that, the men from the forest service were taking care of the horses. All four were put into a trailer, so it was easy to transport them back to the service’s barn. Powell got the information he needed so he could submit the expenses later. 

Abraham protested about his horse being taken to spend the night. He was planning on going on his way. The senior member of the service said, “Your horse is tired and hungry. Let us take care of it for you. I know you want to be on your way but think about the animal.” Finally, Abraham agreed. The forest service took everyone back to their base. The horses were unloaded, fed, and bedded down for the night. So, all three men were given vouchers for a night at the nearest motel. Powell drove. Lou sat in the passenger seat, and Abraham made himself comfortable in the middle of the seat. 

On the twenty-minute ride to the motel, Lou asked, “Abraham, how did you end up at the wreck? How did you know to go there?”

“I heard the crash. I was close by and had stopped the wagon anyway. When I heard the awful noise, I knew I had to investigate. All I had to do was unhitch my horse, then ride him to the wreck.”

Powell wanted to know, “Where did the ropes come from? They looked new.”

“That was the purpose of my trip. I came to purchase the rope. It was one piece before I had to use it to free the man. I’ll have to make another trip to get more.”

“The National Forest Service will pay for the ones you ruined. I’ll make sure they do,” Powell responded.

“Is that really necessary?” Abraham asked.

“It is one of the things they should do for a good citizen. Maybe we can help you get the replacements tomorrow before we leave.”

“That would be a blessing.”

Powell was getting a little hungry, and he knew Lou would be, so they stopped at a restaurant. Powell ordered some seafood stew, which was a little different than he had ever tried before. He thought he might as well experiment while he was out. The dish was good tasting, so he ate the whole thing. Almost immediately, he felt overstuffed and bloated. He thought that would be no problem since all he had to do that night was sleep.

A few hours after lying down, though, he woke from a dream. In his sleep, he saw himself attacking the man they had just rescued. The other man was on crutches and holding up his broken leg behind him. Powell kicked a crutch out from under him, then picked it up and pressed it into the man’s throat. He held it there, pushing as hard as he could. Right before the man died in the dream, Powell woke up. He was panting hard and sweating. He could feel his heart racing, and it made his ears ring. There was a strong feeling of nausea and dizziness. Powell got out of bed and went into the bathroom, where he leaned on the counter until he felt better.

Physically he was doing better, but emotionally he was a wreck. He saw in his dream how the hatred he had for someone was making him into a monster. Powell knew he had to do something to curb these feelings. He began to pray. After a minute, he felt that he had to get some help from a counselor or a minister. All he knew right then was that he could not go on this way. 

The man walked back to his bed. On the bedside table was his cell phone, and the notice on the top showed he had a text message. When he opened it, he saw a picture of Samara holding Jesse so she could take a photo in the mirror. They were both smiling. The caption she put on said, “Missing Daddy.” Powell felt like crying. He felt like his wife was almost a saint, and the boy was so innocent. Now, he didn’t feel worthy of going back to them. The motivation to be a better person was strong, but the path to becoming that person was hazy.

Powell moved the pillows so he could sit on the bed and lean against them. He sat there for the rest of the night, thinking. He tried to remember the scriptures that might be applicable to this situation. He thought about the sermons he had heard over the years and the conversations with other Christians. There is help out there, but where to find it and how to make the change eluded him. He also felt embarrassed. Too embarrassed to mention this to anyone. How could he maintain the persona of a righteous man and hero while admitting that he was so weak? He wanted to improve for his Savior and his wife and son, but the feeling of having to admit this to another person was holding him back. “God, break this for me. Make it happen.” Then he fell asleep an hour before he was to get up again. Powell didn’t hear the alarm and only woke when Lou pounded on the door.

“Come on, Po. Let’s get some breakfast. I’m starving out here.”

“Be right there.” Powell opened the door, and Lou was by himself. “Where’s Abraham?”

“I found him pacing around out here early. He was in a hurry to go, so I took him to the service’s barn so he could get his horse and wagon. He’s probably on the road back home.”

“I wish I could have talked to him before he left.”

“Sorry, Po. I didn’t know, and he was in a hurry. Let’s get something to eat and get on the road ourselves.”

“Yeah. Let’s go. I think you should drive. I didn’t sleep much.”

An hour later, they finished breakfast and were driving to the ranger’s station to get the horses. An hour after that and Lou was driving while Powell fell asleep.

Powell had a dream recalling the time he was in the Army and parachuted into a conflict. In the dream, he saw the rich green of the trees and grass as he floated down. Randomly placed in his view were the parachutes of his platoon. It was a beautiful calm scene. Closest to him was the canopy of his friend. Then Powell dreamed of the moments when his friend was shot and killed by someone hiding in the trees. And the dream made him relive his own actions when he pulled his rifle around and fired into the area where he thought the shots came from. He fired until he was out of ammunition. Somehow in the dream, he could see his own face. It looked like he was full of hate. All of his features were contorted.

In the dream, when he landed, Powell checked on his friend and found him dead. Then he went to find the man who killed him. When he turned the body over to see the face, it was the face of Jesse. Instantly he woke. Lou was too busy watching traffic to notice how upset Powell was. Just like the night before he was panting and sweating. Just like the night before he was nauseous. He was just about to ask Lou to pull over when the traffic came to a stop anyway. “I think there’s been an accident up the road,” Lou told him. Powell rolled down the window and took a big gulp of fresh air. It smelled like the horses behind them.

“Yeah. Probably. Wonder what happened?” Traffic on their side of the highway was completely stopped in all lanes. This distraction helped Powell recover from his last nightmare. He looked at the rearview mirror on his side and saw some lights from a police car coming up the shoulder. He was really surprised when the car stopped right beside him.

“Do you have horses in the trailer?”

“Yes, sir. We do.”

“Can you use them to round up some cattle?”

“Just a second,” Powell turned to Lou. “Can we round up cattle with these horses?”

“These horses will work like they do that every day,” Lou answered.

Powell looked back at the police cruiser, “He says we can. The horses will work well for that.”

“Pull over, and I’ll help you get them out. It’s the best chance we have of getting the highway open soon.” The trooper said.

So, Lou got the truck off the road, and people got out of their cars to watch as the men unloaded two of the three horses, then saddled them. Powell and Lou got on the horses and took off toward the front of the traffic jam. Soon they could see why traffic was such a mess. A small van had gone off the road and hit a fence. There was not much damage to the van, but now a section of the fence was down. Several of the herd wandered out of the pasture and onto the highway. Fortunately, none were hit. They just stood in the road or walked among the cars. The two friends knew they had to make the cattle turn and meander back to the enclosure. Powell watched Lou and quickly got the idea of how to do the roundup. Powell aimed his horse at a cow, and the horse seemed to know that the cow was supposed to be encouraged to go back through the hole in the fence. Powell felt like he was only giving the horse suggestions, and the animal was doing the thinking and work. Soon that cow was back where it belonged. Troopers were at the fence to make sure none came back out.

Powell and Lou kept it up, and one after the other, they and the horses got the cattle into the field. They almost had all the stray animals back, but one was making a lot of noise in the median. Lou yelled, “Po, keep working these beasts. I’m going to have to attend to the momma over there.” Powell saw the cow was at the beginning of giving birth, right next to a school bus with middle school children. He kept working until the last was back where it belonged, then he went to Lou. The calf was on the ground by then, and the mother was looking interested in it. Lou picked up the calf and started carrying it. The cow was nearly running into Lou’s back, trying to stay near its baby. A young female trooper was holding the reigns of Lou’s horse. Powell asked her to follow Lou and lead the horse back to the shoulder. The bus full of students erupted in cheers. In a minute, the last of the animals were back in the pasture. Powell and Lou rode past the bus to get back to the horse trailer. Every window of the bus had two or three hands sticking out. The men high-fived as many hands as they could riding past. This was one field trip that would go in the history books. As they rode back, drivers honked and applauded. Many people came to get close to the men and pat the horses. 

Powell really wished he had a cowboy hat just so he could touch the brim to acknowledge the crowd.

The men got the horses back in the trailer, and the state police got their information for the report. Lou got back in the driver’s seat, and the car behind them let them back in line. The driver seemed to insist that the pickup with the horse trailer go first. So, since he was not driving, Powell took a minute to call his wife.

Samara recognized the ring tone she picked out for his calls. It was the theme song from the old Superman movies. “Hey, Po. Are you almost home?”

“No. Sorry. There was an accident, and we stopped to help. It wasn’t much of an accident, but some cattle got out on the freeway. Lou and I got the horses out and rounded up the strays. Now I can add cowboy to my résumé.”

“It sounds like you’ve had some fun. I wish I could be with you. Well, of course, I want to be with you, but I meant doing those things with you.”

“I know what you mean. I miss having you with me on this adventure.”

“How much longer until you are home?”

Powell looked outside and saw a mile marker. “About two hours or more. Unless there is another accident.”

Samara sighed, “Okay. I just wish it was only a few minutes. Mika is staying with me, so Lou will find her here.”

“Yes. We have to bring the horses home anyway.”

In two hours, the women were sitting on the front porch, swinging slightly. The chains holding the bench creaked a little where they were attached to the beam holding the porch roof. Jesse was sleeping on Mika’s lap. Brutus was sleeping at the women’s feet. Both young women found it hard to keep a conversation going. They were too intent on watching the driveway for their husbands to come home. After what seemed like many more hours than it really was, they saw Powell’s pickup pull into the drive. The bright blue truck, which Samara bought for Powell, was really dirty. The horse trailer was just as dirty, but it was gray to start with.

Big Lou honked the horn slightly when he pulled in. Samara and Mika jumped up and went down the few steps of the porch. Brutus took off like a brown and tan streak. Lou slowed slightly so they could yell greetings, but he continued on toward the barn. He was a little confused at seeing his wife holding a baby, but it looked nice to him. Brutus chased the truck all the way to the barn. Mika handed Jesse to Samara, and she took off running. Samara walked as fast as she could to get to Powell. Mika met Lou close to the barn. Powell ran to Samara and Jesse. Nobody wanted to let go. Finally, they released, and the men got the horses out to put them in the barn. Lou started to unhitch the trailer, but Powell stopped him, “Leave it until tomorrow. Take your wife home.”

When the animals were secured, and Lou and Mika left, Samara gave Jesse to Powell, and they slowly walked back to the house. “You two are celebrities again,” Samara told her husband.

“How’s that?”

“I think you were on every TV channel except for the oldies. And the news anchors absolutely loved Lou carrying the calf. People sent pictures of you riding the horses to herd the animals. There is some good video of you riding. The clips that were played over and over, however, were the ones of Lou carrying the calf. The women on the news kept talking about him and playing the clip over and over. They all wanted to know who he is and kept talking about how handsome he is. Finally, Mika called and told them he is her husband. One anchor groaned, ‘He’s married!?’”

 




Chapter Nine

Powell wanted to get in the shower. He thought after the trip, he might sleep better if he washed first. Samara convinced him to wait until Jesse was in bed so she could join him. So, Powell agreed to wait until after supper. It was routine for them, but tonight Powell seemed to have other things on his mind. Samara decided to not press him on what he was thinking about.

The next morning there was warm, gentle rain. After breakfast, Powell took his coffee and went to sit on the front porch and just watch the weather. When Jesse was fed and changed, Samara came outside with him and her travel mug of tea. Powell moved so she could lean against him while holding the baby. They sat in silence for quite a while until Powell took Jesse from Samara. Then she said, “Mika helped me realize why I want to shower with you.”

“Don’t tell me you discussed that.”

“No. Not at all. She just wanted to know more about taking care of babies. So, I let her do a lot of the things for Jesse. She had never even held a baby before the other night. Well, anyway, she watched me give the boy a bath. Mika said something about how much I loved him because I was getting every bit of him washed. Later that made me think. When I was homeless, cleanliness was almost impossible. So, it became particularly important to me.”

“An obsession.”

Samara thought about that a few seconds, “I guess you’re right about that. But I was starting to say that I think I want to make sure every inch of you is clean, just like I do with the baby. And when you help me, it makes me feel really special. I feel like you love me enough to make sure I didn’t miss something.”

“Now that you are making me think about this, I can see you don’t seem to be really passionate in the shower. It seems to be all about the soap.”

“I wouldn’t say all,” Samara gave him a wicked smile.

“Not to change the subject entirely, but after the phone call yesterday afternoon, I realized another difference between you and Mika. You started this when you brought her up a minute ago.”

“What’s the difference?” Samara turned and looked really excited.

“It’s how you act. Or rather react. I thought about this when you said you wished you could have been on the adventure. I knew you would have gone if you could. I don’t think she would. I feel like if I said let’s sell everything and move to Florida and become astronauts. You would say, ‘That’s great. Let’s go.” Mika would say, ‘Are you crazy?’ That’s just an extreme example. But it is a big difference in how I see you two. You are open to doing anything. I suppose she is brave enough, but I don’t think she would ever be interested.”

“I have always wondered what it would be like to be weightless.”

“See? Anything that comes up you think about before dismissing it. I love that.”

“As long as it is with you.”

They sat in silence again for a long time. Finally, Samara worked up the nerve to speak, “Po?”

He waited for a little before answering, “What?”

“What’s bothering you? You have been acting differently even before you went to the High Plains area.”

He sat in silence for several minutes before saying, “I feel like I am becoming a monster.”

Samara wanted to say something funny to lighten the mood. That didn’t seem appropriate this time. She wanted to hug and kiss him to make him feel better. That didn’t seem right, either. So, she pulled his arm around her, so his forearm was right below her chin. “Whatever it is, we’ll get through it together. I’ll help.”

“I don’t deserve your help. I don’t deserve your love or having a boy like Jesse. I am a monster.”

Samara turned to look at him. She could see he was deeply troubled this time. “Can you share it with me? Maybe if you start with just a little bit, it will help.”

Powell sat in silence again. She turned back around and put his arm back around her shoulders. They sat like that for several more minutes. Finally, Powell started to open up. He spoke so softly she had trouble understanding, even though his mouth was only inches from her ear, “I am full of anger and hate. Lately, it has been much worse. The trip was awful because I had to deal with someone, I just learned about but hate deeply.”

Samara was dying to know who but kept quiet. She just said, “Okay.”

Powell spoke a little louder, “You know about the riots. It was him.”

“The man who killed that girl?”

“Yes. He was the one trapped in the car. I tried to leave, but Abraham convinced me to stay and help. Lou reminded me that was the reason we were there to start with. I wanted to let him die or even kill him myself. The feelings were pretty strong.”

“I see.”

“It is all building up. I told you about being in combat. I had a dream about it while I was gone. I hate the man who killed my friend even though he is dead too. And then there is Bass for what he did to you, and what he did to George and Sissy. I hate those brothers for what they did even though it was Bass who made them do it. And the bandits who held the women hostage in the church. And on and on. Everything in the news makes me angry. I hate the people who hurt others so easily.”

“I have problems with this too, but not as bad as you do. I am not perfect, either.”

“Pretty close to it from what I see.”

“You should have seen me the night you left. I was so angry at everybody. Even Jesse was getting on my nerves. Then people heard I was alone and started dropping in. I think God knew I needed help, and He sent my friends. He’ll send the help you need. Or He’ll send us to where you can get it.”

“I don’t deserve that.”

“None of us do. That’s the whole theme of the Bible.”

Powell considered what she said before saying one thing, “Abraham.”

“Yes. He was kind of a scallywag. But his wife was much worse.”

“He’s not married.”

Samara giggled, “Sorry. We’re not talking about the same guy.”

“Abraham is a man we met at the crash site. He was caring for the man while he was still trapped in the car. He tried to help me get over this anger and hatred. If we had more time, I think he could have helped me more.”

“Let’s go find him.”

“Seriously, Sammy? You’d go with me to find an Amish man?”

“You didn’t say anything about his religion, but that doesn’t matter if he can help you. I really respect them anyway.”

“I know where he lives. While we were in the wagon taking the injured guy to the ambulance, he described his farm. It sounds a lot like this one. He told me the intersection that is close. I can find it from there.”

“How soon can we leave?”

“Are you in a hurry?

“If you are hurting… then yes, I am in a big hurry.”

“Let’s leave this morning. I want to stop to get some rope for Abraham. It’d be nice to run the truck through the carwash on the way.”

“I’ll get Jesse’s things ready and change my clothes.”

“Why are you changing?”

“Out of respect. Amish women wear dresses. I feel I should do the same. The longest skirt I have is one I have for work. It’s the blue suit. I don’t have to wear the jacket.” She was saying these things as she walked in the front door. In less than an hour, they were on the road. Jesse was in his seat on the passenger side, and Samara was in the middle. They found it worked easier that way because Powell hit his elbow on the car seat, turning corners when Jesse was in the middle. Brutus was on his pad in the back behind the seats.

The rain had stopped, so they went through the car wash first. Jesse was fascinated by the machine moving around the truck. Brutus wanted to bite it. When it was done, Powell got out and wiped down the sides and wheels, so the pickup looked almost new. Then he vacuumed out the inside to get rid of the few crumbs and sand from the trip with Lou. Samara was happy she bought the pickup for him and happy that he took such good care of it. 

The next stop was the hardware store. Jesse was still wide awake, so his mom got out to take him in. Powell was surprised at how excited the boy got looking at the tools. He picked up two nearly identical wrenches. They were the same size and style, but one had a shinier chrome finish. Jesse liked the shiny one better. Powell looked around to find something he could buy for his son that wouldn’t hurt him. He finally found a flashlight with a rubber coating. He gave it to Jesse, and immediately, the boy started chewing on it. Powell found the rope he was looking for and purchased it and the flashlight. That was the last stop in town.

On the highway, Jesse fell asleep almost instantly. Samara took a little longer, but she fell asleep too. Powell looked over at his wife and marveled at how pretty she looked. He reached over to her thigh and pulled her skirt up a few inches. Then he put his hand on her leg. It turned out she wasn’t fully asleep yet. “Slow down, big guy.”

“I’m right at the speed limit.”

“I’m talking about what you are doing to my leg.”

“It’s a nice leg.”

“Wait until the return trip.”

“Bpppttt! Is what Jesse would say.”

In three hours, they reached the area where they thought Abraham lived. Powell had an idea while he was driving. “Sammy, I think I want to speak to Elizabeth’s father first.”

“What is that about?”

“Abraham told me he wanted to marry Elizabeth, but her father disapproved. I feel like I should stop and tell him about Abraham’s actions.”

“Be careful. Don’t upset anyone.”

“Yeah. You’re right. I don’t know what his name is or where he lives. Maybe if we stumble into the right place, we’ll know.”

When they got closer to the right area, there was a store. It was a general store for the Amish people. Powell found a place to park and went inside. There he found a young attractive Amish woman. “Excuse me, miss. I have business with a man named Abraham. I think I can recognize his family’s farm when I see it. But I’d also like to speak to a man whose name I don’t even know. Abraham said he wants to marry Elizabeth, but her father does not approve of him.”

Before he could say more, she said, “I am Elizabeth. Abraham and I want to marry, but he has upset my father. What do want with my father?”

“Not much. I feel a need to tell him of the events of a few days ago when I met Abraham. I think I’ll leave it at that. I’ll just tell him what happened. That’s all. That won’t upset him, will it?”

“No. I’ll take you to him. Our farm is a mile from here. Follow my cart.” She left the building and untied her horse from the rail, then started down a gravel road. Powell was glad they were going so slow since he just washed the pickup. In ten minutes, they were outside a large farmhouse. Elizabeth threw the reigns over a rail and came to the pickup. Powell was helping Samara get out of the driver’s side. “Oh. I didn’t know you had your wife with you.”

“Our son is on the other side. Is it alright if they come with me?”

“Of course. Everyone is welcome.”

“Will the dog be okay running around the yard?”

“We don’t keep pets, but there is nothing he can hurt. I will set out a bowl of water for him.”

Powell let Brutus out of the back and followed Samara, Jesse, and Elizabeth into the home. “Father?”

“In here.” Her father was sitting reading a Bible near a large window in the parlor.

“I have visitors. He needs to speak to you.”

The older man marked his place and stood. “I am Seth,” he stuck out his hand. “How may I help you?”

“Powell. This is my wife, Samara. Our son, Jesse. This is a little awkward. I do not wish to upset you. I have not come to argue or try to change your mind. I just want to tell you what I saw a few days ago.”

“This sounds ominous. Elizabeth, go get your mother. Tell her to bring our guests some cider.”

“Yes, Father.” Elizabeth turned and left. Seth motioned to some chairs and went back to his chair.

“Where is your home, Powell?”

“We live on a small farm outside of Albany.”

“So, you have traveled a long way today.”

“Yes, we have. I want to see Abraham. I think he might be able to help me.”

Before anyone had a chance to say anything else, Seth’s wife came in carrying three glasses of cider. She gave the first one to her husband to free her hands a little. Then she gave one to Samara and one to Powell. “This is my wife, Mary. Mary, Powell, and Samara. And that is Jesse.” She nodded and smiled but didn’t say anything. “This young couple has traveled a long way today to see Abraham but want to tell me something first. I think we should listen since they have made a long trip for this.” Mary just nodded again.

Powell was nervous, “As I said, my purpose in visiting with you is not to change your mind. I just want to tell you about my experience. You can do whatever you want with the information.”

Powell cleared his throat. Seth just leaned back in his chair. He didn’t look mean or judgmental. Just interested. Powell looked at Mary. She, too, looked very interested and was sitting with her hands in her lap. Powell looked at his wife. She was looking back at him and winked. He knew she was praying. Jesse reached for his daddy, so Powell took him. “Samara and I were having a nice quiet evening when I got a message that my help was needed. I am a paramedic. A man was hurt in a crash and trapped in his car. No one else was available, so my friend and I loaded our horses into a van and went to the wreck. It was over three hours to drive. What I saw when we arrived left me astounded. I found a young, cleanshaven Amish man. When he saw us, he immediately started praising God for answered prayer. He had been praying for another horse to help him free the man from his vehicle. The metal bent around the victim’s leg, and only two strong animals could pull it apart. Abraham prayed for a horse to come. We brought three. He remarked that it was typical of God to send three when he asked for one. Then he told me who was in the wreck. At that point, I decided to leave and let the man die. It is for that attitude that I am seeking help. But Abraham insisted I stay. He said he would never leave even though the man who was trapped was so evil. His statement was he would never leave until either the man died, or he died. He asked me not to make him do that.”

Powell stopped and took a drink of the cider. “This is delicious. Thank you, Mary. To go on with what I saw. I went to the car and saw hoof prints in the dirt. I knew Abraham used his animal to pull open the door. Then I crawled inside. In the car, I found ropes. They were wrapped around the parts of the car that needed to be pulled apart to get the man’s leg free. Abraham had prepared for the answer to his prayer way ahead of it actually being answered. We connected the ropes to the horses and pulled. The metal did not move enough. Abraham drew a diagram in the dirt of another way. He said when he prayed, this idea came to him. I told him it was often the case with me. God would give me an idea of something I had never seen that would be a better way. We made the changes and tried again, and the metal moved enough that I could pull the man from the car.” Powell handed Jesse back to his mother.

“We put the man on a stretcher that Abraham designed that could be carried between two horses. Then we walked about half of a mile to the wagon Abraham was using. We loaded the man into the wagon and started down the way that would lead us to where an ambulance was waiting. During the ride, I got to know Abraham better. I found he had not eaten since he found the crash site. All of his food and water he gave to the injured man. Then, I asked him a question I have asked many people in a way to get to know them. I asked who Jesus is. I liked his answer. As we got to know each other, I learned that he upset you with his ideas. He regrets that and has had a change of thinking. I’ll let him tell you himself, but he said that he kept trying to push using English tools. He saw the way the man’s possession trapped him. I think Abraham will never be the same. He also gave me spiritual advice. I feel the need for more advice from him. That is the main reason for our trip today.” Powell stopped and waited for Seth to say something.

Seth spoke softly, “Elizabeth, I know you are just around the corner. Come here.”

Elizabeth softly walked into the room and looked at the floor. Her hands were clasped in front of her. “Yes, Father?”

“Go find Abraham. I want to talk to him.”

“He is outside.”

“What is he doing here?”

“I do not know. I have not spoken to him. Perhaps it is because of the English.”

Powell said, “I gave him a ride in the pickup. He probably recognizes it.”

Seth looked at Elizabeth, “Bring him in.”

Mary spoke for the first time, “Girls, I know you are listening too. Come here.” Three more girls came in. They were all younger than Elizabeth. Mary introduced them as Martha, Dorcas, and Lydia. “Set three more places for supper. And go to the attic and get the highchair for the baby. Be sure to wash it.” The three younger girls took off.

Samara looked at Mary and said, “It is so kind to have us stay for a meal. Is there anything I can do to help?”

Before Mary answered, Elizabeth and Abraham walked in. Seth pointed at the settee. “Sit.” The two obeyed and sat. They were close, but not touching. “Abraham, is there something you wish to say? Something about how you were wrong?”

“Seth, I have been praying for the last few days that I would get an opportunity to tell you how sorry I am for my past behavior. Please forgive me for being so foolish to insist we adopt the ways of the English. The things I saw made it clear to me that it is not the way we should go. I now believe the Amish way is how I should live. I have decided that I should not hold back my ideas, but I must pray about them before I share.”

“That is the single reason I did not want you to marry my daughter. I did not want you to take her away from the values we tried so hard to teach her. Tomorrow I will speak to your parents about arranging a wedding.”

Samara squealed. Powell made a big sigh of relief. Abraham and Elizabeth looked at each other and smiled. They still did not touch. Samara took Jesse’s hands and made him clap. “Yay!” she said.

Mary asked Samara to let the two youngest girls take care of Jesse. She set him on the floor, and the two girls started to entertain him. Then Samara was given a few minor tasks in the kitchen. Before she finished the last one, one of the young girls came and said they needed to change the baby’s diaper. Samara started to go, but Mary said it would be good for the girls if they did it. So, Samara just told them where to find a clean diaper in the bag. From the laughter she heard in the other room, she wasn’t sure what the diaper would look like when they were done. 




Chapter Ten

They sat down to eat, and the time talking was just as pleasant as the meal. The two youngest girls wanted Jesse in between them, and they took turns feeding him. All three were a mess. Samara could see, however, that Jesse was having fun. There were the usual questions about work and home. When things died down, Samara shared a story from her work.

“A few years ago, we had a call from the police. They had a young man who needed some help, and they knew my boss very well. They knew Jamey, my boss, is a Christian man and would help someone who got themselves into a mess. Of course, I can’t say any names or where he was from, but it was a young Amish man from the Midwest. He was visiting Albany during his rumspringa. I don’t know either what he had done during this time. I just know that he was spending a lot of time out at night. One night he was robbed. All of his money he had in his pocket, so when the money was taken, he had nothing to eat and no way to get back home. He had to leave the motel where he was staying. The police found him in the park and found out about all his trouble. So, they called us, and Jamey went to find the young man and bring him back to our office. We arranged to get some food for him right away, then a little bit of cash, and a bus ticket back home. I remember he was so kind and grateful for everything we did. It was really a pleasure to help him. I believe all of us got more out of the encounter than he did. I praise God that he was not injured or worse from the robbery.”

Samara looked over at Powell then whispered in his ear. He responded, “Certainly. That is a good idea.”

She looked at all three of Elizabeth’s younger sisters. “I don’t know if you participate in rumspringa, but if you do, I want you to do that at our house. We will make sure you are safe at all times. Powell and I will see that you experience the English ways. You can see how we live and work. My husband and I will take you places to help you see what other cultures are like. You can stay with us and have a great experience, but in a safe atmosphere.”

Powell looked at Seth then Mary. “I respect you and your way of life. I don’t feel like it is a way I could live because I am too spoiled. But, if one of your children ever stay with us, I promise I will not try to persuade them one way or another about what they should do. We will show them how we worship and play. We’ll take them to work and cultural events. But I’ll repeat myself, I’ll never try to convince them to stay.”

Seth pointed at Martha. “You can take this one with you when you leave.”

Martha was shocked. “Papa!?”

Seth laughed at her response. “It might be a year before she is ready, but I’ll consider your offer.”

In a minute, the discussion turned to how Powell and Samara met. Powell started the story with the part about taking his friend on a date that turned into a disaster. Then feeling like God was telling him that he would meet someone soon. That made him happy, and he jumped on a bench. The bench broke, and he hurt his head. Samara then started telling of the men who walked by and the gang who took Powell’s clothes. Then how she took off her coat and wrapped him in it and pulled him to safety in the shelter she built for herself on a rooftop. The whole family and Abraham were listening intently. Powell said Samara heard him trying to say a Bible verse and helped him quote it. “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” Hearing her voice quoting the verse calmed him down and eased the seizures. Samara told them about Anna, who is Jamey’s wife, offering money, but Powell spoke while in a coma that his friends should help her get her life back. That’s how she got to work with Jamey. The whole table agreed that God doesn’t make mistakes.

The meal was finished when Seth said, “Powell, you have business with Abraham. Perhaps you should take care of that now.”

“Yes. Good idea,” Powell responded. “Abraham, I have ropes for you in the back of my pickup. Let’s go get them, and we can talk.” The two men got up from the table and went to the front door. Powell turned around, “Mary, that was a delicious meal. Thank you.” Abraham agreed.

When they got outside, Powell was in a hurry to talk. “Abraham, I had two nightmares. One the night we spent in the motel, and the other on the trip back home. I saw myself as a monster. I need help, and God pointed me to you.”

“I am not worthy to help you. I’ll do what I can. If God will help me.”

“We talked in the wagon about how God’s enemy is using us to try to hurt The Father. I understand, but I’m not getting better, and I hate those who hurt others when they sin.”

Abraham made a fist and hit Powell in the shoulder. Powell stepped back a couple of steps because of his balance. Then he stepped forward again, Abraham hit him again. “Hey! Stop hitting me.”

“I’m not.”

“You’re hitting me. Don’t you think I can see and feel that?”

“I am not hitting you.” Abraham hit Powell one more time.

“Stop it! How can you say you’re not doing that?”

“I am not hitting you. My fist is. I am not.”

“That’s the same thing.”

“Is it?”

“You are controlling your fist and making it hit me… Wait a minute…”

Abraham held up his arm to strike Powell again. Powell reacted and grabbed both of Abraham’s arms at the wrists and held them. “I see you are trying to make a point. Go ahead and say it.”

Abraham relaxed and pulled his arms away from Powell. “My hand has no brain. It cannot think or decide to hit you. It can do nothing on its own. My brain is doing all of that. I am controlling every movement my body makes.”

“Yes. I know that.”

“You were right to place the blame on me and not on my hand. Your anger should have been to me and not my hand. And it was.”

“Okay. What’s the rest?”

“With your anger and hatred, it is like you are blaming the hand. You are mad at the hand. You are angry with the hand. The anger and hatred are not wrong. Not at all. But they are not focused properly. If you place the focus in the right spot, you’ll be doing much better.”

“Abraham, how can you say that man we rescued was as innocent as your hand?”

“It is true that he did bad things and made bad decisions. He was a good man who was tempted and failed. You may not have heard that the girl came to him. He told me it was all her idea. He resisted for a long time, then gave in. After that, he was under the control of the evilest person in the universe. After the girl got what she wanted, she threatened to tell. Out of fear of being found out and facing the consequences, he killed her. His actions were still controlled by the evil one. I have learned that when someone sins, I should not be angry with the man, but focus the anger at the one controlling him.”

“I can be angry and full of hate? I just need to focus on the right personality?”

“Exactly.”

Powell stepped forward and hugged Abraham. “It will take some work, but at least now I know the way. Thank you.”

Inside the house, Samara was holding Jesse and twisting back and forth to rock him. He was getting tired and cranky. She was standing near the window and could see the two men. Elizabeth was with her. “Elizabeth, why is your man hitting my husband? That is not your way, is it?”

“No. It is not. I do not know why Abraham would be violent. I trust him, though, and believe he must have a good reason. I can see in his face that it is not out of anger.” They continued to watch the men until Powell embraced Abraham. “See? He must have had a good reason. I think they are done. Let’s go outside with them.”

After a few minutes outside, Powell and Samara went back into the house to tell Seth and Mary goodbye. “I hope we will see you again,” Samara said.

Powell nodded and said, “Thank you for the hospitality. Thank you for listening to me.”

“Thank you, young man, for coming,” Seth said as he held out his hand. “Have a safe trip home.”

Samara put Jesse in his car seat while Powell was cleaning up after their dog, then they started on the road back home. Samara remembered how her husband was feeling her leg on the trip here. So, she hiked up her skirt a little and pulled his hand over and put it on her knee. Powell made a couple of circles with his thumb then stopped. His hand just lay there. Then he took it back and put it on the steering wheel. Samara was disappointed and started to ask what the matter was. Then she remembered the sight of Powell and Abraham talking in the yard. Her husband must have a lot on his mind. She pulled the skirt back down and leaned against him and went to sleep.




Chapter Eleven

A month later, they had the first snow of the season. It was a terrible storm. Powell had tried to get ready for winter but still felt a little uneasy. He and his wife could take care of themselves, but now they had the baby and a barn full of horses. He was used to being responsible for others, but this was different – because he didn’t know what this winter might bring. And this big storm was really pilling up the snowdrifts around the farm. He paced around the house until his wife called him to come to the table. Samara had cooked a tasty, filling meal. They had just finished when the lights went out. A branch a couple of miles down the road fell on a power line. The tree could not hold the extra weight of the snow. The couple didn’t know why the electricity failed, but they could guess. Powell went out and started the generator. It supplied minimal power to the appliances and the barn. It did not supply power to the lights or furnace.

Samara brought Jesse into the living room and put him on the floor. While he was there, she changed his clothes, so he had a warm sleeper. Brutus came in and lay down in front of the sofa. Then Samara went over and lit the fireplace. They kept it ready to go during the fall and winter. She wanted it for romantic reasons, so her husband always had it ready. All she had to do was put a match to it, then put the shield back in place. Powell came back in and looked half frozen. She patted the area beside her on the floor. “In a minute. I want to open the faucets upstairs, and in the kitchen, so the pipes won’t freeze.” While he went to do that, his wife played with their son. Powell came back down with a heavy blanket which he wrapped around his shoulders. Then when he sat on the floor, he had her sit between his legs and lean against him. He wrapped the blanket around her. Jesse crawled up to his mama, and she held him close until he fell asleep. As soon as he was out, Samara pulled another blanket over and put him on it. It seemed to the parents that Brutus believed his job is to protect the baby, so he lay down behind him with a front leg over the boy.

“Isn’t that sweet?” Samara asked Powell.

“It sure is. I’m glad I brought the dog home. He has always been so good at trying to take care of us.”

They were silent for several minutes. They just sat on the floor, wrapped in the big blanket, and watched the fire. The sound and smell added to the atmosphere. Finally, Samara broke the silence, “Po? How are you doing?”

“Fine. I’m nice and warm now.”

“Good. But how about your thoughts?”

“I’m thinking about you. Mostly how lucky I am.”

She turned to look at his face. “I want to know how your emotions are. You know, about the bad news we hear.”

“Oh… Better. I have been learning to focus my negative energy. I still can’t understand why a good man would make a bad decision.”

Samara turned back around and leaned against him again. She was silent for a long time. Then she said, “attitude.”

“What attitude, Sammy?”

It took her a couple of minutes to answer, “We are assuming that the power is out because a tree branch fell on a power line. The branch wouldn’t have broken all at once. It would have started with little breaks, then bigger and bigger until the whole thing snapped off. My point is over time, instead of getting stronger, it got weaker.”

“Yes. We were taught about rescuing a person who fell through the ice. It will make lots of noise before it lets go, and a person falls through. Am I on the right track?”

“Maybe people break the same way. A good man won’t do something evil until after his attitude has changed. And it will change just a little at a time. He won’t even notice.”

“That makes sense,” Powell answered.

Samara hesitated before saying, “That mother on the news the other night that killed her two small children. I bet she started out as a good mother. Then something happened that made her change just a little bit, then something else, and something else until she snapped. We will never know all she was going through that changed her attitude.”

“I can’t feel sorry for her.”

“No. I don’t expect you to. I am just saying that we all need to watch the little things that bother us that might change our attitude. Like the man in the wreck that you had to rescue. Maybe one day, he stood in front of his class and noticed how cute one girl was. That should not be a problem. But if he let himself think about it, then day after day it would grow. Then when she came to him after class and started flirting with him, he would not have the strength to withstand. If he had guarded his thoughts earlier, she would not have tempted him past his breaking point.”

“You are describing a perfect situation. These things just happen, and it made him weak.”

“But he would not have been weak if he had not dwelt on those thoughts early on.”

Powell did not answer. He just pulled her a little tighter. She knew she got her point across, and he would give it some thought over the next few days. Maybe at this moment, though, she could get him to think about something else. She started wiggling and moving her feet around until she managed to trap the toe of one sock under her other foot, then she pulled it off. Then she did the same with the other sock. “I’m getting pretty warm. Do you mind if I…?” She stopped talking and turned around to look at him. She turned on her puppy dog eyes, and he could see what she wanted. Powell could never explain it, but there was a difference between how she looked when she wanted something, and when she wanted to be passionate. To answer her, he bent down and kissed her. It turned into a night that she would remember the rest of her life.

Much later, Powell took out his cell phone and got a picture of her face as she slept on the sofa. She had no makeup, and her hair was a mess, but she seemed more beautiful than ever to him. The slight smile showed she was so happy and contented. He transferred the photo to each new cell phone he bought. He always made it the home screen wallpaper.

The next morning Samara woke up to some really wet kisses. It was not Powell’s style, so she knew it wasn’t him before she opened her eyes. As she did, she said, “Brutus! Stop!” Instead, it was Jesse. He had crawled over to the sofa and pulled himself up. His momma was at the perfect level for a kiss attack!

 




Chapter Twelve

The morning after the storm, the main level of the house was mostly warm. Upstairs it was cool but surprisingly comfortable. The one fireplace seemed to be keeping the whole house livable, if not exactly toasty. Samara worried about what to make for breakfast. Finally, she settled on bowls of cereal for all three of them. Then she realized there is a hook on the side of the fireplace. She had a pot hanging on it just for decoration. She filled the pot with water, then rinsed it out and filled it again, and put it back, and pivoted the hanger, so the vessel was over the fire. Then she waited. In half an hour, they had bowls of oatmeal. Powell found a way to hook up the coffee maker to the generator so he could have a cup of coffee with breakfast. Samara used the same hot water from the fireplace for the oatmeal and her tea. Their cell phones still worked, so they kept up on the news and found how much snow they received and how many were without power. They expected to have the power back on late in the day or tomorrow by the latest. Samara decided to call Mika to see how they were getting along.

Mika told Samara, “Lou is sick. Not bad, but he has a sore throat. He is insisting that he needs to go out and check the farm to see if there is any damage he has to fix. He wants to go out on his horse and ride along the fences to look for any breaks. I keep insisting he stay inside to get well. I’m afraid he’ll get really sick going out in his condition.”

“Po and I could do that. Would it be possible for you to come here and watch Jesse? Then Po and I can check out both properties.”

“Sure. I’d love to watch him. Lou will be relieved if someone looks over the place. I’ll give him some cold medicine, and he’ll sleep the whole time I’m gone. I’ll be relieved he won’t have to go out.”

“Great. I’ll have Po ride over on his horse. He can bring another horse with him, or you could ride with him. We’ll probably want two horses to check the properties, so he’ll have to saddle two anyway.”

“I’ll be ready in just a few minutes. I don’t care which horse I ride. And I’ll be extra careful not to bring any germs to Jesse.”

Samara told her husband how she offered his services. It seemed like a good idea to check out his own place and helping Lou was no problem. Then she told him she had a present for him. Samara went to the closet and pulled out a medium size box. Inside was a cowboy hat. He tried it on, and she said he looked adorable. That wasn’t exactly the word he was hoping to hear.

In less than an hour, Powell was at the other farm with two horses to get Mika. Lou taught her to ride a long time ago, and she had no problem getting to Powell and Samara’s place. Jesse seemed excited to see her. Samara had to tell her friend about waking up being kissed by a little boy. Mika thought that was really cute, but everything Jesse did was cute to her. 

Powell and Samara set out to tour the two properties. The weather had improved a lot, so it was a nice time to ride. It was not as cold, and the wind had died down. They were still bundled up so much it made it hard to mount the horses. The snow stopped and, in its absence, was a brilliant blue sky. Both of them wanted to just sit and stare at the beauty of the fresh snow, dark green pine trees with white laden branches, and blue sky. It was necessary to get to work, though, so the couple set out. He had already looked over some areas when he went to get Mika. Since Powell and Samara were already at their own house, it made sense to examine their land first. A quick ride around the fences didn’t reveal any problems. He already knew the barn was in good shape. The shed where they parked looked like it was leaning more. He made a note to move both vehicles to the barn. There might be one tree down in a remote area. Powell suggested to Samara that they check that out last. 

Next, they went around Lou and Mika’s land. They found a tree had fallen and was over the fence. The wire of the fence was low enough a horse could get through if it wanted. Powell had a few tools with him, so it was short work to pull the small tree away and put the wire back in place. He noted the area, so he and Lou could make better repairs later. In the meantime, it was secure enough that the animals were safe.

Satisfied that all was secure, they headed back home. Powell was impressed at how well Samara had taken to riding a horse. She seemed to be really enjoying the time outside on the back of an animal. They rode into an empty area where they were sure there were no obstacles for the horses and let them run. It quickly turned into a race, and Samara’s horse won by two lengths. It was worth it to see her laugh so much. 

They turned to go to the downed tree. It was in a thicket of trees that had been overgrown for years. It presented an impenetrable mass. Any animal larger than a rabbit would not be able to enter the undergrowth. The tree that fell over from a load of snow and the wind broke the thicket open. There was really no reason to examine the fallen tree since it was in such a remote area, and there was nothing near that it could have damaged. The growth of trees, though, was curious looking, and Powell wanted to look them over a little. Samara didn’t care. She was just having too much fun riding around the farm with her husband. She couldn’t stop looking at him with his cowboy hat.

They slowly approached the grove and were preparing to circle around it, then head back to the barn. About a third of the way around, Samara screamed, “Po! Stop! Look over there!” She was pointing at a particular section of the trees. Powell swung his mount around to go to her and see what she was looking at. He could see the horror on her face. A minute ago, her cheeks were all rosy. Now her face was drawn and white. “I see a foot. I think it is a human skeleton over there.” 

Powell dismounted and threw the reins to his horse over a branch. He walked over to the area and saw what he was afraid he would see. There was indeed a skeleton. It looked like it had been hidden in the thicket for many years, and now it was exposed. He yelled, “You’re right, Sammy. It looks like someone died here.” He turned around and found she was right at his shoulder. She had dismounted too.

“Be careful. We’ll have to have the police come, Po.”

“Yeah. I guess so. I won’t touch anything. But I want to be able to tell the police why they should come.” He got closer and picked up a small branch to move some of the leaves off of the corpse. He found a skull with long hair near it. A headband made him believe it was a young woman. From his army training and work as a paramedic, he could recognize the hole in the skull was a bullet wound. She had been shot from close range. He saw enough. Open wounds didn’t bother Powell, but death made him sick. He was ready to turn around, and something white caught his attention. He went to it and moved some leaves with the stick. Another hand. A class ring. Another skeleton. He moved more leaves and uncovered the other skull. Another bullet wound. He knew, though, that this one was self-inflicted. Then, there close to the chest; he saw some metal. Moving more leaves, Powell found the gun. 

Samara was right there, so she saw everything, “Shall I call 911?”

“No, Sammy. Maybe my imagination is working overtime. But this is not an emergency. They’ve been dead a long time. Suppose that this is a cold case? I can’t see how it would not be. A detective somewhere will want to know what we found. Maybe even our friends Fran and Liz. Let’s call them first. If it is not one of their cases, they will know who to call. Then that detective will owe them a favor. That could help them with one of their private investigations.”

“That last part is slightly devious. But I’ve heard that is how things work. Besides TV, I mean. I’ll call Liz.” Samara said as she dialed her phone. In a few seconds, they were standing with the phone between them so they both could listen. When they heard Liz and Fran on the other end of the connection, Samara said, “I wish we had a good reason to call, but this is pretty bad. We just found two bodies on our farm. They look like they have been here for many years. They are just skeletons. Po thinks they both died from gunshots.”

“Why are you calling us instead of the police?” Fran asked.

Powell answered, “Since it is two people, a man, and a woman I think, we thought this could be tied to a cold case. I thought you might know the best person to call. You know, someone who would be working with cold cases.”

“We know who to call. It’s going to sound funny coming from us instead of you,” Liz said.

Powell answered, “I hadn’t thought of that. Maybe you should just give us his name and number. But we didn’t think we should call 911 since this is not an emergency. I mean, they can’t get any deader.”

Fran spoke before Liz could answer, “No. I’ll call him. We’re on good terms. I think he’ll understand.”

Samara told them, “We are going to go back to our house and warmup. We can bring him to the trees when he gets here.”

In an hour, a whole caravan showed up. At least that is what it seemed like to the couple. An unmarked car led the way, followed by a patrol car, then a crime scene SUV, and the coroner’s van. They all stopped in the driveway, and Powell walked out to greet them. The detective in charge asked Powell to restate everything they saw and did. Then they went to the remains. Powell led the way on his small tractor so he could plow through any drifts. They left the two sedans at the house and used the SUV and van to get to the trees.

Powell stopped the tractor short of the area and just pointed at where the bodies were found. Then he just waited out of the way. The fan to cool the engine irritated Powell last summer, but today he was thankful it blew hot air his way. He sat in the seat with the motor idling and just waited. The snow had started to melt slowly. It was possible for one of the police vans to get stuck, so he worried he would have to pull a vehicle out of the mud. Powell found it impossible to not watch what they were doing. Finally, he decided to turn the tractor around, so at least he was facing the other way. When he got it into the position, he started to relax again. He looked around and noticed the bright blue sky had turned to cloudy and gray. It didn’t look like stormy weather to him, just depressing. As he sat and waited, he looked at the sky and prayed. He was getting better at it as his anger was abating. As if on cue, some clouds moved, and a little bit of blue peeked through. A ray of sunlight came out, and a bright reflection hit his eye. Since it had his attention, he looked a little harder. Something was out of place. He got off the tractor and shoved his hands in his pockets and walked over to the light. There he saw a broken bottle. It was clear glass and appeared to be from a soft drink. The main part of the bottle was intact. The neck had broken cleanly off, and the normal opening where the bottle cap would be had a cork stuck in it. There among the broken shards was a piece of paper. “Hey! Over here a minute! Something over here is out of place.”

The lead detective was annoyed to be interrupted, but his instinct told him to listen. He walked over to Powell. “What is it?” The tone of his voice indicated he was not happy.

“I don’t see a reason that a pop bottle would be out here. It had been sealed with a cork, but now the glass is broken. I haven’t gone up too close, but I see a piece of paper. I’ll admit my imagination works overtime some days. It looks to me like a message in a bottle.”

The detective saw the glass and paper. He walked over and with his gloved hand, picked up the handwritten note. He walked back to Powell and read out loud.

“Mom,

“Most notes would start, ‘Dear Mom,’ but there is nothing dear about you. What you have done to me and how you treat others has led to this. I am in love and all you can say is how awful he is. I can’t take it anymore. All my life, you have tried to teach me hatred. You hate people because of their skin color or where they go to church or worship. You hate because of where they were born or how much money they make. You tried to teach me that, but I refused. Instead, my hate has turned toward you. I don’t hate any person in the whole world as much as I hate you. It is all because of how you tried to raise me to despise others. So, I decided to do the one thing that would hurt you the most. I am going to kill myself, and it will all be on you. There is a growth of trees that will shelter us for eternity. We found a way in, but we will always be concealed. We hope that it makes our bodies hidden for years, so you will never know. I hope not ever knowing what happened to me makes you miserable. If we are found, you will see this note and know why we did this. I am going to pull the trigger and get away from you. Jamal promised me he would do the same.

Goodbye forever,

Janice

July 29, 2000”

The detective pulled an evidence bag out of his pocket and carefully put the note inside. “What a lot of pain that girl was in…,” He changed the subject slightly, “My guess is the bottle was placed in the tree. When the tree fell, the bottle was catapulted over here, where it broke. Tell me why again you were out here.”

“My friend and I own neighboring farms. He is sick today, so my wife and I got out on the horses and checked both farms for any damage from the storm. I only found one problem with his fence. We saw that this tree fell, and since it was in an area that is not critical for anything, I knew it wouldn’t hurt to just let it lay until spring. But the growth made me curious, so we rode out just to look. Samara saw the foot sticking out of some leaves.”

“Well, this closes a cold case. When we heard there were two bodies, I knew who it could be. I still had the folder on my desk. I reviewed this just last week. This is probably Janice Smith and certainly Jamal White. The scene does look like a double suicide. We’ll never be sure if she pulled the trigger herself, or if he did it for her. Her body was laid out like he was making her corpse comfortable. Her legs were parallel, and her arms were crossed over her chest. It is the action of someone who loves the deceased. His body was more haphazardly posed, so he had to die second.”

“I wouldn’t have come out here if the tree hadn’t blown over. I still wouldn’t have except I was curious about how all of these trees grew together. I wouldn’t have seen the foot if my wife hadn’t seen it and pointed it out to me. That bottle wouldn’t be out here if the tree hadn’t launched it out into the open where it broke. I wouldn’t have seen the glass if the clouds hadn’t separated enough to make it glisten. I couldn’t have seen it if I hadn’t turned the tractor around. That’s a lot of ifs.”

“The note would have been destroyed had it not been sealed in the bottle. In a couple of days, it would have deteriorated until it was illegible. We got lucky.”

“No. It is not luck.” was all Powell could say. But he was thinking, ‘Thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me… You really do want me to be a better person. I’m trying, but I’ll try a little harder.’

 




Chapter Thirteen

Powell and Samara had a lot to do to help the police the next month. Samara gave her deposition to a state’s attorney, while Powell had to attend the coroner’s inquest. The coroner gave him permission to remove the thicket and burn it next spring or summer. At the inquest, Powell found out that the boy’s parents had both died of natural causes within six or seven years of the suicides. The girl’s mother was still alive. There was no record of who her father was. Powell asked that the mother not know the address where the bodies were found. That request was denied. So, he had to endure her visit to see where her daughter had died and lain for so many years. Carla Smith’s racial slurs and tirades were almost more than he could bear. 

The Ellisons decided that they would pay for the cremation of the two sets of bones. In the end, it was the best they could do for teenage lovers. Powell put the cremation urns in the barn, waiting for the day when he would destroy the thicket. He planned to bury the containers where the two took their own lives.

The days were not all morbid, though. The ballet troop that Mika performed with was planning a big Christmas performance. There were to be a lot of children in the dance. Mika asked Samara if she could borrow Jesse for the opening night. “The two of you can stand in the wings, backstage. If Jesse needs you, we can get him to you right away. It will be a unique way for you to watch us. I think the audience will enjoy seeing him. I know my fellow cast members will love it.”

“I’ll ask Po first thing. I can’t see how he would object.”

“Great. Jesse and I have been practicing. Every time I babysit, we dance. I think he likes it.”

“Maybe that is why he gets so excited when he sees you.”

Later, when Po was helping her with the baby that night, she asked him. He responded, “What exactly will he be doing?”

“Someone will hold him and dance.”

“Who will do that?”

“I don’t know. Mika probably. I just thought it must be her. Maybe others. I’ll find out.”

“Well, I guess it’s okay. We’ll have fun anyway. It sounds like he has fun.”

Samara let her friend take the little boy to rehearsals. Mostly it was Mika who danced holding Jesse. Sometimes it was another woman; it didn’t matter, Jesse seemed to love it. When any of the cast would walk up to talk to him Jesse responded to everyone but seemed to like the women better.

The night of the rehearsal Samara and Powell had to have Jesse there an hour early. The matron in charge of the wardrobe took Samara by the arm and said they had to go get ready. That woman looked at Powell and said, “Stay here. Just… stay out of the way.” Then they disappeared into a dressing room. Samara was shocked to see many women getting ready. The older woman looked at her, then walked over and got a costume off of the rack. “Here put this on. Quickly.”

Samara laughed, “I don’t dance. I’m just the boy’s mother. I’m supposed to stand in the wings in case he needs me.”

“Exactly. We can’t have you run on stage to get him if you are not in costume. It will ruin the ambiance.” 

Samara’s eyes got huge. “On stage…?” She grasped the hanger and took the garment. She couldn’t think of an argument to get out of this. The woman took Jesse while Samara changed, then Jesse had to be changed into his costume. The young mother took the boy, and they walked back to Powell. Her outfit was much lower cut than she felt comfortable being seen in. He started laughing as soon as he saw his wife. She looked fantastic to him, but he knew she was totally out of her element. “Evidently, I play the part of the nanny. But only if I have to go after him.”

Powell whispered to her, “Can you borrow the dress for tonight? This could spice things up a little.” He was looking much lower than her eyes this time.

“Po! Not now!” But inside – she was happy he complimented her this way.

The performance soon started, and Samara knew exactly when Jesse had to be handed off. Mika took him and held him close as she danced around the stage. She had a microphone hidden in her costume, and the audience could hear Jesse laugh. They danced a little while, then another younger woman took him and danced with him. Then she went off stage and gave him back to his mom. Samara sighed, “Whew! I didn’t have to go on stage after all.” After that, the three of them watched the rest of the ballet from backstage. It was a different view than they ever had before, and it was so much fun.

The curtain fell, and Mika came over to them. She was waiting for the curtain call so she could take her bows. When her time came, Samara was surprised that Mika took Jesse from her. “I need my little costar.” Mika twirled a few more times with the baby as she took center stage. She curtsied then said, “I want to introduce the newest member of our troop. This is my good friend Jesse. Jesse, do you have anything to say?”

“Bbbppppttt!”

The whole audience laughed. Mika was surprised he did that on cue. “Well, okay, Jesse. Thank you for your comments. Now I want to introduce all of you to his mother, my best friend. Samara, would you come out, please?” Samara just shook her head. There was no way she was going to go out there. “Come on. Please. Just take a moment.” Powell stepped behind Samara and put his hands on her waist and pushed her out. She grabbed his hands and pulled him along with her. “Oh, good! And Powell had to come out with her. You may recognize him. He gets himself into the news quite often.” Powell tried to bend over and hide his face behind his wife, and the audience laughed. Jesse started squirming. Mika said into her microphone, “Oh Jesse, do you see your momma? Do you want to crawl over to her?” She set him down on the stage. Jesse didn’t crawl though, he used Mika’s leg to pull himself up. Then he took a step, then another and another. Two more steps after that, and he fell. Samara ran over to him with her hand at her mouth and picked him up and hugged him tightly. “Samara? Were those his first steps?” Samara just nodded. “I’m going to have to keep an eye on this young man. Taking his first steps on stage. At the ballet. In front of hundreds of people. He knows how to steal the spotlight.” The audience applauded. Samara and Powell took their son and walked off.

When they got home, Samara took the program from the performance and put it in the keepsake box Powell made for her on their first Valentine’s Day. There were several things in there already. One thing was the note from Jesse’s birth mother asking Samara to raise him for her. Another thing was a button Powell accidentally pulled off her shirt on their wedding night. The box itself was special because her husband made it, out of the old pallets she used to make a shelter for herself. But now she had something to remind her of her boy’s first steps.

 




Chapter Fourteen

Jesse found that walking offered new worlds of freedom. He walked all over the first floor of the house and got into just about everything. Brutus had to go upstairs to find a quiet place to nap. Samara had to baby proof the whole house. The door to the guest room was now always closed. Samara dreaded the day when Jesse would learn how doorknobs worked. Powell had to store his paramedic kit on top of a cabinet in the kitchen. Everything seemed to be moving to make it safe for the toddler.

But it was fun too. Powell would take the cushions from the couch and make a fort for Jesse. Sometimes Powell would get inside, and Jesse would walk up like a miniature Japanese movie monster and knock the walls down. Powell would holler, and Jesse would laugh. Samara always liked watching them play like this, and sometimes she would join in.

One particular Sunday just before Christmas, they were all up early and playing. Jesse seemed to have a little bit of a runny nose, and his mom worried about it. She kept wiping and checking for a fever. That is, she would wipe his nose when she could catch him. If he saw the tissue, he would run the other way.

So, Jesse didn’t seem too sick, but she wanted to keep him out of the church nursery for the morning just in case. So, the three of them were standing in the lobby waiting to go in to find a seat. Since the boy was staying with them this time, they decided to sit near the back. Just as they started walking to the pew, Powell froze. It was a situation where a person sees something they don’t want to see, and every part of the body seems to feel the reaction. This was all caused by what he saw. It was the mother of the teenage girl who killed herself on their property. Samara saw her too at about the same time. “Po, is that…?”

“Yes, it is, Sammy. And I know what I have to do. Go on and find a seat. I’ll be there in a minute.”

She knew what her husband was doing. “You’re a good man, Po.”

Powell walked over to the woman. “Good morning, Carla. I didn’t expect to see you here today. Are you alone?”

“Yes, I am. I think it is past time I try to get myself straightened out. That note Janice left has made me think the last few weeks. This seemed like a good first step.”

“Glad to hear it,” Powell smiled as he said that. “My wife and I are keeping our son with us today, so we are sitting near the back. Would you like to join us?”

“That’s kind of you. Thanks. I may need some help. I really don’t know what I am supposed to do.”

“Not a problem. But to be truthful, no one really cares if we do everything right.”

“Mr. Ellison, please forgive me. I said awful things when I was at your farm. I’ve known for a long time that is wrong, but I can’t always stop.”

“Call me Powell. I am learning too. And I believe if we are trying to change, others owe us a second chance. So, I’ll forget about it. Let’s go sit down.”

Samara stood to let the woman and Powell in. Powell told Carla, “I want to sit on the end in case Jesse needs to go out. He’s not feeling one hundred percent today.”

The woman slowed to look at Jesse, and he smiled at her. “Such a beautiful boy.”

They settled into the pew. Carla was on the inside, then Samara, then Powell and Jesse. During the service, Samara indicated what Carla should do and shared a hymnal. This was her first time in church, and she had no idea what would happen. The preacher delivered a really good sermon. It was exactly what she needed to hear. Samara noticed the old woman was wiping tears from her eyes near the end. The message from the pastor gave everyone hope for a better life now and in the future, but it all depended on prayer and changing according to the light each one is given. Samara made Powell lean over so she could whisper in his ear. He smiled and nodded his head to signal his agreement. During the last song, when everyone had to stand up, the young wife put her arm through the arm of the older woman.

The pastor prayed the prayer for dismissal and released everyone. Samara turned to Carla, “Po really wants tacos for lunch today. He convinced me to go to our favorite little restaurant, close to downtown. It’s small, but cozy, and the food is fantastic. We would really like for you to join us. Our treat. Will you come? Please?”

“Mexican? I don’t know… but… what did the preacher just say? Yes. I’ll go. It is one of the things I have to put behind me. You two and the baby might be the key to helping me get started on a new life. It’s too bad I waited until this late in my life to get started.”

“But it is not too late. Right?”

Carla followed them downtown in her car. They parked on the street near the park. Powell got Jesse out of the car seat, and the little boy was sound asleep. Samara pointed to the old park bench under some trees. “That is where I met my husband.”

“On the bench? How romantic.”

Powell shook his head, “Not quite the way it happened. We’ll fill you in during lunch. And that building over there is where Samara was living,” he pointed at the fancy apartment building. “Clear at the top. She really had quite a view from up there.

“I’ve heard how expensive those apartments are,” Carla seemed a little unsure of what was going on all of a sudden.

“Actually, I wasn’t paying anything. It will make sense once you hear the whole story.”

While they waited for the food, Powell and Samara told Carla the story of how they met. They liked to tell this to new people and had a routine down. He would start and tell everything up to the point of losing consciousness, then Samara would take over. Neither embellished the story any because it was almost unbelievable the way it was. Carla said, “If I had met you, back then, I would have hated you on sight. It was just who I was then. I have come a long way since getting Janice’s note. So much wasted time and energy. And I just don’t know what to do next.”

“No. Of course you don’t. No one does at the start. We all need help. That’s why I have a small Bible study in our home. It started with the woman Powell had the date with. She and I became friends, and I asked her to come to study with me. It has grown since then. Everyone who comes will welcome you to study with us. You’ll learn a lot, and you’ll see we are all learning no matter what we know already. Many times, people say it is a journey. It really is, and we all start at different places, but we walk the same way and on the same path. So, we might as well all be friends.”

“Thank you for inviting me. It seems like the best thing to do.”

Powell reached over and put his hand near hers but did not touch her, “You’ll be good for me too. You see, I have an issue with forgiveness. To try to put this diplomatically, I feel hatred toward people who disobey God’s law. If I can grow close to you, it will help me see how I can forgive others. You said a minute ago, you would have hated Samara on sight when she was homeless. That attitude would have made me hate you. I am working through this, just as you are working through your prejudices. We are similar in some ways. Aren’t we?”

“I suppose we are. I’m so glad I have met both of you. Please, help me grow.”

Jesse had been silent up till then. “Bbbpppptttt!”

Carla did start attending the Bible study. At the first gathering, she told everyone her story. After that, no one brought it up again, and she was simply a part of the group.

 




Chapter Fifteen

That first snow was right before Thanksgiving, but everything turned back to normal before the holiday itself. Then there was another snow right before Christmas. It was not a storm like the first. The flakes fell softly and made a thick, even blanket. It made everything even more beautiful at the farm. Samara talked Powell into taking horses out to get pictures of nature and the farm. She ended up taking half of her pictures of Powell in his cowboy hat. He took a lot of pictures of her too. Jesse was all bundled up and riding with one, then the other parent. He seemed to be enjoying the scenery. As they made their way back to the house, they heard a loud crash. The old shed that they had used as a garage for the first couple of years collapsed. “Good,” Powell said. “I won’t have to pull it down. I’ll just dismantle the remaining lumber and drag it to a pile where we can have another bonfire. I just don’t know what we will celebrate this time.”

“We’ll think of something,” Samara offered with a big smile.

Christmas day was beautiful. The snow was still there, but the sky was blue. The contrast between the snow and the dark green of the pine trees was incredible. Powell got Samara’s car out of the barn, and they went to a short worship service at the church, then came back home to open some presents. Jesse was more interested in eating the paper and ribbons than the toys. Samara gave Powell a coat. It was like the old-fashion slickers cowboys used to wear. She tried to convince him to model it for her – with nothing underneath. He just said, “later, Sammy.”

Powell gave Samara a cedar chest he made. The cedar lining came from some of the trees from the thicket that fell in the first storm. They were part of the mass where they found the remains. The outer part of the chest came from wood at Lou and Mika’s place. They cut a tree down, and Powell got a lot of the wood and had it cut into planks. When it was sanded and polished, the walnut wood was gorgeous. The grain seemed iridescent in the right light. Inside the chest, he had placed some lingerie for her. She agreed to model that for him later too.

The whole Christmas day was relaxing and fun. They napped and ate and just had fun being together. The fire in the fireplace kept them warm and happy.

The day after though Powell had to work at Simpson’s Skydiving. A man bought his girlfriend a gift package for skydiving lessons. She had already completed the lessons on the ground and was ready to take the first tandem jump. The boyfriend already made several jumps and was going to go along. Samara wanted to jump too, so she called Stephanie and asked if Jesse could stay with her while Mario flew the plane. So, they bundled Jesse up and dropped him off with Stephanie. Sissy and George were there and were ready to play with the baby. Samara knew Jesse would have fun. She planned on having fun jumping out of a plane and parachuting into the snow. As always, the young woman was anticipating another new adventure.

They got to the airport, and the other couple was already there. Mario was entertaining them while they waited. The plane was all ready to go.

Powell took over and made sure the other woman was ready. He explained again how a tandem jump would work. Once they were over the jump zone, he would fasten the harness together, and they would step out of the plane. Then her boyfriend and Samara would jump. Once on the ground, they would gather up the parachutes and walk to a waiting van and ride back to the hanger. His student agreed with the plan and said she was ready. Powell thought he smelled alcohol on her breath. She wasn’t drunk but obviously had enough to bolster her bravery a little. He would have preferred she did not have had anything at all, but since she still seemed to be mostly sober, he thought she would be fine to jump.

They boarded the plane, and Mario taxied out to the runway. The excitement seemed to be building for everyone as they sat at the end of the runway. Mario applied the brakes then revved the engines. The sound and the vibration were overwhelming to the woman. Powell could see her look at her boyfriend with wide eyes. She was getting nervous. Powell looked at his wife. She was calm and happy. Then Mario released the brakes, and they started racing down the runway. In a few seconds, the wheels left the asphalt, and the plane was in the air. They heard the landing gear fold up and go into the wells. Powell was in the situation that he loved. Getting ready to jump out of an airplane and fall through the air. He silently prayed in thanks and admiration.

As they neared one thousand feet, the dizziness enveloped Powell again. “Oh, no. Not again,” he mumbled. He wished he hadn’t said that as soon as the last sound left his mouth. Samara was right next to him, and he knew she heard it. As the plane rose in altitude, the symptoms worsened. He was getting really sick. Powell knew there was no way he could stand up. There was no way he could jump. If this didn’t get better, he wouldn’t be able to do anything but hold on to the seat cushion. His wife knew something was wrong. She would have known even if she hadn’t heard him. She wondered what it meant when he said ‘again.’

“Sammy, I can’t.”

“I can see that. I’ll tell Mario to land.”

“No. Switch harnesses with me. You take her. And he can jump. Don’t spoil their day. After you jump, I’ll have Mario get me on the ground as soon as possible.” They started working on switching the harnesses. Samara could stand and work with hers. He had to lay back in the seat as much as possible and work his off. She put the tandem harness on and adjusted it. The couple was watching and wondering what was happening.

“Powell suddenly felt a little under the weather. Actually, it is from an old head injury acting up. No bugs. He was fine until the air got thinner. I’ll jump with you, though. You’ll have a great experience. I still remember the first time he jumped with me. So much fun. You’ll see.”

The woman nodded, signifying that it was okay. Samara sat back down and looked at Powell. He was really miserable. In about ten minutes, they neared the jump zone. Mario flipped the switch, and the large doors on the side rumbled opened. Samara stood, and the other man did. They both held on to the grab bars and checked their gear one more time. She motioned for the other young woman to stand, and she did. Remembering the time she and Powell jumped together the first time, Samara did the same thing. She fastened the two halves of the harness together and jumped as soon as the last buckle snapped. The woman’s boyfriend followed in just a second. Mario noticed Powell did not jump. They had headsets, so Mario keyed the microphone. “Powell, what’s up?”

“Not well, Mario. Get me on the ground as soon as possible.”

Mario turned the dial on the dashboard and called the tower. “Request immediate landing. We have a minor medical issue.” Mario then talked to Powell some more and found the lead jumping instructor was dizzy. “Sounds like vertigo. Is this something new?”

“No. But I never knew it would be so bad. I’ll be fine as soon as we get down.”

The air traffic controller was trying to get Mario to answer. “Do you request an ambulance?”

“Negative. He’s pretty miserable, but we don’t think this is an emergency.”

“We’ll get you a good place in line and have you on the ground in a few minutes.”

It took about twenty minutes to land. Powell wished he would pass out. There was no pain, just terrible dizziness. He could focus and talk but standing was impossible. By the time the plane came to a stop, he felt normal. Mario opened the side door, and Powell sat on the floor with his legs dangling over the side. Mario walked around to the side and stood in front of Powell, “I’m grounding you until you get checked out.” Powell just nodded.

Another half-hour passed before the van drove up. The couple got out of the back passenger door. They were laughing and carrying on. They could not let go of each other. The woman did let go of her boyfriend long enough to go to Samara and give her a hug. Powell’s wife was the hero again. She saved the day for this couple, and they had a great time. As they walked away, Samara walked over to the plane.

One thing Powell loved was looking at his wife’s eyes. They were dark and expressive. When she wanted something, she would lower her head, then look up with her eyes wide. He always called them her puppy dog eyes. The look she had right now was as close to opposite that as he could imagine. He always did everything he could to not see the sadness on her face when something bad happened. And he always tried his hardest to not get her angry. He didn’t like that look on her face. Today it was the angriest he had ever seen. She was clenching her teeth. Samara’s lips lost all color and were nearly white as they formed a thin straight line. Her beautiful eyes were just narrow slits. She walked up to within six feet of the side of the plane and put her hands on her hips. She spat out the words, “What did you mean ‘not again?’”

He couldn’t answer. Powell just looked at the ground.

“Tell me. How long has this been going on?”

“A month. Maybe two. I didn’t think it was anything.”

She yelled at him, “I saw how sick you were. How can you say it’s nothing!”

“That is the worst it has ever been. Before, I would have maybe two or three seconds of being a little lightheaded. When Jesse and I came to see you, the elevator ride made me sick. I really just thought this was a random thing.”

“You’re going to get the first doctor’s appointment available. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, Sammy. I’m sorry. I would have shared this if I thought it was serious. It just seemed so random. Mario has grounded me too. Just so you know.”

In a week, just after New Year’s, Powell was sitting on the exam table talking to the surgeon who treated him when he had the broken skull. Samara was sitting in the chair across the room. They discussed the symptoms and what was happening when they appeared. Then Powell was taken down the hall where they did a few tests. The technicians put wires all over his head and watched the machines draw the graphs showing the activity in his head. Then they took him to another large machine. He laid on a sled, and they pushed it inside the large ring. Then they left him alone and went into a control room and looked at slices of his brain.

In an hour, he was back in the exam room. The surgeon came back and talked to both of them. “The tests all look normal for a man your age. We see no signs of any disease or abnormality. There are some scars that are most likely from the injury you had a few years ago. They are not causing this vertigo, however. I am curious about how this always happens during a change in altitude. I want to run some other simple tests. First, we’ll go together for an elevator ride. I want to see if that will trigger a spell. Then perhaps I can send you to the university hospital. They have a hyperbolic chamber, and we can observe as the pressure changes.”

“Okay. It’s a relief to know it is not something growing in there,” Powell answered. Then the three of them went to the elevator just down the hall. The doctor pressed the button for the top floor. This elevator car was not as fast as the new one in Samara’s office, but it was fast enough that Powell had to hold the handrails. The doctor and Samara saw in his face how bad it felt to be so dizzy.

“This is how he looked on the plane, except worse.” Samara offered. The surgeon nodded. Then they took the car back to the original floor. He showed no symptoms at all going down and seemed normal walking back to the exam room.

“This is very curious,” the doctor said. “I want to proceed with the tests in the chamber. We’ll just lower the pressure, and have you signal us about how bad it is. Are you okay with that?”

“Yes. I get a little claustrophobic, but I think I can handle that.”

“Good. I’ll get it scheduled, and my office will call you. I’ll meet you there. I can give you some antianxiety medicine if you want.”

Powell declined. Samara thought she wanted that for herself but held her mouth shut.

In two days, they were at the university. The chamber was bigger than Powell had imagined but small enough that he was nervous inside it. Some technicians turned on the pumps, and the air was sucked out of the enclosure. Powell held a panic button in his lap. As the pressure lowered, he felt the symptoms. He held up one finger, then two. Quickly he was holding up five, then six. The surgeon stopped the test before Powell got to ten fingers. As the pressure lowered, the young man lowered his fingers one by one. When they opened the door, Powell walked out. He was pale and sweating. “Never put me in there again.”

The doctor wanted time to study this and confer with some colleagues. He made an appointment for Powell to come in another week. Samara made changes to her calendar so she could be there too.

“Well, Mr. Ellison, I have some odd news. I’ll start with that. This condition you have will be called Ellison Inner Ear. I’m going to write this up for the medical journals and name this condition after you. Then the good news is we don’t think this is something that will ever get worse. This is tied to the injury you had when you hit your head on the concrete. You had a broken skull, but it healed nicely. What we didn’t know was there was an injury to your inner ear. Over time the constant changes in air pressure caused that injury to flare up. The bad news is I believe the condition will persist. I will prescribe a medicine that will help you with the small changes. Large changes will always be a problem. You will be able to ride an elevator, but any type of aircraft will make you sick. I’m sorry, Powell, to have to tell you this.”

“I understand,” Powell said softly.

Samara asked, “Is there any other treatment that would help?”

The doctor looked at her, “Surgery is out of the question. We don’t know exactly where the problem lies. The inner ear is so delicate it might cause worse problems if we try to explore or repair anything.”

Samara took Powell’s hand. “Thanks, Doctor. We’ll get through this. One more question. Will another fall or impact make this worse?”

“I don’t think so.”

Powell and Samara went straight to Mario and Stephanie’s house. When the couple walked in, the older two could see something was really upsetting them. The four adults went to the den and sat down. Over the next hour, they talked and cried. Samara and Powell explained how he would never be able to fly again. Powell took out his hanger keys and laid them on the table, along with his company credit card. Mario said, “This only changes your employment. It does not affect our friendship.” Stephanie nodded in between sobs.

 




Chapter Sixteen

Powell went back to the fulltime job as a paramedic. He sought out a way to help deal with the boredom he felt just sitting in the firehouse, waiting for something to go wrong. Somebody had to have a really bad day for him to go to work. He never would get relief from that feeling. He found a few things that would help. He’d keep a journal of his thoughts. That would help with the anger he would feel toward some people. It would help him a lot, he thought if it contained a lot of praise for God. Thanksgiving and praise. Thanksgiving that his wife was so pretty. Well, now his mind was wondering.

The firehouse had exercise equipment, and he knew that would kill some time. He could find other things to do. He just had to be creative. In the first week on the job, there were no calls at all for a paramedic from his location. Sixty hours of just sitting and waiting. Not entirely sixty, he knew, but it seemed that way. He spent a lot of time away from his wife and son. That was never good. Jesse would go to spend the day with Stephanie, or Anna, or Mika. Whoever was not busy that day. Powell didn’t like that arrangement. Maybe he should be a stay-at-home dad. That entertained his thoughts for less than a minute. He didn’t have the personality to stay at home all the time. Other men could do that, but it just was not meant for him.

He had other ideas about jobs or means of income. But nothing seemed to fit his character. The next week on the job started just as slow. Then they had a call about a woman going into labor. That seemed like nothing serious. They would just have to hold her hand while transporting her to the hospital. Too easy.

The ambulance pulled up in front of the apartment building, and the crew started unloading the equipment and the gurney. Powell was whistling as he worked. They got into the elevator and started up to the fourth floor. As he rode the elevator car up, Powell waited for a dizzy spell, but nothing happened. The medicine was working well. That made him smile. 

But then the doors slid open, and everything changed. Standing in the hall, holding on to her door, was a woman screaming. There was a lot of blood on the floor, and she was starting to collapse. Powell ran to her and threw his arms around her and put her on the floor. Later his coworkers said he tackled her like one of the best linebackers of professional football. The story grew until they were saying he threw her down like a pro wrestler. Powell didn’t think about what he was doing. He was just reacting.

Without giving it any thought, he ripped her slacks and started examining her. His heart stopped when he saw a little foot sticking out where it wasn’t supposed to be. Right away, he knew this first call in a long time was a matter of life and death. All of his actions were automatic, including praying hard. He didn’t know he was praying out loud until the others told him later. He didn’t know what to do. He did know that even in a hospital, an experienced doctor would have a hard time with birth like this. Powell had faith, but in this instance, he felt it was beyond hope. Still, he had to try.

One after another, an idea would pop into his mind. He would do whatever the idea said. Push here. Pull there. Wait. Move this. Move that. Feel. He kept going. Everybody there knew babies aren’t supposed to enter the world feet first. Somebody forgot to tell the baby that. There was no choice. It was coming. Powell gently pulled the feet with one hand and with the other he was trying to feel for the umbilical cord. He found it, and it was not around the baby’s neck. Good. He gently pulled some more. The pelvis came out. It is a girl. A little more and a little more and the shoulders came, then the head popped out. Done.

Only not done. She wasn’t breathing. Powell pinched her enough to make it hurt, but she didn’t scream or cry. “Oxygen!” he yelled. It was in his hand in a second. He put her on the floor and put the mask to her face. It completely covered her from forehead to chin. Then he gently massaged her chest. He could feel a faint pulse, but she would not breathe on her own. He kept trying while the others worked on the mother. Tirelessly Powell kept rubbing the little girl’s chest, hoping to make her take a breath. He became desperate and yelled, “God, please!” No one thought it was a curse. They all knew it was a genuine prayer.

After a long time, one of the other firemen touched Powell’s shoulder. “It’s over.”

“No, it isn’t. God will help her.”

They stood back and let him continue. After another minute, something else hit Powell’s arm. The baby kicked him. Then she moved her arms. Then they all heard a snort. Then a cough and a cry, including a huge inhale. Her color changed from gray to pink. Powell held the oxygen to her for a little longer then took a towel offered to him by his captain. He wrapped her up and laid her on the gurney next to her mother. He fell over on the hallway floor and cried. In between sobs, they thought they heard him saying something. Somebody finally realized all he was saying was, “Thank you.”

After the hospital and the trip back to the firehouse, Powell was spent. He didn’t feel like he had the strength to stand. The rest of the crew let him sit while they cleaned up the equipment and restocked the ambulance. Finally, he was able to stand and walk without shaking. His captain called him into the office and told him to sit. “What is it about you, Ellison? Everybody else would have given up. Why do you try so hard?”

“It is what is inside me, captain. Or rather Who is inside me. I have seen people die. I’ve even held them while it happened. I even took a life once in combat. But, somehow, I know when to not give up.”

“Tell me, Powell, how did you know what to do today?”

“The same thing basically. It is Who is inside me.”

“Then tell me this. Who do you say Jesus is?”

Powell laughed hard. “That is supposed to be my question. I ask that of people when I get a chance to get really close to them. To me, though. He is everything. I asked a long time ago for forgiveness, and I received that. Now I want to serve Him the best I can. Right now, that means being the best paramedic I can be and saving lives. Even getting a cat out of a tree if that ever comes up. Whatever I do, I want to make Him happy.”

“Me too. I have not been one of His children for very long. But I feel the need to be the best at whatever I do just to make God happy with me. It is not for reward or payment. It is just a way to worship.”

“I agree completely.”

“Powell, it was an extremely emotional call for you. Take it easy for the rest of the day.”

“I only have an hour left on this shift. I’m a little anxious to get home to my wife and son. But I think I should stay. Maybe I just need the discipline.”

“Good. Stay. Work as needed. We’ll talk more about faith later.” When he was alone in his office again the captain wrote a report to the chief and to the chaplain. Powell Ellison was an excellent example of faith and hard work.

Powell did not go straight home. He stopped at the hospital. The baby was doing fine. The mother had to have a transfusion but was doing better. They should go home in a few days. He left feeling pretty good. When he got home, though, and saw his wife holding their son, he broke down again. When he regained control, he told her about his day. She wanted to go the next day and see the baby and maybe leave an anonymous gift for them.

 




Chapter Seventeen

“Sammy, we need to talk,” Powell said that as soon as he walked in. Almost before he kissed her.

“What’s the matter, Po?” Her tone of voice and face showed Powell she was worried, “Nothing good comes when a conversation starts like that.”

“Oh. Sorry. Let’s try… Can we sit and talk a while about what I need to do with my life?”

“That’s a little better.” They went and sat on opposite sides of the kitchen table. Samara had a cup of tea, and Powell had his coffee.

“I’ll just spill this all at once. I envy and admire you. When you were young, you decided what you wanted to do. Then, you went out and prepared for it. Now you are successful and well known. People in your sphere of work all respect you. I wish I had that in my life. Instead of going on to study, I went out to see the world and have adventures. I had fun and have great memories, but at this point, I feel a little lost. We’ve been through this before. I felt I had a promise from God to have a job that meant something. Skydiving instruction wasn’t it. Then, I went from full time as a paramedic to part time. Now I’m full time again, and I am still bored to death most days. And I am waiting for something bad to someone else so I can run out and be the hero. I feel there has to be something more. Should I stay at home and raise Jesse? Or maybe go to college and study something or other. I don’t even know what that might be. I feel lost.”

Samara stood up with her tea in one hand. Powell’s legs were under the table. “Pick up your coffee.” He picked it up but looked at her like he didn’t understand what was happening. She put her hip against the table and pushed it away from him. Then she sat in his lap. “That thing was in my way.” With her free hand, she embraced him. “You know I love you like everything, and I will support you in what you need to do. I want you to understand something important. She removed her arm from around his shoulders and put her hand on his chest. “What defines you is not what you do for work. What defines my wonderful husband is in here.” She pressed her palm on him. “I think I understand what you are saying. I am hurting for you. I want you to feel useful.”

“But you can’t tell me what to do. Right?”

“Right. I think, for now, just stay where you are. But keep an ear tuned to God and listen for what He might be telling you to do.”

“I have been. About this subject, I feel only silence. Or maybe just, ‘Do whatever you want.’

“Okay. Keep working where you are until you find out what you want. Then prepare for that. I’m fine with that as long as it doesn’t change who you are.”

Powell set his coffee on the floor, then sat back up. He slid his hand under her shirt. “Too bad I can’t get paid for this.”

“I’ll look into that and see what we can do.” Samara smiled and kissed his forehead.

“I wish all the waiting wasn’t so boring for me.”

“I have an idea. Start writing.”

“What? Write what?”

“Po, sweetie, you have trouble getting angry at people. It is hard for you to let something go. I get angry too, but I can forget about it. Let’s try, I mean, you try, to write letters to whom you are angry. You don’t have to send them. You can write whatever you want about whatever is on your mind. Even people who are dead. Living or dead. Write down your emotions. That will give you something to do during the slow times, and maybe it will help you clear your mind of the negative emotions. Write to whoever you are thinking about.” She held up a hand. “I have another idea. Let’s go get a small laptop. You can write on that.”

“Sammy, that sounds like a plan. I’ll try that next time I have free time and nothing to do.”

“Is there anything else?”

“No. I just wanted to talk about what I should do. I’ll wait for inspiration before making a change.” He moved his hand a little higher in her shirt. “Oh! There’s an idea.”

The next day Samara noticed she had a new email. The computer was set so that the software would put the emails into separate folders depending on who sent them. She had a few personal folders and one for only emails from her husband. That morning she saw a notice and checked to see which folder was highlighted. The one called ‘Po’ showed that there was one from him. She giggled as she clicked on the screen to see what he sent her. Usually, it was something fun.

“Dear Sammy,

“You know how much I miss skydiving. I think you understand also that it was never about defying death or some stunt. I loved the peace and quiet as I fell, and as I sat in the harness waiting to hit the earth. One of the best things was always the view. As I floated, I could see so much of what God has done. The beauty was inspiring. I miss that view.

“There is another view that I love. I don’t know if you know this or not, but sometimes when the light is right, and we are close if I look down, I can see inside your shirt. That view is also inspiring. Thankfully, I didn’t have to give up that view.

“Looking forward to ‘seeing you.’

“Love, Po

Samara smiled and giggled again. She wasn’t expecting that. Once in a while, he would send her something special, and she would want to keep it. It was easy to print the email as a PDF then store it in a private folder. She did that then deleted the email. Two hours later, there was another email waiting from him.

“Dear Sammy,

“I imagine centuries ago, one of Adam’s grandsons looked at a woman and noticed her legs. He might have thought, ‘Those are nice long legs. The muscles look good. I bet she could walk for hours as she gathered food.’ And that was the beginning of men admiring women’s legs.

“I don’t care if you can gather food, but I have to say those are nice long legs and the muscles look fantastic. I can look at your legs all day long. One of the best things is I can do that whenever I want, and there is no moral reason I shouldn’t. I like it that you never try to stop me. Another thing that makes your legs extra special is that I can touch them if I want. Well, that’s not true. I really want to right now, but you’re not here. But I will later. 😉

“Stay tuned for further developments,

“Love, Po

Samara put that email in her private folder too. Then she started to reply, but suddenly the room felt too warm. She took off her blazer and her shoes, then replied.

“My dearest Po,

“I didn’t mean for you to write to me. Only people you are thinking about. Why did you… never mind…

“I guess I answered my own question. I’m glad you are thinking about me. I can’t wait to see you tonight.

“Love,

“Your Sammy

“P.S. There are some views I enjoy as well… 😊

After hitting send, she deleted both emails. She still felt too warm, but now she knew why. Then she started getting an idea. Soon she had a whole plan in mind for that night and started into action. First, she called Mika. “Would you and Lou be able to watch Jesse a little longer tonight? I want some time alone with Po.”

Mika responded, “Of course. We love having him. In fact, we’ll keep him overnight. You don’t have to think about him at all. He seems to love playing with Lou. Did you know Lou bought some toy horses for Jesse to play with while he is here? Jesse keeps putting a horse on the back of another. Lou says Jesse wants to be a horse breeder when he grows up.”

Samara laughed at what her friend told her and agreed to let the boy sleepover at their friend’s house. Then the next part of her plan was to order a pizza that was only half baked. That way, she could make sure it was hot when they were ready to eat. She was hoping her man wouldn’t want supper right away. That was done. All she had to do was stop at the pizza shop on the way home. Next, she checked the weather. It was to be in the 40s this evening. That was way too cold for what she wanted to do. She’d do it anyway. She was sure it would be worth it. Painfully cold, but worth it.

Samara was using a manila file folder to fan herself when Nichole knocked on the door then pushed it open. “Samara, are you okay?”

She didn’t want to lie and couldn’t think of an explanation other than, “I’m just thinking about my husband.”

“I understand. Being married is the best. I love the… uh… benefits.”

“Exactly.”

“Um… your appointment is here. In the conference room. I’ll tell them you need five minutes.”

“Thanks, Nickle. I guess I better get my shoes and jacket. And… try to clear my mind.”

After the appointment Samara realized she should think this through a little more. That meant praying about it. “Jesus, I have a plan to surprise my husband. Our house is so isolated no one could see me, and I want to… um… drop my robe in the back yard. Is this wrong?”

“Samara. Samara. Who invented sex? Who made it fun? Who gave you a husband who is crazy about you? Who made you love him so much? Samara, you’d better say me! Have fun. Fall deeper in love.”

Three hours later, she was back at home. After putting the pizza in the refrigerator, Samara went upstairs and took a quick shower. Then she put on her bathrobe and found her summer sandals. Then she went down and waited for her husband. It was hard for her to wait for him. She was so impatient.

Finally, she saw his pickup. Samara looked closely and saw he was alone. Good. She wouldn’t have to make a hasty retreat to the bedroom to get dressed. She saw he was driving around the house to put his pickup in the barn. She went to the back door to meet him.

Powell walked up the path carrying his paramedic bag. He was whistling as he walked, and the vapor in his breath made clouds as the tune came out. Brutus ran out to meet him, and Powell dropped his bag and played with the dog. Samara was antsy, cold, and hoping he would hurry. Finally, her husband picked up his bag and started back up the path to the back door. He looked up and was surprised to see her. Samara took a deep breath to steady herself and then pulled the robe off her shoulders. The air was so cold she could hardly stand it and changed her plans at the last second. She let it open but did not let it fall clear to the ground. It hung near her elbows. Powell stopped midstride, and his mouth dropped open. 

“Hello, there mister. Are you inspired by this view?” Her voice quivered because she was shivering.

Powell ran the rest of the way and threw his bag through the door behind her. “I love this view!” He hugged her then picked her up off the concrete step. “I am inspired to get you inside and warm you up.” She wrapped her arms around his neck.

Walking while supporting the extra weight was no issue for him. He turned to close the door and carried her into the living room. He gently lowered her to the sofa. The fire was already lit. There were candles on the coffee table and two glasses with a bottle of sparkling grape juice. A blanket was on the couch. Soft music was playing.

“Jesse?” he asked.

“Lou and Mika,” was all she said.


Chapter Eighteen

“To My Dear Mrs. Samara Ellison,

“I have only a few memories of the night we met. I remember jumping on the end of a park bench. I can still see that board flying up to hit me in the forehead. I still remember how it stung. I don’t remember hitting my head on the sidewalk, or anything else from the park.

“The next memory I have was waking up in your shelter. I had no clothes. I did not know where I was or who you were. I could not figure out what time it was or even what day it might be. But I felt such a sense of peace. The peaceful feeling seemed to be radiating from the sleeping stranger on top of me. Without a doubt, I knew she was there to take care of me. To make sure I was warm and to attend to my injuries. The realization entered my mind that I was still on Earth, but God sent an angel to care for me. The shelter made of old pallets with newspaper stuffed in the cracks became a small part of heaven for me.

“I don’t know what others would do, but to me, it seems that if an angel is sleeping on top of you to keep you warm, you really don’t want to disturb that angel. My bladder had other ideas. I tried to move without waking you and thought I had accomplished that. When I came back, I found you were awake. We began to talk. I remember some of the conversation, but what I remember most is the look on your face. Your expressions, your eyes, your smile. Those things are what stand out most to me. I still thought you were an angel sent from God until you said Jesus had forgiven you. Angels don’t get that.

“I wish I could remember more of that night. There are other nights with you that I remember. I am so glad we fell in love.

“Sincerely, 

“Mr. Powell Ellison”

Powell kept working on writing letters. One of his first that was not to his wife was to a man injured in a fall while skateboarding.

“Mutant,

“That’s the best name to describe you and the first thing that came to mind when I first saw you. All of your piercings and body modifications sickened me. I couldn’t stand to look at your face because of what you had done to it. Trying to examine you to see what you did to your head was one of the worst things I ever had to do. And it was not because of the injuries.

“When I cut open your shirt to attach the monitors for checking your vitals, I became angry. Your modifications to your chest made it impossible for the machine to work properly. I knew I would never be able to report on your situation in a modern way. I had to feel for a pulse near some safety pins in your neck. I thought I was going to be sick. And I’ve seen a lot of blood and messed up bodies. 

“Disgust. Sick. Anger. Repulsion. Those were the emotions I felt that day.

“Then you regained consciousness, and my outlook turned over. The first thing you wanted was to call your mom. Somebody found your phone and gave it to you. I heard you tell her you were hurt and wanted her prayers. That blew me away. Then you said, ‘I love you too, mom,’ before hanging up. My whole opinion of you changed. While we transported you, I must admit you were nice and polite. I am sorry I formed an opinion of you before really meeting you. In the future, I will not be so quick to judge someone just because of what they did to their bodies. I’ll never do that to myself, but I won’t condemn someone else.

“Powell Ellison

Powell decided that he would share some of the letters with his wife. It wasn’t necessary, but he wanted the support she would give him and her critiques. He let her read that one. Samara said she understood and thought it was a good step toward growth. She agreed that he should not actually send it. Next time he wrote to several dead people at once.

“Cult leaders,

“There is nothing I despise more than when someone defiles the name of Jesus. When I think of how you have led others away from God while claiming to be sent from Him, I get so angry I can’t sleep. I want to say I am glad you are in hell. I still don’t really feel glad about that, though. 

“With help from others, I am beginning to believe that you were lied to first. After a time, you began to believe those lies. Then you started spreading them. I hate that. I truly am glad that you are no longer alive and able to wreck other people’s lives. I hope somehow you were able to realize the errors of your ways and make amends before you died. In any case, I hate what you did and feel nothing but contempt for you. And pity. I pity you.

“Powell Ellison

It was a step in the right direction. The constant feelings of anger and resentment were going away. When something happened, he would write about it. A few he actually sent. When he shared a letter to a politician, Samara had some thoughts about it. “Have you tried praising people?” She tilted her head to one side when she asked that, and it made him lose thought about what he just shared. She repeated, “Have you tried putting in praise for the good things? Besides just criticizing the rotten things. In the letter to the boy who hurt his head, you talked about him calling his mother. That was good. Put more good things in the letters. See how that makes you feel.” Powell agreed.

“Mother of the year,

“When my wife and I saw the news a few months ago about how you murdered your two young girls, I wanted to murder you myself. My anger was overflowing. I cannot comprehend the actions. What is wrong with you? Why was life so bad you had to do that?

“Part of the crime scene details was made public. The girls were dressed in pretty dresses with lace and ruffles. Their hair was washed and combed and adorned with ribbons. Each had a toy with her; I assume it was a favorite. It makes me think that you loved them very much. What demon was it that made you think they had to die? Are they better off? Are you better off? Was this to hurt someone else? Why?

“Now I am sorry for you. Whether the reason was because of a mental illness or a physical problem, I’ll never know. I just know you killed two people you loved, for some unknown reason. I pray that you will be restored to health and that you will find God’s forgiveness. Then maybe someday in heaven, you will be reunited with them.

“Powell Ellison

That letter made Samara cry. The next one did too.

“Dear Jesse,

“I never knew how much I would love having a child. Of course, everyone loves you. You are so full of fun, and you seem to love everyone you come in contact with. Your mom and I are so lucky to have you.

“There are things we have to tell you. Maybe I’ll give this letter to you after you know the full story. I’ll recap your history here one more time. There was a woman who had a problem with her brain from the time she was born. I don’t know the name of the problem or really very much about it at all. All I know is that the problem made it impossible for her to make memories. Because of that, she could not work. Our society let her down in a big way. Instead of caring for her, people let her live as a homeless person, and she had to live on the streets. This is the woman who bore you. She became pregnant and carried you until your birth. She found out then that she was sick and going to die. The most important thing she ever tried to do was find a home for you.

“That was your birth mother. The woman you will call Mommy is another person. She is the greatest person I have ever met. There was a time in her life that she was homeless too. It was not because of a problem with how she thought. A mean man told lies about her, and that made her lose her job. She lost her home and everything she had. But this is important;    she never lost faith in God. She also never lost her love for other people. That is why, when she was homeless, she always took care of others. At mealtime in the soup kitchen, she always let others go first. She always made sure everyone else had enough to eat, even if she didn’t get anything herself. Then after the meals were over, she stayed behind and cleaned the tables and floors. Most times, she would go early and help get everything set up.

“If there were such a thing as an award for Homeless Person of the Month, Mommy would have won it hands down every month. 

“It is because of her kindness that the woman who gave birth to you remembered her. It was one of the few memories she did make and keep. She decided the best thing for you was to come live with the woman who was so kind. She found someone to help, and they found where Mommy was working. They called, and Uncle Jamey and your good friend Nickle went and talked to your birth mother. Everything was arranged for you to come live with us and become our legal son. We always think of the day we first saw you as the day God answered our prayers.

“I am lucky to have you in my life. You and I are both lucky to have Mommy. She is a wonderful person, a fantastic wife, and a super-duper fantastic, wonderful mommy. Tell her every day you love her.

“Love,

“Daddy

Samara printed the letter, then wrote at the bottom.

“Daddy is right about how much we love you. For a few minutes, I felt like God hated me because I found out I could not have a child of my own. Then he told me I could adopt. When he told me that I felt better, but I had spent so much time feeling bad for myself, it took some time to adjust. Then I met you. Wow! Love at first sight!

“Remember, your daddy is super-duper too. He is kind of crazy sometimes, but always full of love. The best days for me are the times I see you two playing together. My life is complete because of the two men in my life.

“I said God told me I could adopt. To me, that means He loves you too. Jesus loves you so much He made a plan for you to find a home with people who will always love you.

“Love,

“Mommy

She folded the letter and put it in an envelope. She sealed it and wrote, ‘Jesse Ellison,’ on the front. Then she put it in her purse until she got home and could put it in the keepsake box.

 




Chapter Nineteen

Jesse had his first birthday. They had all the traditional things for his first. He really had no idea what was going on. All of Jesse’s favorite people were there. So, he had fun. To him, it was just another day.

To Samara, it was a milestone, and there were other things to put in her keepsake box and the cedar chest. It gave her time to reflect on life. She had so much now. But not so long ago, she had nothing. Powell seemed to be happy. He had dark days in his past, though. Jesse was a healthy big boy. A lot of bad things could have happened to him because of his birth. Why did God take care of us in this way? Some people have good fortune, and others die. Her friend almost died before they even met. Now she is the star of the local ballet. Another friend had a birth defect, but surgery fixed it. She and her husband are healthy and happy. They are successful. Some people she had known were dead. What was God’s plan?

All these things were going through her mind as she put the things away that she treasured. It also made her take stock of the things around her. She and her husband owned so much. Maybe it was time to give to others out of the excess they had. Samara moved to the window in front of the house and sat on the sofa again. She bent her legs and pulled them up onto the cushions. She leaned against the back and looked out the windowpane. Her plan was to sit here and think. Maybe she would see some animals playing in the trees. In any scenario of what she might see or think, Samara knew she would pray. It was time to praise God for so many things. Maybe even just praise God for being God. She could hear Powell upstairs taking care of Jesse. She thought her praise might have to start with those two.

Before she could get started thanking God, she stopped. It seemed there was yet another surprise for her. Coming up the driveway was a big black horse. The animal was pulling a black buggy with two passengers dressed in black and grey. Samara thought it was one of the happiest sights she had seen. Excitedly she began to yell, “Po! Po! Po! come down here quick! We have visitors!” Without waiting for her husband, she jumped up and ran out the front door. She bounced up and down, waiting for them to get close. “Welcome! Welcome!” Then she jumped off the porch and took the reins from Abraham and wrapped them around the porch rail. 

Abraham walked around the buggy and helped his wife down. Samara was hugging Elizabeth a second after Abraham let go. She almost pulled the woman away from her husband. Powell and Jesse appeared while all of this was going on. Powell used his free arm to give Abraham a big hug, then he stepped back and looked at his friend. “Abraham, that beard looks really good on you.”

Elizabeth reached up and ran her fingers through it. “I know. I like to look at his beard and feel it.”

Powell still was holding Jesse when he walked over to the horse. “Abraham, let’s get your horse some hay and turn him loose in the corral for a while.” Jesse indicated that he wanted down on the ground, so his dad set him down. Immediately the little boy went to the buggy and tried to climb in. Powell lifted him up to the bench. Jesse sat back like he was waiting for the next step.

Samara was still giddy with excitement, “Please tell me you can stay for a while.”

Abraham and Elizabeth looked at each other, a little confused. Powell started to laugh. “Oh, Sammy. Did I forget to tell you they were coming for a few days?” Samara ran to him and punched his arm. “Ow!” 

She shook her hand, “You didn’t ‘forget’ anything, did you?”

“I invited them a long time ago. We have been keeping in touch, and I was expecting them today.” He laughed.

“Po, I don’t know if that was sweet or mean. You can be so ornery so times.” She turned to her surprise guests. “Anyway, I am glad to see you and so happy you will be with us for a little while. This really is one of the best surprises ever.” She took Elizabeth’s arm, “Let’s sit on the porch swing while the men take care of the horse.” They walked over and sat and soon were so deep in conversation that they didn’t notice the men leaving. Jesse rode in the buggy like he owned it. When they got to the barn, they made the horse pull up alongside it and unhitched the buggy. Powell had to pull Jesse to get him out of the buggy, then they put the horse in the corral with hay and water. 

Abraham looked at the barn in a critical way. He moved from one position to another to see it better. Powell began to wonder what he was doing. “We repainted and made repairs last summer. Did I do something wrong?”

“No. It looks perfect.” Abraham turned to look at Powell, “Do you mind if I look for something inside?”

“That’s fine. What are you looking for?”

“A mark.”

They walked inside, and Abraham looked over the beams and posts. He kept smiling and nodding his head. Then he walked to a particular post at the side of the main door. He ran his hand along the wood, then he turned and saw a ladder. Without asking, he went to get the ladder and moved it to the post he was just looking at. He climbed up and looked at the beam going above the door. “It is too dark for me to see. Do you have a torch?”

“No. Not a torch. I have a flashlight here. Do you want that?”

“That is what I meant. I forgot the English word for what I wanted. Please.” Powell took the flashlight to Abraham and handed it to him. Abraham looked closer at the beam. “It is here. I see what I was hoping to find.”

“What is that?”

“My great-grandfathers signature. He would leave his signature on every barn he designed and built. This is one of his earliest ones. I am so happy, Powell, to see this. I am happy that the building is so well preserved and that you are taking care of it.”

Powell walked over and leaned against the workbench. “Your great-grandfather?”

“Yes.”

“Built this barn?”

“Yes.”

“This farm was part of an Amish community?”

“Yes.”

“Wow.”

“I would like to see inside the house. I believe it was the home of an Amish family.” Abraham was down off the ladder now.

“Sure. We’ll get the ladies, and we’ll go through together.” They started walking back the way they came. As they neared the front of the house, Powell grabbed Abraham’s arm.

“Stop.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing really. I don’t know. But I just saw my wife kiss her own fingertip. I can see from the look on her face they are talking about… love.”

“You can tell that from here?”

“Yes. The day will come when you know exactly what your wife is thinking just by the way she looks at you. Right now, I know my wife is telling your wife about something I do to her that she likes. I was not expecting that.”

“Should I be worried?”

“No. It’s not bad at all. On our first date, I kissed the end of her finger. We discovered by accident that makes her really excited. Only recently have we found out why. It is because she concentrates so hard on what I am doing. We reversed roles, and I found it really is exciting.” Powell looked at Abraham, “You’ll probably have to try that now. I think it is one of the best things about being married. We always learn how to make each other happy.”

Samara turned and saw the men were watching them. “What are you guys doing?”

“Just waiting on you to finish whatever you’re talking about.”

“Don’t be nosey.”

“We’re not,” Powell answered. “I was telling him what you were talking about without even hearing you.” Samara blushed a little and grinned. Powell continued, “Let’s take them on a tour of the house.”

All four adults and the toddler went inside. Jesse got down and started toward his toys. Samara waved her arm to indicate the large room. “This huge room is a little baffling to me. Why would someone build such a big living room and kitchen?”

Abraham went to the fireplace and looked it over. Then he answered her question, “This farm was once part of an Amish group. As you know, we worship in each other's homes. This room is this size to make room for the benches the men would set up for Sabbath. It is not large just to be large. It is to make room for everyone.”

“I didn’t know this was an Amish farm. Did you know, Po?”

“I found out just a few minutes ago. Abraham found evidence that his great-grandfather built our barn.”

Abraham seemed really happy, “It will be such a privilege to build your new garage.”

Samara looked at Powell with a forced, angry look. He said, “Did I forget that part too?”

Elizabeth laughed. She liked the way her new friend was being teased by her husband. Then she said, “This is a social visit this time. But we will have to come back to measure and plan for the new building. Then come back again to raise it. Samara, you’ll get tired of us.”

“Not a chance. But I think you may have to make a place in the new garage for this man to sleep.” She pointed at her husband. “He’ll need somewhere to go if he continues keeping secrets from me.” Everyone could tell she was really happy, though. 

Jesse walked up to Elizabeth with one of his teddy bears. He pulled on her skirt to get her attention, then held out his arms, indicating he wanted to be picked up. She was happy to hold him. He held the bear in front of her face. “That’s a nice bear, Jesse. Does it have a name?” Then she looked at Samara, “He is so solid and heavy. He seems like such a healthy boy.”

They continued the tour of the house. Powell told about the power outage and how the one fireplace kept the whole house warm. Abraham nodded. That told Powell it was like that by design. They went up the stairs, and the first thing Abraham said was, “Where is the door? There should be another doorway here to another bedroom.”

“The previous owners made all the changes. The central heating, new plumbing, new wiring, and other stuff were added before we purchased the house. The biggest change is the master bedroom and master bathroom. That is what is where the other room used to be.” They walked into the master bedroom then Samara opened the closet door. Elizabeth gasped. She walked in and touched some of the clothes. She touched the ones made from bright colors. She felt how soft the fabric was on some of Samara’s dresses. Elizabeth was transported to another world that she never knew existed. She had seen lots of English go through their community, but never experienced the vast array of colors and textures in one place. Samara became embarrassed. She knew she had too much.

Powell walked up and put his hand on the doorknob to the bathroom. “Samara decided she wanted to buy this house when she saw this room.” He opened the door to the large bathroom with a huge shower on the far end. Abraham and Elizabeth walked in. 

“This definitely is not Amish,” he said. She agreed.

“When my wife was homeless, being clean was nearly impossible. Now it is an obsession for her. She has to make sure Jesse and I are both clean too. This one thing about the whole farm is what she wanted. She really wanted a shower with room for two.”

Elizabeth pulled her husband’s arm to get him to bend down a little, then she whispered in his ear. He smiled back at her. “We’ll see.”

As they continued the tour of the other rooms, Powell said, “We always believed that the renovations to the house made everything new but did not change much about the character. Is this even close to the way it was first built?”

“It is very close. The bathroom is not right. The kitchen is close to what it was originally. Other rooms seem like they were only painted. Elizabeth and I are right at home in your home.”

“I am so glad to hear that,” Samara was so excited.

They went down to the kitchen and had some refreshments. Abraham brought up a subject that was a little hard for him to mention. “Elizabeth and I never participated in rumspringa. We don’t feel like we missed anything but are a little curious. If it were somehow possible, we think we would like to go to some event. This time or at a future visit. If we wore English clothes and tried to copy what you did, maybe we could blend in. It would be a small rumspringa for a married couple, which is not really a thing. Do you…”

Samara interrupted before he got his question out. “I know just the thing and who to call. Just a minute – I am going to call my friend and see if I can get her to help.” She left, and Abraham and Elizabeth looked at Powell.

“I really don’t know what she is doing. I have a clue she is calling Mika, who is Lou’s wife. Sometimes she gets tickets for us to the ballet. That is a cultural event that I am sure you’ve never seen.”

Samara came running back in the kitchen, “All set. Four tickets for tomorrow night’s performance at the ballet. It is going to be so much fun.”

“We should find clothes. Will there be enough time?” Elizabeth was worried.

“Plenty of time. Elizabeth, you can wear anything you find in my closet. I’ll let you have the first pick. We’ll start in the morning and then off and on during the day we’ll do a little more. There will be no pressure at all to make you feel like you fit in. Abraham, you’ll be a little harder to fix up. But I think you are about the same size as my boss, and Po’s old friend, Jamey. We’ll call him and see if there is a suit you could borrow. Jamey is the kind of guy who would insist you take the suit he has on. He’d change in private, but he’d give you the clothes off his back.”

“He would,” Powell agreed.

“We don’t want to be trouble,” Elizabeth said.

“I think of it as the opposite of trouble. Sammy and I enjoy going as often as we can. So that is something we are going to enjoy anyhow. When we take friends with us, it intensifies the enjoyment.”

Samara jumped up and went behind Abraham, “I am not playing with your hair, sir. I am experimenting to find a way to make your haircut look less Amish.” She pulled the hair from the sides and managed to get that hair and the locks in back to come together. “I think we can make a short ponytail out of this. You’ll look very urban.”

Abraham seemed afraid to ask, “There is one more thing I would like to see. Is it possible to see an airplane up close? I am so curious about them.”

“I doubt you’ll want to jump out, but we can get our good friends to give you three a short ride. Mario and Stephanie will love to do something like that for you.” Powell was a little quieter when he said, “I am unable to fly anymore. I have a problem with my ears.”

 




Chapter Twenty

With Samara’s most colorful dress and Jamey’s dark blue suit, Elizabeth and Abraham looked like they stepped out of a fashion magazine. The dress had every color in bright panels. The hem was uneven by design and hung below Elizabeth’s knees. She wore a pair of Samara’s black stretchy leggings underneath and a pair of high heels. She practiced for over an hour to master walking in them. Samara showed her that if she held her husband’s arm, it made it go a little easier. For the first time in her life, Elizabeth went out into public with her hair hanging down. It was also the first time she ever wore makeup. Samara was proud of the woman she created.

Abraham wore the suit and a light blue shirt with the collar open. His normal boots looked good enough when the pants cuffs covered most of the top. Powell took the boots and polished them the way he learned when he was in the army. Abraham’s hair was back in a ponytail. A very short ponytail. He still looked a little Amish, but also like he was from a rich family in the city. Powell and Samara dressed up like they always did. Powell tried to wear his cowboy hat, but Samara wouldn’t allow it at the ballet.

When they got to the theater, they went to a door marked ‘stage entrance.’ The guard recognized Samara and Powell and let them in. They quickly found Mika. She was already dressed for the performance in the most traditional outfit. Elizabeth kept staring at Mika’s feet. Abraham tried to keep eye contact but would nudge Elizabeth to try to get her to stop staring.

Mika realized what was happening and made a show of explaining her shoes to Elizabeth. “See? They are very hard. It gives me the ability to do this.” She rose up on her toes and danced a little, then spun. “I would not be able to do that without the stiff toes of the shoes.” Elizabeth was too awestruck to say anything. “I must continue to warm up. I guess I’ll see you either later, or tomorrow. It is really nice to meet you, Abraham, and Elizabeth. Abraham, Lou had so many nice things to say about you.” Then she left. The two couples went to find their seats.

The ballet was a celebration of spring. Dancers represented birds and animals rejoicing in the new life and the end of winter. Samara sat next to Elizabeth and helped explain things to her. The evening was filled with beautiful people, wonderful music, and the best dancing anywhere. The two Amish people were impressed with everything, from the building and seats to the lighting and sound. They had never seen people move the way the ballet troop moved. It seemed like they were doing the impossible. Mika was a butterfly. Other dancers came out as flowers, and she went from one to another.

After the show was over, they went to a small restaurant and had some dessert. During that time, there were a lot more questions about the show and how things worked. Samara told about how Mika was in an accident, and Powell saved her life. He tried to downplay that as much as he could.

Samara told Abraham that it was nice to know the house was used as a meeting place for worship, and she still used the house for that. The next night would be the last night for the visitors, and it was also the usual night for the Bible study the group of women friends enjoyed. Powell and Abraham would go be with Jamey during that time.

Elizabeth dressed the next day in her normal attire. Samara was quick to point out that she still looked pretty. The glamorous look would do for one night, but the plain-clothes was so much more relaxing. When the others came, they all were so happy to meet Elizabeth. They had a little bit of fun at first, then sat down in the living room to start the study. Elizabeth was asked to tell a little bit about herself. “As you can see from my clothes, my husband and I are Eskimos.” The women politely giggled. “We are part of the Amish community across the state. My husband met two men at an accident scene and became friends with them. He is closer to Powell than Lou. We have been married for three months. It is the best. He is a kind person who loves me very much. I want to thank Samara and Mika for last night. We went like spies to a ballet. It was so beautiful.”

“Thanks, Elizabeth,” Mika said.

“There is one more thing about me. I have an unusual gift from God. Sometimes I wonder how much good it really is, but then someone comes to me, and I can answer their question. You see, I know instantly when I look at a woman if she is pregnant. This makes me wonder about the practices of this group since so many of you are.”

The women were all stunned. They looked at each other, wondering who it might be. None of them had shared anything. Elizabeth stood up and walked in front of each woman. She looked closely at each face. One by one, she went around the circle. Then she stood where she had been sitting. Then she held up her right index finger. First, she pointed at Nichole. Nichole nodded, “We just found out yesterday. I was considering whether or not I should share that tonight.” Much noise followed. Everyone was happy for her.

“Nickle, you’ll be such a great mother,” Samara gushed. She had tears in her eyes. “Are there others?”

Elizabeth said, “Yes.” And she held up her finger again. She pointed at Flo. Again, there was a lot of noise and congratulations. 

“We have been trying. I hope you are right, Elizabeth. Stuart and I want this.”

“God tells me. He is never wrong.” Next, she pointed at Anna. The group gasped. Elizabeth paused, then she held up her left index finger too. “I have never felt God’s presence telling me twins before. I am happy for you. But I feel like this is telling me that it will not be easy for you. Perhaps because of your size.” Anna was pale. There was less noise this time. Some said they were happy. They sensed that there would be a lot of bed rest in store for her.

Anna finally managed to say, “I hoped to have another someday. I prayed for this but had not talked to my husband. I would pray for one or two more. Maybe I should have been more specific.”

“Do not doubt this is true but see a doctor. Your health is important, and an examination is a good idea.” Elizabeth looked around the room, then looked at Mika. She pointed. “I would not have recognized you tonight. The costume and the makeup hid who you are. But I see your eyes and the unmistakable knowledge of the little one inside you, even last night at the ballet. I don’t know if this is good news for you. How will you dance?”

Mika was too shocked to answer. She sat back against the cushion and looked up at the ceiling. She began to cry. Samara slid closer and hugged her. They both wept a little. Then Mika sat up straighter and said, “I did not want this at this time in my life… But, because of Samara’s help, I found forgiveness from God. I know this has to be a gift from Him. I will adjust and be happy. Being near Jesse has made me see how much of a joy children are. This will be good. But I have a lot to process.”

Samara said, “Thanks, Elizabeth. I believe what you say. This is a shock to us to find out so many babies are coming.”

“I am not finished.” Elizabeth was looking directly at Samara. She started to raise her index finger. 

Samara shook her head. “No. It is not possible. You are wrong this time. I can’t. It is not possible.”

Anna got up and took hold of Elizabeth’s arms. “She can’t have children. It nearly destroyed her when she found out. The doctors told her it could never happen.” Others were moving to surround Samara. It was like they were trying to protect her.

“But it is true. Don’t doubt what God says or the miracles He performs. I am sorry if this makes you uncomfortable. I have never made a mistake with this. If you cannot believe me, then get an examination. You will see what God has done for you.”

There was no noise. The room became totally silent. Every woman hoped it was true but had trouble believing this stranger among them. Some held hands. All seemed to be praying. There was silence for several minutes. 

Finally, to break the silence, Nichole reached for her purse. “I was thinking of telling you tonight but hadn’t decided for sure. I was going to do it like this.” She pulled several pregnancy tests from her purse. “I won’t be needing these.” She dropped them on the coffee table. “I think we have enough for everyone, with two leftovers.”

“No. There is only one left. There is one more baby coming.”

“Who?” The group seemed to say it in unison.

Elizabeth was feeling a little mischievous. She held up one finger and looked at each one again. She would pause then go on. Stephanie held her breath when Elizabeth looked at Sissy. She sighed when she went on. Finally, she waved both hands, then pointed at herself. “Me. I feel it for myself.” There was a lot of noise again. “Six new ones coming. This is fantastic. I am happy for all of you. It is so nice that you will have each other for support. I have a huge group of women who will help me when I get home.”

Anna leaned forward and picked up one of the tests. Flo did too. Sissy moved closer to the table and reached out to get one. “Stephanie Susan, don’t even think about it!” When Stephanie called her daughter by her legal name, they knew there was trouble brewing. Sissy looked at her mom, then fell over backward, laughing.

If they had noticed, the women would have seen five women with their hands over their abdomens.

 




Chapter Twenty-One

Powell got up early and went into the bathroom. When he was washing his hands, he noticed something out of place. There was a pregnancy test on the counter. It was used and said ‘pregnant’ in blue letters. He grabbed a tissue out of the box and picked it up. “Sammy? Who used our bathroom? They left this behind.”

“Po. It’s mine.”

He dropped it and stumbled backward and leaned against the wall. “I feel like I’m in an elevator again.” He slid down until he was sitting on the floor. “How? How is this possible?”

“Elizabeth can tell. She told us last night who all is pregnant. Five of us are. Nickle, Flo, Anna, Mika, me, and Elizabeth. She said Anna is having twins.”

Powell held his head. “This is really happening?” It was starting to sink in. He was starting to feel happy.

“Yes. I’ll see a doctor at the first opening I can get.” She was smiling. Samara was beginning to believe.

In two days, she was lying on an exam table with her shirt up. Powell was holding her hand. The doctor was looking at a computer screen as he moved the ultrasound over her. “Congratulations, Mrs. Ellison. You are four weeks along.”

“Four weeks…” she was doing the math in her head.

Powell was thinking too, “Four weeks. Let’s see… that would put it at the time of…” He stopped and stared at her. Then he whispered in her ear, “that would be the night of the infamous ‘Inspirational View.’”

Later, when they were alone at home, they discussed the night she met him at the door – almost naked. “Po. I didn’t do that to get pregnant. I didn’t think I could. It was not for me at all. I only wanted to make you happy.”

“I know. And I was happy. From our wedding night until now, I have known that you do things for me that are for my enjoyment. And for my eyes only. I love that. Don’t ever stop.” He pulled her tight and kissed her.

They kissed for a few seconds more until they heard, “Mam!” over the baby monitor.

Samara’s eyes got big. “He said ‘Mom!’”

“We’ve been working on that.”

She turned to go get Jesse, but Powell stopped her. He slid his hand under her shirt again and left it on her belly. “I am going to do this every day. I want to feel it grow.”

“I think I found a reason to celebrate with a big bonfire.”

 




Chapter Twenty-Two

They planned the event to coincide with the next visit from Abraham and Elizabeth. Powell started to work right away. He pulled the remains of the old shed to the center of the corral, then changed his mind. He didn’t know if there might be anything toxic in the smoke if he burnt that debris. So, he cut it all up with a chainsaw and hauled the remains to a landfill. When he was done, he decided to leave the dirty clothes on the back porch. Powell didn’t want to take the chance of Jesse or Samara getting anything from the sawdust that might make them sick. He didn’t see his wife watching him remove the clothes until he was almost done. “A little more. Go on, Po. Inspire me.” He laughed at his wife, but then did as she asked, making a big show out of it.

“Don’t follow me into the shower. I want to get the sawdust off, so none gets on you,” he said. She pouted, then gave him five minutes before showing up to ‘wash his back.’

Powell cut down the thicket and moved the brush to the corral for the fire. Then he leveled the ground and planted some grass. He took the two urns and put them together in a box made from treated wood. Then he buried it in the middle of where the thicket grew. He planned to write a letter to these two. How did God view suicide? Why was there no other choice for teenage lovers?

The night of the bonfire came, and it was another beautiful night. So many friends. Samara recalled how she thought she had too much stuff and needed to get rid of some possessions. Friends were another story. She always wanted to keep her friends, and if she shared them, she still kept them. Then she did what she did at every gathering. Samara took into account the spiritual state of each. Yes. Still good. Perfect score.

Abraham found Powell and said, “I am sorry, Powell, for neglecting to ask you when we were here before. I did not ask about your anger. Please forgive me.”

“It is not a problem, Abraham. I think it is all under control. I focus it as you suggested, then my wife said I should write letters to whoever I am having problems with. I don’t mail them, but I write down every word. I try to spell out every emotion. Between the two of you, I feel much better.” Powell hugged Abraham.

“Good. I am glad I could help.”

“Congratulations on the baby. Is your wife well?”

“Elizabeth is doing very well. I can see a little bump already. She is very happy.”

“So is Samara. We feel God has blessed us so much. First, with each other, then our friends. He helped us get this fantastic place to live. Then Jesse and now another. We both have had hardships in our life, but at this point, all we feel is love for God and each other.”

“I understand.”

Samara was in a circle of her friends. Most were the ones who came regularly to the Bible study. Elizabeth was also among them. When she came at first, she felt like an outsider, but the warmth of the others showed she was accepted. The conversation turned to the pregnancies.

Samara shared, “The doctor said he believed I had only one egg in my whole body. Somehow Powell found it. This is really a miracle in the doctor’s eyes too. I think he might be considering his faith now. We are praying for the doctor.”

They all talked about how they were doing, and when they were due to deliver.

Powell and Samara planned the gathering as a celebration, but not as worship time. But somebody started humming, then someone else began to whistle. Before long, someone began singing a hymn, then the whole crowd joined in. Samara could hear Abraham singing. He was singing the same song but in German. She kept singing as she went to find her husband. She wrapped his arms around her. One of his hands landed on her belly. She put her hand on top of his to keep it out of her shirt. Then… she didn’t know if it was her imagination or if she really did feel something move inside.




Part Four – Still Growing

Chapter One

Powell paced incessantly beside the ambulance. It was still parked in its bay in Albany Fire Department Station Number Three. Occasionally he would walk to the huge overhead door and look out the glass panels about halfway up the door. The blizzard was still raging, and the wind was howling – making the snow appear horizontal. To most people this would be a normal winter storm, that was at the most an inconvenience. To Powell it was the worst thing that could happen. He longed for the long, boring days he used to dread at the fire station. Those days he would sit and wait, “for someone to have the worst day of their life – so I can go be the hero,” as he always put it. Others simply knew people would have issues whether the fire department was sitting waiting to go into action or not. 

The problem wasn’t the weather. It was being separated from his wife and son – and of course, his daughter who hadn’t decided it was time to be born. She was expected any day now. A few minutes ago, he heard dispatch say North Branch Road was blocked because of drifts over six feet tall. That meant his home was isolated from town. He wasn’t worried anymore. He was scared.

Powell was a muscular, good-looking man. With brown hair and brown eyes. He was also intelligent with what some people call street smarts. He finished high school but did not attend college, he joined the military instead. His life had always been filled with adventures and action. Waiting was torture.

This man and his wife, Samara, had quite a history. One winter night he jumped on the end of a park bench. It broke, then he fell and hit his head on the sidewalk. He would have died from hypothermia except a young homeless woman found him. Her insulated coat was her most prized possession, but she wrapped him in it and used it to pull him to her shelter. That action left the coat in shreds.

Her hair was brown too and that night dirty, but still brushed and held back in a rubber band. She had dark eyes that she would later learn he could not resist. But the thing that turned both of their lives around that night was discovering that both had unshakeable faith in Jesus.

The severe head injury they thought was healed but it would later flair up and cause issues with dizziness. That caused a change in careers as he had to quit his job as a skydiving instructor because any quick change in altitude made him sick. The new career as a paramedic was the thing to give him purpose for his life. Except for the long boring days when no one needed him.

But this current winter night he was ten times more worried than anything he had gone through before. Powell kept praying and trusting. He just knew though that sometimes God answered by saying ‘no’ and that was his problem. Would his petition be granted, or denied? The most painful thing he could think of was if something happened to his wife.

He kept pacing. Every third or fourth trip he stopped and looked out the door. A few times he kicked the tires of the ambulance. Every two or three minutes he pulled his cell phone out to check for messages, missed calls, signal strength, or battery power.

“God is in control,” he kept repeating to himself. Sometimes under his breath and sometimes out loud. “He’ll take care of her.” Then he thought of the scripture that came to him a long time ago. 

When Samara rescued him, she pulled him to a freight elevator that took them to the roof of a tall apartment building. She had a shelter built from discarded pallets, a tarp, and crumpled newspapers. Powell called it her penthouse. That night, during the times he was conscious, sometimes the pain would increase, and seizures would start. The first time he started to say a favorite verse but had trouble getting the whole scripture out. Samara held him and helped him recite it. She found it eased the tremors. She would say it over and over whether he was conscious or not. In the hospital the monitors for his vital signs showed remarkable improvement when she whispered this near his ear.

He tried that again while pacing in the firehouse, ‘For I know the plans I have for you…’ Only the rest of the prophet Jerimiah’s words weren’t coming to his anxious mind.

Later he would realize the problem wasn’t his faith. He believed in God and knew his prayers were heard. He also knew the plan for him would be the best thing for everyone. The whole issue was that he was drifting into despair; because God could say the answer Powell wanted wasn’t the best thing. He couldn’t see that while he was waiting. Powell wasn’t being led into sin, but being driven into hopelessness, that can lead to other problems. And showing a lack of faith can hamper a man’s witness to his coworkers.

“Ellison,” the captain walked up to Powell, “Is there anything I can do? I’d send you home if I could. Things are quiet since the blizzard has everyone staying at home tonight. The roads are almost empty.” The fire house captain was the only other Christian that worked with Powell.

“I know. But I can’t make it down the road to the farm.”

“Is there a neighbor who can look in on your wife?”

“Our friends are there already. They don’t want her to be alone in her condition. But if she goes into labor…” He could not finish that thought, but the tears were forming in the corners of his eyes.

“I keep praying that Samara won’t start labor yet. Is she due already?” 

Powell answered, “Any day, Captain. Any day.” He was starting to look a little pallid. He went extremely pale when his phone rang. It was the ring tone for his wife.

“Go ahead. Take that call,” the captain told him.

Powell pushed the button, “You okay, Sammy?” 

“It’s started, Po. The baby’s coming.”

He felt faint, but shook his head and answered, “It’s going to be okay. We’ll find a way to get you to the hospital. Just sit tight.” Powell looked at his supervisor and knew the man understood. Then he spoke quietly to his wife, “’For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the Lord God Almighty…’” She joined in and they recited it together.

The captain placed two fingers in his mouth and whistled. “Listen everyone! Powell’s wife is in labor. The road is blocked by drifts. Take the big engine and find a way through!”

The firemen started running while putting their gear on. It was an everyday thing for them. What bothered them this time was not knowing what they would encounter once they got out on the road. In less than a minute the firetruck was rolling. It was a massive heavy vehicle, and the snow was no problem as it went through the city streets. The country roads were also no issue. The truck barreled into the drifts and obliterated them. They kept speeding toward the old farm where Powell lived.

When they turned onto North Branch Road, it seemed clear. The road had no major drifts like they thought it would. Powell was feeling better. God was helping him get to his wife. But when they went around a bend everything changed.

Curt, the driver applied the brakes and came to a quick stop. The drift was at least as tall as the truck. The red and white flashing lights reflected off the glittery surface. Any other time it would have been pretty. But the lights only highlighted how big the drift really was. There was no way they could try to muscle through that. “There might even be a fallen tree or something inside the snow,” he said. “Any ideas?”

One of the younger men posed, “How about the water canon? Would it blow the snow out of the way?”

“I’d rather not risk it. It could make things worse, or it could take more time than we have,” Curt answered. “I tell you what, if we can make it through this, I’ll eat a shoe.” He was hoping that someone could think of a detour. There was no detour, and Curt didn’t consider what Powell believed.

Powell had the entire fireman uniform on including the helmet, boots, and large waterproof coat. He told them as he climbed out, “I only know of one thing to do.” Then he swung the door shut and walked toward the drift.

“Dear Lord, I still love You. I trust You.” Powell held his arms straight out from his sides and looked up. “I just don’t know what You are thinking. I hope my plan is a good plan. Can You show them how wonderful and powerful You are? I try to be a witness, but I’m not getting through. Maybe Your power will make a statement that I cannot. Do something please to get us to the other side of this pile of snow. It should be no big deal for You. Show them. Show them You answer prayer.”

Powell stopped praying out loud and stood to wait for an answer. He lowered his head, and his arms were still outstretched. His eyes were closed. He had no idea what to expect.

Lightning is rare in snowstorms, but out of the howling wind a bolt generated. It was like a bomb went off and Powell was standing too close. In a flash with a horrendous boom, the lightning hit the drift and it exploded. Where it had been, there were just a few inches of snow left in the deepest places, and some of the road was even visible. What had been a deep, dense, drift flew in all directions. Quite a bit of it hit the young man – and stuck to him. The shock wave knocked him over onto his back.

Later Powell would say he was covered, encrusted, coated, painted, inundated, plastered, obscured, and swathed in snow. The front of his dark uniform and helmet were now white. His face was covered. His arms were nearly doubled in thickness. When he turned to go back to the truck he waddled because of the extra weight. His entire countenance was white – from head to toe.

Another of the crew jumped out and took the helmet from Powell and pounded it with his fist to get the snow off. Then he helped remove snow from the large coat. Between the two of them they quickly made it possible to get Powell back in the cab. As soon as the door closed the driver sped through the opening and raced to get to the farm. 

Samara and Powell’s good friends Mika and Lou were there. Their baby girl, Denise, was there too. They were going to stay to take care of two-year-old Jesse until it was safe to take him and their baby back to their house. They were also going to take Brutus the dog with them.

When Samara saw the lights of the fire truck she started crying. She was so relieved it was hard to contain her emotions. Powell ran to the door and Lou was already helping her get out the door and off the porch. She noticed her husband’s condition, “Po, you’re all wet! And your face is all red. What happened?”

“What? What did you say? My ears are ringing,” he yelled.

She just smiled and yelled back, “Later. We’ll talk later.”

He and Lou helped her get in the cab. She thought it strange that the men inside seemed to be in shock. The driver slowed way down when going through the area where the drift had been. Everyone was looking at the remnants of the blockage. They were in complete awe.

Soon the fire crew left the parents at the hospital. Three hours and twenty-seven minutes later, Madison Marie Ellison was screaming at the world to let everyone know she was there. Samara cuddled her little girl and the crying stopped, “Po, Maddy is so pretty!”

“Yeah, she sure is hungry.”

Samara giggled at his response, then she worried a little about his hearing. Then she just prayed that he’d be okay.




Chapter Two

By late the next afternoon most of the area had recovered from the storm. All the roads were open again and Lou had checked out all of his farm and Powell’s. He didn’t find any problems. He was also taking care of their horses, while his wife continued to take care of their baby and Jesse. When Powell took Lou’s call, he was relieved to know everything was fine at home. Likewise, Lou sighed with relief when he heard Samara and Maddy were doing well. Powell’s only concern was that he had to turn the volume up on the phone. The ringing in his ears was going away, but it was definitely not normal.

It was well into the second day of her life outside the womb. Samara breastfed Maddy, then the baby was taken back to the nursery. Powell was sitting in a chair, and they were just watching the news. They were upset to hear the chaplain for the fire department was found dead yesterday. Preliminary reports said he was found outside and possibly had a heart attack while shoveling snow. An autopsy was scheduled. Powell felt like it was a great loss to him personally. During times when he had questions it was the chaplain who helped him – if Samara couldn’t. Although the last year it had started to go the other way. Powell had counseled the chaplain twice. He told his wife it seemed too surreal when he did. Now this news was like a bad dream too.

The news article was over, so Samara turned off the TV. They were already holding hands, so they continued to do that, but sat silently. Both knew the other was praying. It wasn’t long before they were interrupted. One of the rescue crew who worked with Powell stuck his head in the door, “Hey, ‘Squatch! Everything going okay?”

Before Powell could answer, Samara was quick to ask, “Why did you call him that?”

“Short for Sasquatch.”

“But Sasquatch is ugly. My husband is handsome.”

“Ma’am you should have seen him when that mountain of snow blew up on him. You’d agree with us that he didn’t look human.”

“I haven’t heard that whole story yet.”

Powell told her, “I’ll fill you in later. Another example of how cool our God is.”

The coworker walked in and placed an envelope on the tray table. “This is from the whole crew. I think all the guys got a chance to sign it. I volunteered to bring it to you on my way home. Inside is a gift certificate to that Italian place I know you two love, and a gift card for anything the little girl needs. I’m going to get out of your hair now.”

Samara didn’t want to let him leave yet. She asked, “Did you see the news about the chaplain?”

“Yes. Too bad, isn’t it? Our station doesn’t really need him though. We have ‘The Yeti’ over here to help us. But I don’t know what the rest of the department will do without the reverend.”

As he said that a tall, white haired, dignified man walked in. His posture was impeccable, and he wore the dress uniform of the fire department. “I assume you’re talking about the death of Rev. Summer. I am really heartbroken.”

Powell and his coworker stood up straighter when they saw their chief come in. “Is this a bad time?” the older man asked.

“No,” Powell answered. “This is a perfect time for visitors.”

The other man from Powell’s squad said, “I was just leaving. It was nice to see you, sir. But I really do have to get back home. I was just delegated to bring a gift.” The chief shook hands with the man as he left.

“I don’t want to bother you too much. I have business I need to talk to you about. But first, I have to know how everyone is managing. How are you Mrs. Ellison?”

“Please call me Samara. I am doing great. The delivery went well. Our little girl is perfect. If you go by the nursery and look in the window, she is easy to spot. She’s the pretty one. All the little boy babies are looking at her.”

The commander laughed, “I’m sure she is the pretty one. With you two as parents how could she be anything else?”

“Thank you, sir. It really is kind of you to visit,” Samara blushed a little.

“Well, I do have something to talk to EMT Ellison about. I think it would be best to just talk to both of you at the same time.” He pulled a chair around to sit down, then went and closed the door before sitting. “This has to remain between us for a little while.”

Powell didn’t say anything; he just sat down in the other chair. Samara adjusted the bed to sit up a little straighter. She responded, “We are good at keeping secrets when we need to. It is part of both of our jobs.”

“I know. I have been researching you too, Samara. I know where you work and about your son. I really admire you two.

“The reason I am here though isn’t to praise you. I feel that the department lost a great man when Rev. Summer died. What you have not heard anywhere was that it is suspected murder. The police are keeping this out of the news while they investigate.” He paused to let that set in. Samara reached for Powell’s hand, and he took hers.

The chief continued, “The coroner found poison. The detectives have asked that we keep it a secret until they make an arrest. It appears there was something added to his digitalis that would mimic a heart attack. They’re looking into it. What really bothers me is why. I can’t see why someone would kill him. And of course, who.

“That’s not why I am here though. I am here because of the void his death leaves. We need to find a replacement and Ellison; I think that is you. I know you’re not a minister. That’s okay. I looked up the rules today and found there aren’t many. Then I realized it doesn’t matter. I make the rules. So please give this some thought and the two of you talk about it. This will give you a lot to do and I’ll make room in the budget for you to get some training.”

“This is totally weird right now,” Powell was in shock. “But I can’t say no until I pray about this. The big thing is I have no training. I’ve never even gone to college.”

“I know all about your history. You are still the first one I thought about.” The chief stood to leave. “I’ll let you two get some rest. I think I will go by the nursery window and try to find the prettiest girl there.”

“Thank you for coming,” Samara held out her hand to the chief. “We will consider this. I agree with you about Po being a good choice. He’s a wonderful man and many of the lessons he’s learned on his own will be helpful to the other men. And women.”

“We’ll talk later.” The chief said as he went to the door. Before he grabbed the handle, he said, “Remember. This is to be a secret for a while yet. The guilty party has to be caught first.”

 




Chapter Three

Powell’s state of shock intensified after the leader left as it became clear what a monumental task this would be. “Where do I even start?”

“Po, I have two whole months off. Let me help you figure this out. First, we must pray. After that, things will fall into place. But before we do that, I want to hear the whole story of when you came to rescue me. Why were you wet and why did they think you looked funny?”

Powell told her the story of the road being blocked. “Then I prayed for a miracle that would show how powerful our Lord is. I didn’t hear Him tell me to back up. The lightning strike reminded me of using a live grenade in basic training. There was so much power the snow flew everywhere, and that huge drift disintegrated. God made the roadblock go away in an instant. Snow stuck all over me. Even my face. But bare pavement was showing in places and that huge engine had no problem the rest of the way home or to the hospital.”

“You wanted the answer to prayer to be a witness?”  

“Yes. I live the best I can, and I try to give the Lord credit. I just don’t feel like I’m getting my point across.”

“That’s the way it goes sometimes. Maybe we should do something special for the men to show my gratitude for helping me. Can we think of something that shows that and is a witness?”

“Yep.”

“And should we just pray about this new opportunity?”

“Yep.”

“Yep? Is that all you can say?”

“Nope.”

She snickered a little. It was enough for him to make sure she was in a good mood. Then they sat and prayed for a long time. Sometimes she would take over and pray out loud, then he’d take a turn. Then they took a break. “What do you think, Sammy?”

“I think you have to go for it.”

“Yep,” he tried to make her giggle again. “I think in this instance I really don’t know… I don’t know for sure what God wants of me. But if I study for this new job, or if I try it out, I’ll know. I guess I’m saying I want to go back to school and see if I am a success. Then I’ll try being the chaplain and see if I can actually help anyone there too. Maybe in this instance God is telling me by sending the opportunity my way.”

“I’m sad that Rev. Summer died, but I believe in you. God did not kill the reverend. But He did make the chief think of you. What do you always say? ‘God doesn’t make accidents.’”

“I think I should rephrase that. God allows pain. He makes happiness. He does not cause accidents, but He makes the best of things when they happen. This new saying is still a work in progress.”

Samara was getting tired and leaned back and closed her eyes. As she did, she said, “God allows pain. He makes happiness.”

Powell had to kiss her, “That’s the new motto for me. ‘God allows pain. He makes happiness.’ Or something along that line. And right now, I am going to let you sleep. I get to take you home tomorrow. I’m really looking forward to sleeping beside you.” She smiled as he left.

Powell went home and slept in his own bed that night. Jesse was in his own bed too. Brutus still spent the night under Jesse’s crib. Tomorrow it would be different. There would be a new normal with the addition of the baby girl. Powell was happy and lonely at the same time.

When he picked up Samara at the hospital, he said that he wanted to stop by the station and show off the baby. He also had a delivery to make. That surprised her when she found out that it was a cake. When he parked at the fire station, he got the baby carrier out and carried it in, then asked his wife to take the baby out to show her to the crew. Then he went back to Samara’s car and got a box out of the back. It was the carton a pair of his work boots came in.

“Curt! Where are you?” Powell yelled.

“Over here,” Curt yelled back.

“Can everyone come over here a minute please?” Powell yelled again. Samara was there holding Maddy, and all the firemen crowded around her. “Curt, I remember you saying the other night that if we could get through the snow drift, you’d eat a shoe. So, I brought one for you.” Powell handed the box to Curt.

“Uh… okay. That’s just a figure of speech… isn’t it?” Curt was a little embarrassed.

“I’ll let you off after one bite,” Powell was struggling to keep his face straight.

“Po, don’t be mean,” Samara said in a loud whisper.

Curt opened the box and there was one work boot inside. It was big and brown and smelled – wonderful. He poked it with his index finger and icing came off onto it. “A shoe cake?!”

“A shoe cake. You can eat it all if you want, but I kind of thought you might share it with the crew.”

“Of course! This is great.”

“I want you to always remember this cake and the things that I feel about you. All of you. Sometimes it is a privilege to be an answer to someone’s prayer. My God used you to help me rescue my wife and my daughter. He blew up the only roadblock you couldn’t manage. But still God used you to answer my prayers. Thank you.”




Chapter Four

When they made it home Powell dropped Samara and Maddy off, made sure they were comfortable, then went to pick up Jesse and Brutus from Mika and Lou’s house, which was only a quarter mile away. That couple agreed to come see the new baby that afternoon.

Jesse was super happy to see his momma again after only a couple of days. He couldn’t understand how she was smaller than she was a couple days ago. Then he met his little sister. Maddy was fascinating to him. The best he could pronounce was, “May.”

Samara planned to take all two months of maternity leave her boss offered. But she told Jamey that she would help out from home if things got too busy. Po had an excessive amount of vacation time saved up and the captain insisted he take two weeks right away. That gave them bonding time, relaxing time, romantic time, and plenty of planning time.

The exception to Powell’s time off was to be part of the honor guard for the funeral of the chaplain. It was bittersweet. He was proud to wear the dress uniform and walk with his crew, then carry one corner of the casket. He just didn’t like the reason to do this. Samara liked the way he looked in the dark blue official uniform. She could picture him with a cross on his lapel.

During the first days of their leave, one of the things they accomplished was moving Jesse into the other room upstairs. That gave the toddler a place to sleep, away from the crying his sister might make in the night. He was so impressed with the new toddler bed his daddy made. It looked just like his parents’ bed except much smaller. Samara sewed a comforter that matched theirs too. Now all three rooms upstairs were occupied. 

Powell quickly found he needed a place to study. He tried using the kitchen and it became clear right away that it wasn’t going to work. He moved into the corner of the living room and found Jesse would demand his attention too often. So, Samara ordered a desk kit online. When it came Powell moved the guest room bed on the first floor off to one side and assembled the new furniture. Now he could go in and close the door and get the peace he needed to concentrate. Then the next week his first textbooks arrived.

He started to study but found he was a little distracted by some thoughts. They were good thoughts, but he decided to write them all down to see if that would clear his mind.

My Dearest Samara,

I thought I’d try a different salutation and I don’t think it works. It describes you alright, but it just doesn’t sound like me. I’ll just stick to saying, ‘Dear Sammy,’ if that’s okay.

I want to write this out for you so I can get my mind back to my schoolwork. I keep thinking about the last year, the last months, the last few days, and I am in awe.

First, You in particular amaze me in many ways. The amount of love you have appears to be bottomless. I still don’t feel worthy of how much you love me. Then the love you have for Jesse that just sprung up in a matter of minutes. Now you have so much love for little Maddy. Where does that all come from? I love them too, but you are on another level.

I’ll say I am in awe of women in general. God made you different in lots of ways but being pregnant is astounding. Do you realize that you grew a perfect human being inside you? Have you given that any thought? A miniature person just popped out of you the other day. I might have had a small part in the beginning, but I was just having fun that night. But after that, your body nourished and carried another one of us. It blows my mind.

And then I saw you feed her. After the months she was inside you, your body changed and started making her food. How do you do that? This has got to be one more miracle that God has done for us.

I have a confession to make though. I am jealous. I really felt it when I watched her feeding. She was getting food out of my toys. I didn’t want to share. I’ll try to be a good daddy and let her have them for a little while. But in a few months when she changes to solid food – well, you know!

Love, Po

Samara loved the letter when he folded it and handed it to her. She laughed at the last paragraph, and the note went into her keepsake box. When she looked at all the things in there already, she decided to ask Powell to make a bigger one for her. In the meantime some things had to go into the cedar chest.

The letter helped him get his mind back on track. He felt he needed a lot more of something though to make philosophy interesting.




 

Chapter Five

“Hi, Samara. It’s Jamey.”

“Yes. I saw that on the caller ID,” Samara said into her phone. “I’d recognize your voice anyway. Is there some work you need help with? Jamey, I’m sorry. I just wanted to give you a hard time.”

“Um… nope. No work. I know you have weeks left of maternity leave, but I was hoping you could stop by the office the next couple of days so I could show you something new.”

“I suppose I could. What is it?”

Jamey laughed, “It wouldn’t be much of a surprise if I told you. Can Po come too?”

“Yes. We can work it out. I think we’ll have time tomorrow morning. About ten o’clock. Is that good?”

“It sure is. I have no appointments until afternoon. See ya later.”

The following morning Samara and Powell bundled up the two children and put them in the van and drove downtown. Powell helped Samara get out, then handed Maddy to her and he carried Jesse as they went inside. The elevator went quickly to the eighth floor and the doors opened into the law office where Samara worked. She got out, but Powell stayed standing inside, holding on to the rail with his free hand. He looked a little surprised.

“Are you okay, Sweetheart?” Samara asked.

“Yes. And that is what has me in shock. This particular elevator made me sick before, then it was okay when I took the medicine. But I haven’t taken it for a week. I keep forgetting to go to the pharmacy. So, I should be extremely dizzy right now, but I feel fine.”

“That’s great! Do you think the problem has gone away?”

“I don’t know. I’ll have to look into this some more. Oh well.  Let’s see what Jamey has going on.” 

Before the family could get to Jamey’s office everyone else from the law firm was there to see the baby and greet Samara. In a few minutes they walked up to the door for the boss’s office and knocked.

“Hey! Come on in.” Jamey rose from his chair and came to meet them. Immediately he reached for the baby. “Come here Madison. Let Uncle Jamey start spoiling you.”

Samara handed her over then took off her coat. “What is the surprise, Jamey?”

“Throw your coat over the chair here and we’ll get back on the elevator.”

“Now I’m really curious!” Samara exclaimed.

“Both of you are going to like this,” Jamey told them as he walked to the elevator door. They went up one more floor and got off again. Then he led them down a hall full of other offices until he got to a particular door. He pulled out a key and opened this suite. Inside it was decorated like a daycare. “This was Anna’s idea. We are starting a cooperative to take care of each other’s children. It’s going to work like this, every day one of the mothers, or maybe a father, will be in here to assist a professional daycare worker. All the children might be too much for one person, but we think two can handle it. So, for instance, on Mondays you will be in here taking care of your two kids, while my three, Nichole’s one, Flo’s baby, and Mika’s baby are all here. You’ll have to help with more than your own. Then on Tuesday, Nichole will be here, and on Wednesday Anna will work. The schedule isn’t set yet. Just to explain a little.

“Since this is a co-op only the one worker will be paid. And Samara you will receive a small cut in salary. But you’ll come out better off in the end. Anna did a survey to find the cost of daycare and I was astounded. Anyway, your pay will be cut, but it will be less than the average price of paying for a sitter. Any questions?”

“When does this all start?” Samara inquired.

“The professional starts in two weeks. Then the moms will come whenever they are ready to go back to work.” Jamey was beaming.

Powell asked, “Is this all licensed?”

“Yes. That’s one reason we have a professional. But the building is all up to code, and we have been approved.”

Samara noticed a room that had a plaque on the door saying it was a changing room. “I think I’ll take Maddy in there. If I can get her away from Uncle Jamey.”

“Sure. It’s all ready. We just don’t have the trash collection ready yet.”

In a few minutes they were ready to leave. “Have the others all seen this?” Samara questioned Jamey.

“All except Mika. We’re not sure what she is going to do. The ballet rehearsal hall is only two blocks from here so it would be convenient for her. Anna talked to her, and she wants to get back to dancing soon. I think she’ll participate, but the dance company has to make room in her schedule to work the daycare. Or Lou could come help out. I see no reason a father couldn’t help. We’re waiting to see.”

“This is great, Jamey. Tell your wife it was a good idea,” Powell spoke as he picked up Jesse again and he headed to the door.

“I’m glad you like it. Samara what do you think?”

“I’m in shock. But I know this will work out great. I will really like having my children so close. And it will be so convenient coming to work. It will just be a chore getting both from the van inside, but that would be true no matter where I left them. It will be so nice to be able to take a break and come up here to nurse Maddy. Are others in the building going to participate?”

“We’ve opened it up to them. One single lady from the first floor will be using this. I think others will from time to time. I hope this goes on for decades.”

They got back on the elevator and Jamey got off. After retrieving her coat, the family went back down to street level. “Don’t get off, Sammy.” Powell pushed the button for the top floor. The elevator took off and they went quickly to the top of the building. The car stopped and the doors opened. “Nothing. I feel nothing.” They made the trip two more times with the same result. “This may not mean anything. Maybe my ear problem is gone. Maybe I won’t get dizzy anymore. But I think it’s worth trying this again in a few more days.”

“I’ll be praying that this is permanent, Po.”

On the drive back home both adults were a little lost in thought. Samara turned in the front seat of the van to look at her children. Jesse was adopted, but she never thought of that anymore. She loved both children so much. “Po, they’re both asleep already.”

“Already? I hope they sleep good tonight.” Then he saw something else that made him lose that train of thought. He pulled the van over to the curb and put it in park.

“Po, what are we doing?”

“Sammy… Sammy, who do you say Jesus is?”

“You asked me that a long time ago. I haven’t changed what I think. He is everything the Bible said and more to me. I love Him so much just because of who He is. But why are you asking now? And why did you park to ask me that?”

“See that church over there?” He pointed at a limestone building with spires and fancy windows. The steep copper roof had a green patina. Statues were showing the signs of hosting pigeons.

“Yes. It’s beautiful. And huge.”

“How much did it cost? Did the congregation have to pay millions for it? Were there ever people who went hungry just so they could help pay for all the extravagance that went into the building? When we get to heaven will there be anyone who was saved because that building is so… so… over the top?”

“I don’t know. This is a new side I’m seeing of you. It’s not bad. You’re a little more philosophical now than I have ever seen.”

“Sammy, I believe Jesus died to save souls. I don’t think He died for a building like that. They don’t glorify God, although that is the excuse used to justify them. Those buildings only glorify the builders, the clergy, the rich people who attended. They say it is for the glory of God, but then it becomes a contest with each church trying to outdo the other. So much money down the drain.”

“The money could have been put to better use. Is that what you’re saying?”

“Yes. But now I wonder. What makes me think they were wrong, and I am right?”

Samara thought hard about the right answer. She finally asked him, “Shall I help you pray about this?”

 




Chapter Six

“Good morning, doctor. How are you today?”

“That’s supposed to be my question, Mr. Ellison. But I’m feeling great. Now, how are you? Is your visit about your inner ear problem?”

“Yes sir. It is. But not what you’d expect.”

“Okay. Go ahead and start.”

Powell told his doctor about the night Maddy was born. “… and I asked God to show all of my coworkers how powerful He is. And He did. The explosion from the lightning hitting the snow drift was nearly deafening. My ears were ringing so hard I couldn’t understand conversations until the next day. That has gotten lots better. The surprising thing is that I did not feel any symptoms riding the fast elevator in my wife’s building. I mean where she works.” 

The doctor looked a little concerned. “Powell since I wrote your case summary in a medical journal fifteen cases worldwide have been reported. I contacted several of the doctors. Not one has seen any diminishing of the symptoms. Most have become worse. The prescription has helped with all cases but there is no cure.”

“I forgot to fill the prescription a few weeks ago. I had a couple of episodes since then, but none since the lightning hit so close to me. I’ll give you my opinion. God healed me. I don’t know if He healed me outright, or if He did it through the bolt of lightning. I just think my problem is gone because I asked God to show my coworkers that He is powerful still.”

“Okay. I’ll give that some thought. In the meantime, I’d like to put you back in the hyperbaric chamber. I know it was tough last time. I’ll give you some anti-anxiety medicine this time.”

“Alright. I want to know for sure. My faith says my Lord has fixed my head. My brain wants to know one hundred percent is repaired.”

“I remember a story from the Bible. Wow. That was a long time ago. I haven’t been since I was a kid. The story was about Jesus healing a blind man. The man said he saw men walking about, but they looked like trees. So, Jesus touched the man again. Am I getting that story straight?”

“I believe so. In my opinion that story is to show us when we pray, we are to know what we are asking for and not change. Then not stop praying until we are answered.”

It was two weeks before the chamber at the university hospital was available. Powell and Samara met the doctor there. There was a specialist there who gave Powell a shot. “This is a sedative that works fast, but it also wears off fast. By the time you get home you’ll feel no effects of the drug. You might let her drive just in case.”

Powell kissed his wife and stepped into the large metal tube. He felt a little sick when the door shut with a metallic clunk. Samara was glad he couldn’t see the man outside turning the large handwheel to seal her husband inside. She was also thankful he couldn’t hear the pumps running that were lowering the air pressure inside the chamber. She watched from beside the doctor and Powell could see her. He was supposed to hold up a finger if the symptoms started, then add more as things got worse. He just looked around inside, or through the window. A couple of times he shrugged. In half an hour they concluded the tests without any problems. He felt nothing the whole time.

When Powell was released from the tube the doctor spoke to both of them, “I’m going to write this up too. I’d like to know more, but it doesn’t seem wise to submit you to more tests. What I’d like to know is if it was the electricity in the air, the sound pressure, or something else that caused the change. I just don’t know how to find out.”

“I don’t care which it was or how. I just know Who.”

Samara added, “Our faith is the way he was healed.”

When they left the university, they decided to stop at Powell’s former bosses’ house. Mario and Stephanie were married and owned the skydiving school where Powell worked before his ear problem grounded him. It was a traumatic visit when he turned in his keys to the hanger. This visit should be happier Powell reckoned.

Sissy opened the door to let them in. She was really named Stephanie, but she and her brother George were adopted by Mario and Stephanie. Two women named Stephanie would be confusing, so she went by Sissy. George heard them come in and came running. Years ago, both the children were homeless and were being held by a couple of thugs. Powell was instrumental in rescuing them. He became Uncle Po right away. It wasn’t long and Samara became Aunt Sam. Powell grew to love those two.

“Can you go get your folks, George? I have some news for them.

George turned around and yelled, “Mom. Dad. Uncle Po and Aunt Sam are here!”

“George! Don’t yell. Go find them and ask them nicely to come,” Samara reprimanded him.

“Okay…”

Mario was already coming down the hall. “George, don’t yell.”

“Okay…I’m being ganged up on here.”

“What’s going on?” Stephanie asked as she came in the room. “And where are your adorable children?”

Samara liked how that sounded, “They’re with Lou and Mika. Po and I just came from the university hospital. We have some good news.”

Powell told them, “Well, that bolt of lightning signaled the start of better health for me. Or signaled the end of the problem I had. Maybe that’s a better way to put it. The thing is I have had no dizzy spells since that night. I was just in the hyperbaric chamber and felt nothing the whole time. We believe that God healed me.”

“That’s fantastic news, Powell,” Mario reached out to shake his hand, but Stephanie was already grabbing him to give him a hug. So, Mario hugged him too. “I have an instructor now though. I’m sorry I don’t have room for two, Po.”

“No. That’s not what we want. I’d love to jump again, and Sammy does too. But see, I have a new job offer at the fire department. The chief wants me to be the new chaplain.”

“Wow. You’ll do great at that,” Stephanie said.

“That’s wonderful, Uncle Po,” Sissy agreed.

“But… as soon as the weather warms up, I’m taking you two up again,” Mario was assuring them.

“Not without me,” Stephanie added.

“Me too,” both children exclaimed.

 




Chapter Seven

Powell parked in the lot for the municipal building and went in to find the office of the fire chief. When he walked in, he was surprised that the receptionist was missing and the door to the chief’s office was open. He went up to the door frame and knocked. Inside he saw his captain, the receptionist, and the chief. “You wanted to see me?”

“Yes, but we have a situation downtown. Could you come back later?” the Fire Chief addressed him.

“Sure. No problem. I do want to tell you one thing really quick. I have my wings back. My vertigo is gone, and I can fly and jump out of a plane again.”

The chief turned to face Powell fully, “In light of that news stay. Shut the door,” the leader told him. The two senior men exchanged knowing looks.

“I’ll get the police chief on the phone again,” the receptionist announced, then she started dialing on the closest phone. When she had the man on the line, she put the phone on speaker.

The fire chief spoke first, “We have the answer to this problem. One of our paramedics is an accomplished skydiver. He was grounded for a couple of years because of an injury. He is cleared to fly again.”

Over the speaker Powell could hear, “What’s his name?” it seemed the man on the other end was yelling.

“Ellison, sir. I am Powell Ellison.”

“Can you…? Never mind. I’m coming there.” They heard the phone slam down, then silence. In only about a minute the door burst open and another man in full uniform ran in. He was almost out of breath. “Have you filled him in?”

“No,” one of the other men said. Powell wasn’t sure who.

“Here’s the deal,” the police chief started talking as he buttoned his jacket. “A deranged man has barricaded himself on top of the insurance building. He claims to have booby-trapped the door onto the roof and we can see he has already set off some type of charge that has made the ladder unusable. He appears unarmed from the drones we have flying overhead. There is no way to get to him. If his demands are not met by midnight, he will set off a charge that will demolish the building. We were just discussing if a paratrooper could land on the roof. That seems to be our only option. I was looking for someone anywhere in the state that could come. Start asking questions, Ellison.”

“How do I get back down? If I can subdue him or talk sense into him, we need a route to get back down.”

“We don’t know yet. There is no room to land a helicopter on this roof. He says this is one reason he chose this building. If we rig lines from the roof to another building, could you zipline across.”

“Sure. That would be easy.”

The fire chief asked, “Powell, can you land on this roof? Is this even feasible?”

Powell stood and walked to the window. “The weather reports this morning said we wouldn’t have any wind. I don’t see any flags moving or anything swaying. If it is calm enough, I can land on a bath towel. I see no problem making a safe landing.”

The police captain asked, “Have you jumped out of a helicopter before?”

“No. I don’t think that is a good idea. I’ve jumped out of all types of planes and even a hot air balloon. The down draft from the rotors might be a problem. My good friend and former boss, Mario Simpson, owns a plane that is good for this. It can fly really slow. It stalls at a lower speed than any other plane I’ve ever been in. He’ll be glad to help you also.”

“Get him on the phone.” Powell looked at his cell phone to get the number and dialed from the fire chief’s desk.

They all heard, “Hello. Simpson’s Skydiving.”

“Mario, It’s Powell. You are on the speaker phone. I am in the office of the fire chief. My captain is here, as is the police chief. We need you to drop me onto a skyscraper roof downtown. I’ll give you more details as soon as I can.”

There were several seconds of silence, then, “This sounds like an emergency. I’ll get the plane warmed up and put your gear in the passenger area. I think I should have Stephanie copilot.”

“That’s good. I expected that. Tell her I’ll give you all the details once we are airborne.”

“Ellison, come with me. I’ll drive to the hanger,” the police chief was nearly running out of the office.

“Just a second!” the fire chief yelled. “Put this on.” He threw a small velvet covered box to Powell. It was the size and shape of an engagement ring box. That really confused Powell. He opened the box and found two gold crosses, one to wear on his dress uniform lapel, and one for his more casual uniform shirt collar. “That was the reason I wanted you to come to the office today.”

Powell closed the box and put it in his pocket and followed the policeman.

 




Chapter Eight

Using the lights and siren in the official car the police chief got to the small airport in only minutes. Powell jumped out and slammed the door. Stephanie met him outside while Mario was opening the hangar doors. She was unusually quiet this morning. The first thing she noticed though was the gold cross on his left shirt collar. “You’re the man now,” she said as she touched the emblem.

The plane taxied out of the hanger and both jumped in. Stephanie took the seat for the copilot and Powell got in the big retractable door used by skydivers. The chief ran to the still open door and yelled, “I called the tower. You have priority clearance for takeoff. Get downtown as fast as possible.”

Mario waved and released the brakes to let the plane taxi to the runway. He pushed the button to speak to the tower and didn’t even get to say anything before he heard, “Simpson? Take off at will.” Mario got to the end of the runway and put on the brakes, then applied full throttle. When he released the brakes again the plane shot down the runway and was in the air within a few seconds.

Stephanie watched as Powell put on his parachute. Then waited to see him put the intercom headset on, “Powell, that chute has not been used since you packed it last. I wouldn’t let anybody touch it.”

“Thank you. That makes me feel better.”

“Can you tell us what is going on?”

“Just a minute,” he held up his hand as he pulled out his cell phone. “Sammy, listen. I don’t have time to talk. I’m getting ready to jump. Turn on the local news. I Love you, and I’ll see you in a little while.” Then he turned to Stephanie and quickly related all that he knew into the intercom so both his friends could hear.

They neared downtown and found the insurance building quickly. It was the one with all the helicopters around it, and a few drones with high resolution cameras. “Mario, fly toward that red ‘copter and see if you can make her move back.”

“I have the radio frequencies for the news aircraft. Let me talk first.” Mario reached forward and changed his radio settings then keyed the mic from the button on the yolk. “Move back. Move back. We have a paratrooper on board who is going to land on the roof. Move to a greater distance for his safety. The rotor wash could make his landing rough.” Powell watched as all the helicopters moved away. He stood, grabbed the handhold above his head and flipped the switch to open the door.

Mario throttled back the engines as far as was safe and the plane slowed. The flaps extended to give the plane more usable wing surface. Powell waited and watched for the perfect opportunity to jump. He wasn’t happy with the first pass and requested that Mario get closer. The second time around the distance was perfect and the man ripped off the headset and jumped. Instantly he pulled the ripcord and began steering to the landing spot he chose.

It was a near perfect landing.

From home Samara watched the feed of their favorite news channel. She recognized his posture and style as he jumped and knew it was her husband who landed on the building. She was about to pass out from holding her breath. When she saw him collapse his chute and release the harness, she knew he was safe. Safe at least in the fact that he performed a difficult maneuver and survived that part. She heard earlier that this was a highly charged situation where the man was threatening to blow up the building. All she could do was watch and pray.

Powell stuffed most of the parachute back into the bag, then walked over to the man sitting on the precipice. The distraught man watched him walk up and held up his hand to show he had the trigger ready.

“I’m not armed,” Powell yelled from halfway across the roof, but tried to make it sound calm. “I’m not even police. I’m with the fire department.”

“Why fire?”

“I guess I was just the right guy. The right place at the right time I suppose. I had to go see the chief this morning. He had this for me,” Powell moved his collar to show the cross. “I am the new chaplain for our department. And I told him a few minutes ago that I was cleared to jump again. This was exciting. The first jump in a couple of years and it was probably the most difficult I’ve ever had.”

“I still don’t get why.”

“Well, they want us to just talk. I am to keep you calm and see if we can come to a resolution of this situation. So… can you tell me why we’re here?”

“This company has cheated me. Cheated our whole family.”

“I see. Tell me how,” Powell sat down on the ledge several feet from the man and just watched and waited for him to talk.

“Our daughter is dying. Leukemia. They won’t pay for the treatments.”

“Okay. I’ll make sure that makes it onto the news.”

“The stress made my wife leave me. She took Ashley to that place in Minnesota.”

“That seems like a good idea to me. I’m not taking your wife’s side. I’m just saying I don’t understand why you are upset about that.”

“She didn’t want me to go with them. Actually, she refused to let me go.”

“Oh. Bummer. Now I see.”

“Ash is getting the treatment there.”

“Do you have a picture of her on your phone?”

The man took out his cell phone and pulled up the picture. He held it at arm’s length and Powell leaned forward to get a better look without seeming like he was going to grab the phone or the man’s arm. “She’s adorable. Is she the only child? How old?”

“Yeah. Five and a half.”

“I’ve got two now. Jesse is almost three and Maddy is three weeks. I didn’t get your name.”

“Charles.”

“Okay, Charles. My name is Powell. Call me Po, all my friends do.”

“We’re not friends.”

“No. I guess not. Friendly maybe.”

“That’s all.”

“Okay,” Powell decided it was time to change tactics a little. “Do you have any faith? I mean do you have a church, or other place of worship?”

“No.”

“I see. That’s okay. I have a question that I ask people when I meet them. Not usually right away like this. I get to know them a little first, then ask. Anyway, can you just tell me who you think Jesus is?”

“I don’t get it.”

“All I am asking is for you to give me your opinion.”

“I don’t know. Never gave it any thought. History, I guess. He was somebody who lived a long time ago.”

“True. I have a lot of faith in Him. I believe He is still alive, but not in a body like us now. He has the authority to forgive our sins. He cares about everything in our lives and wants to help us with them.” Powell shivered. He hadn’t thought about the cold until then. “An example is just a couple weeks ago. I was at work on an evening shift. My wife, Samara, was at home and near the end of pregnancy. That blizzard was going full blast right then. That’s when our girl decided to come.

“When she’s old enough to talk I’m going to ask her about that decision. Well, back to the story. The road between town and my place was blocked with a huge snow drift. Samara called to let me know she was in labor. The captain ordered the whole crew to take the big engine and try to get to her. It powered through the snow with no problem. Then we got to a drift that was too big for even that machine. I got out and prayed. Right away a bolt of lightning hit the drift and it disintegrated. I believe God did that in answer to my prayer.”

“Would he answer mine?”

“Sure. First you ask for forgiveness. Then you can tell Him what is on your mind.”

“Can he get me out of this mess?” Charles asked.

“Sure. He might not though. Sometimes when we pray God says that is not a good thing to give us what we want. But… but don’t give up. When Jesus was dying on the cross a thief was dying next to Him. The thief asked for forgiveness and Jesus said they would be together in Paradise. The thief still died. But he has a home in Heaven. So, if you ask for forgiveness, He’ll do that. You might still have to pay the price men demand. There is no charge for the home with Jesus that will come later.”

“I would still go to jail, but not to hell?”

“That’s it.”

Charles reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a key. He inserted it into the switch handle and turned it. A light went off on the handle and he relaxed his thumb, then dropped the control handle on the roof.

“Was that a dead man’s switch?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. Let’s forget about that for a minute and just pray.” Powell started praying out loud asking God to help Charles. He prayed for Ashley and Charles’ wife. Then he asked Charles to pray in his own way to ask for forgiveness.

An hour after jumping out of the plane Powell and Charles stood. They shook hands, then hugged. “This makes you my brother. All Christians feel related.”

“We’re still stuck.”

“Don’t we just have to disarm that bomb, then go down the stairs?”

“I saw an article on TV about a bomb that couldn’t be defused. I copied it the best I could. If anyone tries to move that box it will blow up. There is no way to open a panel, or drill into it. Any attempt at all will make it blow up.”

“No way for even you to disarm it?”

“No.”

Powell walked over to the box, squatted down, and looked. The bomb was encased in an aluminum box about two feet cubed. The edges that were showing seemed to be a half inch thick. Regularly spaced screws held it all together. It was too close to the roof access door to get it open. The building’s door itself was steel and the walls of the top of the stairway were concrete. “How did you get it up here?”

“Piece by piece. Then I put it together. When I flipped the switch underneath, I had ten seconds to get it on its bottom again. Now it can’t be moved.”

“I think I remember that program. The bomb blew up a casino, didn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“This is really interesting.”

“Interesting? That’s all it is to you?”

“Well, no. I’m concerned about getting it out of here without damaging the building. I don’t think there will be any loss of life. How much damage is this going to do?”

“There is a shaped charge that will blow a hole through the top floors. Well, if I built it right. An incendiary fluid will flow through after that, and the building’s top floors will be an inferno.”

“Interesting. Hm… probably would have been cheaper to pay the hospital than have to pay for repairs to this building.”

“Replace the building is more like it. Can we pray now that God will take care of this?”

“That’s a good idea. Maybe a lightning strike will fuse the switches together.” Powell backed up a little. He turned a little when he did and saw the park. “Hey, Charles, come here. I know where I am now.”

The man walked over to Powell. “What now?”

“See that bench down there? The one close to the sidewalk. Years ago, I jumped on that bench and a board flew up and hit me in the head. I fell back and broke my skull on the sidewalk. I would have died, but a homeless woman found me and took care of me until it was safe for her to take me to the hospital. She’s my wife now.”

“That was you?”

“Yeah. I’m a pretty lucky guy. See the building over there? She took off her coat and wrapped me in it then pulled me over to that building. On the roof behind the elevator shaft is where she built a shelter out of trash. She kept me warm there overnight. I asked her who Jesus was and her answer was exactly the same as my opinion. We started falling in love that night.”

“That’s really nice.” Charles looked around though, “I’m getting cold and hungry.”

“Okay. I guess it’s time to leave then.”

“How? We can’t use the door and I blew up the ladder.”

“Well, I’ll call to have some ropes dropped. We can anchor them here, then someone will have to do the same over there,” he pointed to the rooftop where Samara had slept. “Then we’ll just zip over there and take the elevator down.”

“You make it seem so easy.”

Samara was still watching at home and saw her husband and another man zip over the ropes to the other roof. Powell ran over beside the elevator shaft and started waving both arms. He pointed at the area next to the shaft and waved again. She recognized it as her safe place when she was homeless. He looked so happy and goofy now. With all of that, and the relief that he was safe again she broke down.

 




Chapter Nine

The police were waiting to take Charles into custody. When they were down on the ground again, Powell asked them to wait a minute so he could ask, “Charles, what is your wife’s name? I didn’t get that.” When he had the information he repeated, “Jackie. Okay. I’m going to call that hospital and see if they’ll get her to call me. She needs to know how hard you tried to be a good father.”

“It’s over. You’d still do that?”

“Yes. How about you? Do you still believe like you prayed a few minutes ago?”

“Yeah. I do. That might be all I have left now. My only hope.”

Several news crews surrounded Powell. They started asking questions all at once. So, he just started talking, “My name is Powell Ellison. I’ve been in the news before. I think the most notable time was when I slipped off the roof of my barn and was left hanging by the harness. Several of the men I work with came to rescue me. All took pictures. Close to that time I found a former injury was giving me vertigo and I could no longer work as a skydiving instructor.

“Today I went to tell the chief that I was fit to jump again. He gave me this,” he held up his collar to show the cross. “I am the new chaplain for the fire department to take the place of the late Rev. Summer.

“My faith in Jesus is what the man on the roof and I talked about today. He said his reason for doing this is because this company refused to pay for some legitimate medical bills. That left him distraught and furious. His actions were the actions of a man too upset to think logically.

“We prayed together. I reminded him of the thief who died next to Jesus. Way back then the man on the other cross asked for forgiveness and Jesus assured him he would live in Paradise. The man on the roof prayed the same thing, knowing he would pay the price men demand of him, but God forgives.

Powell looked from one TV camera to the others, “All of my fellow Christians, please pray for the man on the roof.”

Out of his peripheral vision, Powell saw the bomb squad unit pull up outside the building. He excused himself and ran over to talk to them, “Where’s the commander?” A man raised his hand and came to see what was going on. Powell briefed him on what he learned about the bomb and the episode he saw on television. 

“Did you take any pictures?”

“No, sir, I did not. I was concentrating on keeping him calm. Even after he disarmed the dead man switch, I didn’t know if he could do anything else. I think there is a good possibility that he will talk to you. He did not share if he had any blueprints, or where he lived.”

“Why would he talk to us?”

“I shared about faith in Jesus. He wanted to pray after I did. He knows he will go to jail. I think he understands that asking for forgiveness means he has to stop what he was doing. In this instance I believe, and I hope he believes, that he must help you, to show The Lord, he has changed after praying.”

Powell saw the commander look at the new cross on his collar, then ask, “Are you willing to go with us to interview him?”

“If needed. Yes. I will. I want to try to contact his wife first.”

Powell called the hospital where Ashley was getting treatments. He gave the receptionist as much information as he could, then prayed that Jackie would call.

He was surprised she called back so soon. “How is Charles? Is he hurt?”

“No. He is in police custody though. It will probably be a long process for him and a lot of time behind bars. Can I share with you all that we talked about?” Over the next half hour, they talked about the treatments and the bills. Then they talked about the stress it was causing on them and their marriage. Finally, Powell told her about praying with Charles.

“Did he really do that? Seriously?”

“Yes. I believe he was sincere.”

“I’m coming to see him. As soon as I can, I will come. Tell him. Tell him Ash misses him and she is responding to the treatments.”

“I’ll be glad to. Just a minute, I just thought of something. Did Charles have any training in building bombs?”

“No. He was never in the service and worked in a factory since high school. They just make car parts. Uh… seatbelts, I think. He worked in electrical maintenance.”

“Okay. That’s a question the police will want to ask.”

Jackie had one more question before she ended the call, “When I come back to Albany will you take time to talk to me? You know, about Jesus.”

“Both my wife and I will be happy to talk to you. You know you can find a chaplain in the hospital there too. But whether you talk to someone there or not, we will want to talk with you about our faith.” Powell went to the interview room and shared what he heard on the phone call. 

After the long day Powell was nearly exhausted when he drove home. He parked his blue pickup in the barn and started toward the house. When he got close Brutus ran out to greet him, then Powell looked up and saw Samara standing there, waiting for her husband to come inside. She had Jesse standing beside her and she was holding Maddy. “This is the best sight ever. No second best. I liked the night you met me out here… uh… you know… the best.” Suddenly Powell was aware that Jesse could pick up on what they were saying about the night when she met him outside and dropped her robe.

“Thank you, Po. I have some supper ready for you. These two have eaten already.”

“Good.” He dropped his stuff on the floor, kissed his wife, then took Maddy from her. Samara took a hold of his shirt collar and looked at the gold cross. She looked into his eyes, and he could tell she was proud of him. In a matter-of-fact way he stated, “After a particularly boring day I am really starving.”

Samara laughed at him, “Boring? What do you have to do for excitement? And by the way I loved the way you got so happy when you found the place where I made a shelter.”

“I can think of one thing that is particularly exciting,” He wiggled his eyebrows when he said that.

Samara smiled, “That can be arranged.”

“That place though. It was where I woke to find you keeping me warm. I can still remember thinking you must be an angel.”

“A dirty, smelly, angel.”

“I didn’t notice any of that.”

“Come. Eat. Tell me more about your day.”

 




Chapter Ten

The weather that night turned bad again with rain, then freezing rain. The temperature after dark plunged into the single digits. It was supposed to be the time of year that the weather was getting warmer. No one could have predicted this change. The weather teams on the TV missed it drastically.

The bomb left on the roof developed a leak. Water soaked all the electrical connections, then they froze. This caused the device to detonate, but with less than one percent of its intended power. The explosion was barely enough to split the case open. All of the incendiary fluid was diluted by the rain and became harmless. The bomb squad had to remove the debris and the remaining explosive that did not go off. The damage to the roof was minimal and the ladder was fixed by the building maintenance with some scrap steel and a welder.

The insurance company issued a press release saying that after a quick review they determined an agent made a mistake in judgement. The company included an apology and said they would make it right. In light of their error the executives wanted all charges reduced as much as possible. Most of their reasons were for public relations, but Charles didn’t care why.

Powell was there when Charles found out. Charles was elated and surprised that God had answered his prayers already. His life turned from everything going wrong to looking like he might have a life after all.

 Jackie and Ashley made it back before the arraignment. Ashely had a few days between treatments, so they took the train back to spend a few days at home. Charles was glad to see his wife and daughter through the bullet proof partition at the jail. Afterward she came to the fire station to find Powell. It was near the beginning of his shift, so he gave her detailed instructions to the old farmhouse.

Jackie and Samara hit it off right away. Samara had Maddy on a blanket on the sofa. Jesse took Ashley’s arm and pulled her to the baby. “May,” he pointed at his sister.

“He’s telling you her name is Maddy,” Samara told the little girl. “Jesse, show Ashley where your room is. I bet she’d like to play with your toys.” Jesse ran to the stairs, then turned to see if the girl was following him. When she caught up, he took her upstairs to play. The women sat on the sofa with Maddy between them. From upstairs they heard laughing and giggling for at least an hour.

“Po and I talked a long time about whether or not he should share what you told him. We both have to keep secrets. He does because of the HIPPA act. I do because I work for a lawyer. Now as chaplain he is learning new things that he can’t talk about. When he said you wanted to talk and offered to let you talk to me, then you said you’d like that, it meant to me that it was okay for him to share.”

“Yes. That is fine. I said I wanted to learn about your faith. Charles told me some about you too. He said when you met you were homeless.”

“Yes, I was. I worked for a very unscrupulous lawyer. One afternoon he assaulted me in the office. I used the self-defense I knew and got him off me. That left him in agony, and he fired me on the spot. Then he made sure no one would ever hire me again. That lasted until I met Po and his good friend Jamey. Jamey is the lawyer I work for and a good Christian. Po was in the hospital bed and unconscious but told Jamey to hire me. We still don’t know how me managed to say that while still unconscious. But it’s worked out really well.”

Jackie wanted to know more of their history, “Powell hurt his head and you found him. Is that right?”

Samara smiled and giggled a little, “It sounds really bad, but I found him out cold, out in the cold. He knocked himself out and actually had a broken skull. After that some boys stole his clothes. When I found him, he only had his underwear left. After massaging his arms and legs, I took my coat off and wrapped him in it, then pulled him back to where I made a shelter on the roof of a tall building. That night I laid on top of him to keep him warm. I had to put a newspaper between us because I was getting physically attracted to him. Even in his state.”

“If he was unconscious, how did you two get to know each other?”

“He woke up enough to talk. He would have spells of pain and spasms. I heard him trying to quote a scripture, then I repeated it every time he had a spell and it helped to get him through it. One of the first things he asked me was who I thought Jesus is. Now I’m asking you. Who do you think Jesus is?”

“I don’t know. I know historical. There’s some other mystical thing. Then there’s the whole thing about heaven and hell. I’m not worried about that. I’ve always been a good person, so I know I’ll go to heaven.” Jackie paused because Samara was looking down and appeared sad and was shaking her head. “Am I missing something? I will go to heaven, won’t I?”

“I wish I didn’t have to answer that. It is not what I believe at all. We all have to ask for forgiveness. God made us so we can change. We have to ask to belong, then change to show our love for Him. Jesus said that we must be born again. That was His way of saying we have to cease being the old person and become someone new, who loves Him. Only then can we go to heaven. Changing means giving up habits and lifestyle that we know is wrong and other things that God Himself will tell us. And it’s not really hard to understand.”

“I’m going to have to give this some thought,” Jackie responded.

“That’s fine. It is another thing Jesus said. He wants us to consider the cost before we make a commitment to Him.”

Jackie was starting to answer but they heard giggling upstairs. “Maybe I should check on them. Would you watch Maddy for a minute?” Samara went to see what was so funny. She found Brutus with Jesse’s shirt on. “Brutus, you look so cute with Jesse’s shirt. Did you ask him if you could wear it?” The children giggled some more. “Would you two like to come down for some milk and cookies?” Both jumped up and ran to the stairway. “Slow down. Take the stairs nice and slow.”

Jackie was rubbing Maddy’s back as the baby slept. It was clear that she was deep in thought about the conversation.

“These two are going to have milk and cookies. I think I’ll make myself a cup of tea. Would you like tea or coffee? Or something else?”

“What? Excuse me. Did you say something about coffee?”

“Yes. Would you like a cup?”

“Would it be too much work to make a cup of hot tea?”

Samara smiled and said, “Of course not. Please sit there and continue watching Maddy. I’ll take care of the children’s snacks, then make two cups.”

 




Chapter Eleven

Samara and Jackie were sitting on the sofa still. Maddy was awake and hungry, but her momma tried to pacify the baby. Then Samara saw her husband’s pickup come up the driveway. She watched him slow to check out the strange car in the drive. “Jesse! Daddy’s home!” And the boy and the dog came down the stairs. The dog took the steps normally; the boy slid down on his backside. As soon as they were off the stairs both took off running to the back door. Ashley came down to the living room much slower.

“I suppose we should leave,” Jackie said. “I don’t want to get in the way.”

“No! You’re not in the way. Please stay for supper.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. I’ll feed Maddy, then Powell and I will work together to make supper. He’ll be glad to have you eat with us. It’s just who we are.”

“Well, okay. I think I may have some questions anyway.”

“Perfect.”

The back door opened, and they heard Powell greet his son and the dog. Then he walked in carrying Jesse. “Hello, Jackie.” He looked over at his wife, “Hi, Sammy.”

Samara told him, “She’s staying for supper and may have some questions for us.”

“That sounds great,” he said as he walked over and gave his wife a kiss. Then he put Jesse down and picked up Maddy. “She’s acting a little hungry.”

“Yes. She is. I need to nurse her before I start supper.”

Jackie asked, “Is there something I could do? I’ll help with the meal.”

“Okay. That would be nice. I was planning on fixing spaghetti tonight. Powell can show you where everything is.”

Powell had been carefully ignoring the girl hiding behind her mother. She seemed interested when she heard the word spaghetti. So, he asked her, “Ashley, do you like spaghetti?”

She nodded then said, “We dressed your dog.”

“You put clothes on Brutus? How funny. I’d like to see that sometime. Maybe when you come back someday you can do that again.”

Ashley smiled and nodded. Then Powell took Maddy upstairs to change her diaper and brought down the small blanket Samara used to cover herself when feeding the baby. Then he and Jackie went into the kitchen.

“Samara told me that you told her what we talked about on the phone. I’m glad you did. She has already taught me a lot. I can see now that I need to pray for forgiveness. I’m still thinking about it.”

“Well, I’m glad to help in anyway.”

“What she said about that… is… is that what Charles did?”

“Yes, he did. I’ve talked to him twice since then. The first time I took a Bible and some study aids to him. We talked a long time. The second time I went to the jail we discussed what he had been reading.”

“That settles it for me. If he can do it so can I. I’ll pray.”

“Good. Samara has a Bible study here with some friends. They will welcome you in. They are a great bunch of women.”

“That will be nice. We have to get back to Minnesota soon though. Ashley has to have more treatments.”

“Is she still getting better?”

“She seems to be.”

“That’s great news. We’ve been praying hard for her. We will keep it up too.”

They continued to talk as they worked. Powell browned some meat, and Jackie prepared the pasta. She asked for some hotdog buns, butter, cheese, and some oregano, then she put together some Italian style bread and toasted it in the oven.

Samara came into the kitchen, “That smells wonderful. I’m about as hungry as Maddy now.” She wiped the table down, then put out some placemats and the dishes.

They had a good conversation as they ate. Ashley ate like she was starving. Jesse knelt in a big chair and ate his supper with a spoon, after his momma cut up the noodles for him. He still had a large portion of sauce on his face. During the meal they found that Charles and Jackie would lose the apartment in the city. “Since he lost his job, we have attorney expenses, and travel expenses back and forth to the hospital hundreds of miles away. There is just no money.”

“I know of a place in Colorado that can help. I’ll write to recommend they pay some of the bills and supply some cash. If I recommend you to them, they will help you.”

 “That is so kind of you,” Jackie was about to cry.

Samara added, “Our law firm does not do criminal cases. But Jamey will help you find a good lawyer to help Charles. He knows of several Christian lawyers. I’ll call him first thing tomorrow.”

Powell put down his fork, then placed both palms on the table. “I just had an idea. Our friend Lou has an old horse trailer he wants to sell. He just outgrew it is all. It’s clean inside and in good shape. I’ll tell him we’re borrowing it for a while. Then we can pack up the apartment and seal the trailer. Lou will even help me. Then I will tow it here and put it in a corner of the barn we never use. Your stuff will be safe until you are able to get a place of your own again.”

“And you can stay here for free when you’re in town,” Samara added. “Jesse will love having a friend to play with.”

After helping to clear the table Jackie asked, “Can we do this now? Can you help me pray?”

 




Chapter Twelve

Powell had to attend the trial because the prosecutors wanted to know what they talked about on the roof. It didn’t really matter since Charles pled guilty to all charges. His lawyer had worked out a good deal. Reduced charges and lesser time for pleading guilty.

In the courtroom Powell explained how he found a man desperate and alone. While he was on the witness stand, he explained about sharing his faith, how Charles accepted it and decided to change. He could see the prosecutors didn’t want to hear this, so he tried to be brief, but still cover all the important parts. Even this testimony he wanted to be a witness.

He went to the jail one last time before Charles’ sentencing. “Powell. No. Po. I feel like I can say that now. Anyway, Po, since you talked to me on the roof, I don’t feel like I’ll ever be alone anymore. It’s not you of course, the decision I made to ask God to forgive me gives me a completely different outlook. If I am physically alone, His spirit is still with me.”

“That’s right. I found that I don’t even have to be conscious to be in God’s presence. When I knocked myself out in the park, there was still a presence. I can’t remember exactly what it was, but I know I was not alone. Then in the hospital I could feel it too. Since then, every time something happens, I know. I’m sure you’ll feel it too.”

Charles assured Powell, “I’m going to keep up with the studies. I’ve decided that no matter what I am going to stick with this.”

The next day Charles was sentenced to ten years in a minimum-security prison. With good behavior he could get out in seven. Powell was there with him. “You’ll get out in plenty of time to scare Ashley’s boyfriends when they call. And teach her how to drive. You’ll see her go to the prom. Walk her down the aisle someday. All kinds of stuff.”

“Thanks, Po. What’s next for you?”

“I never know.” Charles was being led off, so Powell just repeated that, “I never know what God has in store for me next.”

On the way to his pickup Powell got a call. A woman firefighter needed counseling. She was headed toward divorce and was panicking. He asked for her address, then changed his mind. “Let’s meet in a public, but quiet place. Do you know the park downtown?”

“Sure. That’s a good place to talk. It’s quiet, but private and out in the open. Are you thinking of meeting in a way where no one will have gossip about us?” Miriam asked.

“Yes. Before today I never gave that any thought. I’m glad some parts of this job are starting to come naturally.” They said goodbye and then met at the park.

“This bench has a lot of history for me,” Powell said as he sat down.

Miriam laughed, “I’ve heard the story, Powell. Mr. Ellison. Chaplin Ellison. What am I supposed to call you now?”

“Powell is fine for now. I really don’t know myself what the correct thing is to say. I’ll probably stick with Powell because it is just who I am. But don’t worry about that now. Let’s just talk. I’ll start.

“I don’t have any experience to share with you. I’ve never gone through what you are facing. My parents divorced and I was left with my mom. That was terrible because she hated me, along with all men back then. But my parents are back together now. That gives me a little background of life after divorce. But I was only watching my mom.  And I don’t have any training in handling this topic. My wife does. But we never share anything from either of our jobs.”

“Maybe having someone just listen to me will help.”

“Sure. I’ll listen and I’ll pray. Maybe I’ll come up with a thought or two to share. Start wherever you think you should.”

For the next two hours they sat on the park bench and talked. He listened and he asked God to help him comfort her with wisdom from above. In the end he had to admit, “I guess this might be the best thing. You need to get out of that toxic atmosphere and take care of yourself. And since he works at the same fire station maybe you should transfer. We’re looking for another firefighter at our place. I’ll help you in any way that I can. But I think being single is better than suffering. If you find a good church and make friends there, they will help you heal, and you’ll find they’re taking care of you. Maybe you will be single the rest of your life. I don’t know. But you can take pride in who you are. What you do. Be proud of standing up for yourself.”

“Thanks, Powell. I will. I’ll do all those things. You said your wife knows about these things. What did you mean?”

“Miriam, my wife, Samara, works for a lawyer. He is an old friend of mine. Are you looking for someone to represent you?”

“Yes. I am.” She began to cry. 

He wanted to console her but knew he could not touch her at the same time. So, he told her something a little silly to change her mood, “Another friend of mine is Lou. He trains horses. He told me once that he knew what to do when a horse was upset. When his wife was upset, he was clueless. That’s how I feel now. I want to make you feel better, but I don’t know what to do.”

“You’re doing just fine.”

“Here is my wife’s phone number at work,” he handed her one of his new business cards after scribbling the information on the back. “Jamey’s a good guy. I think you’ll feel better after talking to him. And Samara and I have a deal. She doesn’t share anything about clients at work. I don’t share anything about rescues, and now about people I counsel. Maybe I should tell her you are going to call, just so she’ll get the connection.”

Miriam shrugged, “Yes. I guess so.”

The next day he had another phone call. This time one of the crew from another station was at the hospital where his father was dying. Powell went and sat with the family until the man passed. He prayed with them and advised them to have a minister perform the funeral. He felt they would have better closure. Then he called the captain of that station and told him about the man’s loss. Powell knew he would have to attend the funeral himself.

He was quiet that evening when he got home. “Stuff I can’t or shouldn’t talk about. People are hurting and I try to help. When it gets to the part where I can’t go any further, I send them to someone else. This job may be taxing on me.”

“Sweetheart, it’s because you care.”

“A long time ago, when I first got out of the army, I found that scripture from Jerimiah. “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the LORD, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.”

“Yes. I remember.”

“I think this maybe it. God promised me someone would love me, and you showed up. I couldn’t have picked anyone better. And there are other things I felt were answers to prayer and His promises. The thing missing though was the job. I went back and forth between skydiving and the paramedic. Now though, being the chaplain makes me feel like this is what He meant all along. I just had to be ready for it.”




Chapter Thirteen

A few weeks after the sentencing when he got home from work, he saw a car from Florida in the driveway. He guessed it was his parents and he was right. The logical thing was to assume they took time off to come see the new baby. He was half right. When he walked into the kitchen, he was surprised to see his wife so excited.

“Po, we’ve got great news!”

“What now, Sammy?” He picked up Jesse, then kissed Maddy on the forehead, then Samara on the lips.

“Go ahead. Tell him,” She looked at the older couple.

Powell, Sr. started, “Well… Powell maybe you’ve heard of these things. I doubt you’ve experienced it yourself. I guess you’d hear on the news about companies buying and selling other companies. And now it’s happened to me. Our business was purchased by a huge conglomeration. They decided the best place to work was New Jersey. I told them there was no way I would move there. So, they gave me a huge severance. I started looking for something…”

His wife, Madge, interrupted him, “I said I wouldn’t mind living closer to my grandchildren. Then we started looking at openings in this area…”

“And I am here for an interview.”

“That’s great. You’ll love this area. And we will really enjoy having you so close,” Powell told them.

His mom continued, “While we are here, we’re going to look for a place to live. I’m going to look for a job too.”

Samara asked her, “What is it that you are looking for? We were just about to get to that part when Po walked in.”

“Most of my working life I took care of other people’s kids. I had my own licensed daycare in Florida. I did some research and found that I can be licensed here by filling in some forms.”

“Are you kidding me?” Samara’s expression told a lot. “Just today I found that the woman who was going to run a daycare in the building where I work had to back out. She has some new health problems.”

“How do I contact the… who do I contact?”

“You’ll have to talk to my boss. His wife has new twins and the idea to start a cooperative place was hers. Each mother will take a day of the week to work to assist the professional. It is one floor up from my office.”

“I’ll talk to him as soon as I can.” Powell’s mother said as his father reached to take Maddy. Jesse stretched out to have his grandmother take him. The couple looked so pleased to have them.

Powell asked his wife, “Have they moved into the guestroom yet?”

“I was just about to offer. Is it okay with you?”

“I can take a break for a couple of days. I’m way ahead of my studies.”

Over the next few months things went back to normal, except there was really nothing ever normal. But they fell into a routine. Samara went back to work. Powell continued learning and growing as the fire department chaplain. Jesse continued to grow and was becoming a fun little boy to have around. Maddy developed her own personality and started eating solid foods. Samara was sad to stop nursing her, but happy that the little girl was so healthy.

Powell, Sr., and Madge moved into an apartment near downtown. He worked from home several days a week and she took the job caring for the children. It worked out really nicely for Samara to help one day a week and on other days to be able to take a break and go see her two children.

 

Chapter Fourteen

“Aaaaa!” Samara screamed at the top of her lungs. She clutched her purse to her chest. Her legs were pumping up and down like a sprinter, but she didn’t go in any direction. She seemed rooted to the spot, even though her instincts told her to run.

She experienced several times in her life when she was terrified. One of those times was when a man grabbed her to assault her. Another came when an escaped criminal held her at gunpoint. Both times ended without any physical trauma. 

And there were many times that someone startled her. Her ‘fight or flight’ reaction was really nothing new. But today it was more intense than ever. But before now – she never experienced a naked man swinging through the trees on a rope. And he was coming right at her.

Her scream turned into a hysterical laugh as she collapsed on the sidewalk at the back of their house. While sitting on the concrete she saw her husband was not entirely naked. A few weeks ago, she was going to throw out some old pink washcloths. Instead, she gave them to Powell to use as grease rags. He had them pinned to some string that he had tied around his waist. Other than that, he had nothing. He went to her and offered his hands to help her get back on her feet. She took his help and stood, then looked him over. “What are you doing!?”

Powell didn’t answer. He moved closer to her and put one hand on her chest. “Squishy!” Then he did the same with the other hand. “Pretty lady woman squishy. Ebenezer of the Apes loves pretty lady woman.”

She laughed again. “You are so weird somedays!” Powell moved to pick her up, but she sidestepped him. Then she saw her opportunity and reached for the loose end of the string where he had tied it around himself. Quickly she pulled it, and his makeshift loin cloth fell to the ground.

“Woohoo! Ebenezer of the Apes feels a breeze!” he yelled.

Samara laughed again. He went to pick her up again and this time managed to scoop her into his arms. “Just a minute, Ebenezer of the Apes. May I call you Eb? Before you go any further could you be Po for just a minute? I want to relax and enjoy this, but I have to know. Where are my children?”

Powell grinned, “Sammy, they’re with my parents. They stopped by and asked if they could have them for the weekend. I said this afternoon would be fine, but I would have to ask you about the whole weekend.”

“Sounds like a good plan to me. What’s next Ebenezer of the Apes?”

He carried her to the back door then grunted. She reached over and turned the doorknob and pulled the door open. He went on through the kitchen where she dropped her purse on the table. Then he took her through the living room where she managed to use her toes to lose her heels. It was no problem for him to carry her up the stairs to their bedroom.

The room had been transformed. She knew he had been pruning many of the trees and bushes around the farm. She was expecting a large bonfire again. Instead, she saw much of the trimmings in the bedroom. Branches with lots of leaves filled the room, and some were sticking out from under the bed. It made it look like a nest in the trees.

He set her feet on the floor, then looked at the bed, then at the door to the bathroom. When he looked back at her, she realized he was asking if she wanted to use the restroom before joining him on the bed. “Yes. I’ll hurry.” In a few minutes she came out, only now undressed just like him. Samara played along with his game, “Mrs. Ebenezer of the Apes loves her handsome gentle man!” She ran at him and knocked him over, so they fell together onto the bed.

Later he produced some fruit and water from beside the bed and they had a snack. “Ebenezer of the Apes, do you know how lucky I am?”

“Pretty lady woman take good care of Ebenezer of the Apes. Ebenezer of the Apes lucky man himself. And he like squishy!”

“Ha-ha. You can have all the squishy you want.”

The next morning, they were feeling quite satisfied and well rested. “Sammy, it’s been a while since we’ve done this. Would you like to shower with me?”

“I’d love to, Po.”

While they were under the water, she asked him, “Why did you do all of this?”

“I wanted to make you laugh.”

“Well, that sure worked.”

“I wanted to give you memories that would last.”

“That worked too. People are going to wonder why I start giggling for no reason.”

“I wanted to show you how crazy I am about you.”

“That worked too. Thank you. The feeling is mutual!”

That morning Powell opened the window and started shoving branches out. He hadn’t noticed her taking pictures of his handiwork. Nor did he see her trying to put his loin cloth in her keepsake box.

Likewise, she did not see him change the ringtone on her phone to the Tarzan call.

 




Chapter Fifteen

AUTOPSY RESULTS: REV. SUMMER POISONED!

The official autopsy states that the Rev. Leroy Summer died from ingesting poison. Partially dissolved capsules in his stomach contained a mix of strychnine and digitalis. Police have not made an arrest, nor is there a person of interest.

The rest of the article had little more information. The authorities were talking to his wife and adult children. Members of his church were upset that they were being questioned too.

Powell phoned the fire department chief, “Sir, I’ve seen the article on the local news website. There’s not much there except saying he was poisoned. Have the police talked to you?”

“No, Ellison, they haven’t. They are hardly asking any questions among the fire department. I really don’t understand what they are doing.”

“Okay. Thank you for your time. I just don’t know what I am supposed to do. I want the guilty person arrested. I guess all I really want is the mystery to be over.”

The chief replied, “Me too, Powell. I want to know who and why.”

Powell asked one more time, “Do you have any recommendations for me?”

The chief thought about it before saying, “Just be ready to answer questions. I don’t know who among us is going to need your help.”

Powell called Samara at work. She was giggling when she answered the phone, “Is this Ebenezer of the Apes calling me?”

“Sorry to disappoint you, Sammy. I wanted to talk to you about the article on the local news website.”

“Oh. I’m sorry, Po. You sound upset. What is it about?”

“They released the news that the chaplain was poisoned.”

“I didn’t know that yet. What is that going to do to the investigation?”

“I assume it is to encourage people who may know something to come forward,” Powell surmised. “I’ll let you go for now. We’ll talk tonight.”

“Sure, sweetheart.”

“And by the way, I don’t think you’ve seen the last of Ebenezer of the Apes. He’s a little timid though. The conditions have to be exactly right.”

“I can hardly wait. But seriously. I had been thinking of a way to add more interest in our bedroom. And you beat me to it. Don’t think I’m giving up though.”

“You’re the best, Sammy.”

“No. You are.”

“No. You.”

Samara was starting to giggle again, “Bye, Po. I’ll see you at home.”

Powell didn’t know who else to talk to. He felt lost and lonely. Praying always made him feel better, but he wanted to hear a voice. His relationship with God was good, but he felt like the conversations went one way. Powell really longed to hear God’s voice in more than just a feeling.

He went to his ‘office’ at work. Usually, he would go sit in the ambulance so he could have some quiet and then he’d read or write something on his laptop. This time he logged into the school’s website and looked at the information about his professors. Since he was doing all of his work online, he didn’t feel like he really knew any of them. Nothing seemed like an avenue to explore for someone to talk to. His best option was to wait for his wife to get home.

Five hours later he was off work. He drove downtown to her office so he could help her get the children into her car. As often as he could he helped her in the morning or in the evening, so she didn’t have such a handful getting both into the car, or into the daycare. Tonight, he saw his mom helping her.

“Well, it looks like I’m not needed here,” Powell joked with them.

“Oh, I think you are,” Samara replied.

Before he could say anything else his mom started, “Powell, I’m sure you know without me telling you that I absolutely love my grandchildren. But I feel I must say that I never knew I would love my daughter-in-law so much. When you found her, you found a treasure.”

“Actually, she found me. Out cold in the snow.”

“Yes. I know all about your story. But you’ve worked at it since then. I’m proud of that. I just wish I had done the same. It doesn’t really matter right now. I’m so happy she’s here.”

“I love you too, Mom,” Samara said as she put Maddy into the car seat.

“Wait a second. There’s something else,” Marge clearly was hesitant about sharing something. “Powell, while you were in high school you invited me several times to go with you to that church. I always had an excuse.” Now she was getting tears in her eyes. “When I found your note saying you were leaving for the army, I knew I had waited too long. I started attending the next Sunday. Soon I saw the need to pray. After I found forgiveness, I realized how wrong I had been with your father. I went to him and shared what had happened to me. He wanted it too. Both of us turned our lives around because of your actions.” Now she had to stop to sob a couple of times.

“I didn’t know that, Mom.”

Samara hugged her, “I’m so happy to know this. Thanks for sharing it with us. Please come to lunch at our house Sunday.”

Powell followed Samara as they drove home. Once they parked, he got Jesse out and let him walk on his own to the house. Samara carried Maddy, while Powell walked beside them with his hand around his wife’s waist. When they got to the trees Samara paused and giggled while looking up.

That evening after the children were asleep Powell and Samara sat at the kitchen table and discussed what digitalis is, what form strychnine comes in, how would someone taint the medicine with poison, and how did Rev. Summer not know something was wrong with his prescription.

 




Chapter Sixteen

Powell took his notes on Rev. Summer’s death and put them in his desk. Then the next morning he went to study for his classes. They were going really well even though he felt the material was very dry. Philosophy and theology were things he never expected to study. His active lifestyle and the extreme actions of most of the jobs he held were the antithesis of what he was doing now.

He was enrolled to start a new class and he opened the course on his computer. Hermeneutics: the study of interpreting scriptures. In this class he had to listen to a lot of sermons. At the same time, he was taking a class on giving sermons.

In only a few class sessions Powell became worried because he found he did not agree with many of the others. It left him deep in thought about what he said to his wife a few months ago. It was then that he asked what makes him think he is right and everybody else is wrong. Powell wanted to get to the very basic principles of Christian life. To do that he decided to start with Jesus’ sayings. What did He tell people to do? What did He expect of His followers?

And then the professors talked about taking all scriptures in context. Powell didn’t think they were. Everything was taken so the scriptures would be interpreted the same as the surrounding verses. What he believed though was the Bible should be taken in context to whom it was written. Even his favorite verse should be taken that way. God’s promise of a plan for Powell seemed to be taken from a promise made to the Israelites millennia before. That didn’t change his feelings. God used a verse written to someone else to speak directly to him. He could never think any differently.

Powell thought hard about this for two weeks. Finally, he decided the way he was going to address this was to start his own church. It was an imaginary church. But it was going to be exactly how he envisioned Christ would want it. So, Powell decided that they would worship. They would worship only Jesus, His Father, and The Spirit. Children would be a top priority. Judging others because of what they did, where they came from, or who they were related to would be a big taboo. And helping others was the main thing the congregation would want to do.

In a radical way he decided there would be no rules. Many churches he’d seen had so many rules about don’t do this or don’t do that, that the news of the gospel was lost. And money. Money would not be important. He didn’t think he could ever write a sermon about giving cash to the church.

That opened a whole new set of issues. What should a worship service be? Would he have to preach every week?

Powell panicked when he thought about that. He talked to Samara about it. She told him that a good test might be to try to write a sermon and see what happened. He went to work right away. The first subject he chose was about children. “Suffer the little children to come unto me,” Jesus said. That sounded like a good place to start. Powell had children. He felt like he would be familiar with the theme.

In two hours, he had a wastebasket full of wadded up pieces of yellow lined paper and an empty piece of cardboard that used to hold those pages. He got a new notebook and decided to try a new subject. After another hour he had some doodles. He leaned back and laced his fingers on top of his head. He tried to think of what God would want people to know. All he was getting was a headache.

He decided to give up for a little while. “Sammy, this thing of writing a sermon has me tied in knots. I just don’t feel I have anything to say. I know the main goal I have is to never say anything negative. I mean like, ‘Don’t do this,’ or, ‘God disapproves of people like this.’ I feel like instead I should tell people what God does want them to do and what He loves.”

“That’s a great idea. People will want to listen. Another facet you could add to that is what God is like. Explain His personality,” Samara told him. “Maybe go back to what you ask people to get to know them. Ask the congregation who Jesus is. Then tell them what you believe and what the Bible says.”

The next day Powell started trying to write what she suggested. The session went just like the first. He just had nothing to say past that first question.

“I think counseling is the main thing I’ll do. Preaching is not for me.”

“That’s perfectly fine. The Bible says some people have different spiritual gifts. Also, God will help if you ever find yourself in a position where you have to talk to a large group. I don’t think you have to preach to get God’s message across.”

“You’re right. I never felt like God Himself was asking me to do that. This idea was from men.”

“One more thought, Po. I’m sorry if this seems to contradict what we just decided. I think from your experience that you understand some jobs, or tasks, or activities, must be taught by a learned person. Skydiving for example. You wouldn’t want a man to decide he would teach himself. There should be a professional teacher. Is that true of religion as well? Instead of letting people just figure it out on their own should we arrange organized training sessions? Does that include preaching?

“That includes your women’s Bible study, doesn’t it? Maybe I should start there. I’ll start a Bible study too and see how it makes me grow. Good idea again, Sammy.

Chapter Seventeen

 Samara took her lunch break and went up one floor in the office building to look in on her children. Powell’s mother, Madge, met her, “Samara they are both asleep. Maddy has been fussy today and finally gave up. Jesse has been good today. A real pleasure to have, but he got sleepy all of a sudden and we put him in down for a nap. I’m sorry they’re asleep.”

“Oh, that’s good. I’ll see them later. The main reason is to see how they are. I know they are okay. Maybe I’ll go for a walk, or window shop a little.” Samara went back down to the street level and started walking. Mostly she was thinking and praying for Powell. His new responsibilities took a lot out of him somedays. She didn’t think it was too much for him. He just had to learn and adjust.

As she walked, she noticed a nice shop selling lingerie. That made her think of Powell swinging through the trees, then carrying her to his nest. A couple of passersby wondered why she was giggling. She suddenly remembered that she told him she was planning on doing something to add interest in the bedroom. “It’s been two months and I haven’t done anything,” she scolded herself. Then she started wondering what he would like to see her wear. He never complained. Most of the time she would wear one of his discarded flannel shirts with the sleeves cut off. Sometimes she donned pajamas, but they were long, both in the sleeves and legs. Those were her modest ones she bought for use in the hospital when Maddy was born.

“Look out. She’s not moving.”

Samara heard that and intuitively knew it was about her. Lost in thought she was staring in the window from the middle of the sidewalk. “Excuse me. I’m sorry.” She ducked between people and made her way to the door. Once inside she had second thoughts.

“May I help you, miss?” the saleslady was friendly and coming her way. It was too late to backout.

“I don’t know what I want. I’m thinking of getting something for my husband. I mean something for me to wear to please him.”

“That’s why we’re here. Maybe if you tell me a little bit about him, or what things are like I can make suggestions. Let’s start with what you wear now. Sometimes just a little change can stir up a lot of interest.”

Samara told the woman about the modest and worn-out stuff she usually wore. “We have a great relationship, and we are passionate still. I just don’t want to take that for granted.”

“How does he see you? Does he think of you as a wild girl? A bad girl? Maybe an innocent sophisticated lady?”

“He sees me as a wife and mother. A good girl, I guess. And our faith is very important.”

“Okay. Let’s look at this over here.” The saleswoman took her over to some white pieces. “These are popular. They are designed to be a little more discreet, but still exciting.”

Samara looked at the different styles. It didn’t matter to her how exposed she might be in front of him. But she didn’t want to appear to be a woman different than what he viewed her to be. She decided on two and took them to the cash register. She pulled her debit card out and gave it to the woman who helped her.

“Normally I don’t pay much attention to the names, but I see your name is Ellison. Are you related to the guy who jumped on the building?”

“Yes. He’s my husband.”

“You are so lucky. I think I would be a member if he had a fan club.”

“Well, that doesn’t exist yet. I might have to see about getting one started though.” At the same time, she was thinking about the romantic things he did for her, but she didn’t want to share that with a stranger.

“I hope he enjoys these things you are buying. And I hope you get a lot of benefit too.”

“Thanks. Me too.”

That evening Powell helped her get the children cleaned and dressed for bed. As soon as they were asleep Samara asked him to go wait downstairs. “I’ll come meet you in just a few minutes.”

“Okay, Sammy. What’s going on?”

“You’ll see.”

She went into the bathroom and let her hair down, then brushed it. After freshening her makeup, she changed. Then she walked to the stairway and started down. He heard her step onto the one stair tread that squeaked and turned to see her. 

“Wow… Oh, Sammy…” he said as he stood. He didn’t say anything else. He couldn’t.  But he never took his eyes off of her. Powell went to her and met her at the bottom step. He kissed her and touched the side of her face. Then she took his hand and led him back to their bedroom.

 




Chapter Eighteen

“Sammy, that thing you had on last night was perfect. I think you are always beautiful. The only way I can put this is to just say it’s like a nice frame on a masterpiece painting,” Powell was looking into her eyes.

“Rembrandt or Picasso?” she laughed. He laughed with her. “Thank you, Po. I’m sorry it took me so long to do something. I want to always keep your interest.”

“And yours,” he smiled.

“Yes, Ebenezer of the Apes. You certainly have my interest.”

After a nice weekend they both went back to work Monday. It turned into a bad week. Samara had to deal with a divorce case that was terrible. Both sides were angry and calling each other nasty names. It was almost more than she could bear. A few times she even thought about quitting.

Powell wasn’t doing much better. He had many runs in the ambulance. Some cases were life changing, and some were life ending. One call in particular weighed on him. He had to talk to a suicidal person and in the end the man killed himself. It seemed Powell was getting through, then in the last instant the old man pulled the trigger.

Both of them kept the secrets like they were supposed to. That was one of the problems. They had no release of the emotions that built up. “Po, I’m about to lose it. This week was so bad with a divorce case. They were so mean to each other. I wish I could tell you more.”

“I know, Sammy. I know how bad you feel because I feel that too. More instances of people I can’t tell you about.”

“I saw on the news there was a suicide. Did you have any contact with that?”

He just looked at her but didn’t say anything. That told her she was right. “What can we do?” he asked her.

“I don’t think there is anything,” she was about to cry. “We just can’t share our jobs.”

“We need something. We have to reaffirm our commitment to each other. We need to relax and have fun. Hey! I’ve got an idea. I cleaned up some brush and then leveled the ground. It is nice and smooth now. Let’s camp out there. We can load the van with camping supplies, and I’ll put Maddy’s bed in the back. Jesse can sleep in a car seat, or I’ll make a pallet on the floor. You and I can sleep in a tent on the ground, sharing a big sleeping bag. We’ll go out early Saturday and spend the night. A campfire and being in a different atmosphere may be just what we need.”

“I like your plan. I’ll get the food. You get some firewood. We can work together to get everything loaded.”

“Tomorrow can’t come soon enough.” Powell sighed.

“Then let’s not wait. We can go right now. I’ll get to the store later. I can find enough in the fridge to get us through tonight. When we get up in the morning I’ll go to the store. We’ll have two nights out in the tent.”

In an hour they were driving Samara’s van across the property to the area Powell described. Jesse was having a great time. Maddy was learning what was going on and was really entertained. Powell built a nice fire and they sat and watched the flames dancing in the air. The embers flew up until they burnt out. The fire was making popping noises and the smoke smelled wonderful. There was enough smoke to keep the bugs away. Maddy fell asleep really early and Jesse did just a few minutes after his sister.

Powell put Jesse on a bunch of piled up blankets. The little boy was wearing warm pajamas and tennis shoes, so he didn’t need to be covered up. Maddy always slept in footy pajamas. Samara put her in a small enclosure in the very back. They closed all the doors except the one closest to the tent. That door had a mosquito net draped over the opening.

The couple went back to the fire and just sat and watched it. They had little to say but felt a deep need to be touching each other. At first it started with taking turns giving shoulder massages. Then Powell started rubbing her feet. Before he knew it, she had relaxed so much she fell asleep. He let her sleep and cuddled up next to her. His thoughts drifted back to his studies, then back to the thing he asked himself over and over, “Why did he always think others were wrong and he was right?”

An owl landed in a tree close to them and started hooting. That woke Samara and she apologized for falling asleep. “That’s okay. We’ve got the whole weekend. I thought that might be the best thing for you. Actually, I’m glad that I could make you feel comfortable enough.”

“Are you ready to get in the sleeping bag, Po?”

“Yep.”

“Are you ready to go to sleep?”

“Nope.”

 




Chapter Nineteen

“Ellison, come here a minute,” the fire department chief was visiting at the station. “We have something for you.”

Powell nearly ran to see what was going on. Outside, off to the side of the drive, was an old pickup with an antique desk in the back. “Hi. What’s going on?”

“I am Mrs. Summer. My children and I are clearing out the house so I can move into an apartment closer to them. Nobody has a use for this old desk. We’re hoping you will take it. Or maybe if you don’t want it, you might know of someone who does.”

“I love the look of the desk. I have a cheap one we ordered online then put together. This would be a nice replacement.”

The chief said, “Let’s get this transferred into your pickup, Powell.”

In a few minutes, the two trucks were parked with the tailgates down and almost touching. All they had to do was slide the desk to the gap, then lift it a little to get it into Powell’s. He got the straps from behind his seat and tied it down.

“There’s one thing about this I should have said earlier. I’m sorry I didn’t think about it,” Mrs. Summer told him. “There is one drawer that won’t come open.”

“I do a lot of woodworking. I’ll find a way to get it open or take it apart if I have to.”

The chief had an idea, “We could use a cell phone camera to peek over the side. If you can remove other drawers, we can get access.”

Powell pulled drawers out while the chief and Mrs. Summer waited. In a few minutes he was watching the screen as he looked inside the drawer. It didn’t take long to find a pill bottle was blocking the opening. He maneuvered a coat hanger end to get a better look at the label. Finally, he saw, ‘Dr. Wong’s Heart Repair’ on the label. Below that he saw some ingredients. The capsules contained digitalis and strychnine.

All three saw the photo. Powell shut off his phone camera. “Sir, can you call the detective in charge of the investigation? We have some information he needs to see.”

It took an hour for the man to get to the fire station. The chief had to cancel some appointments because he wanted to wait. Powell tried to keep Mrs. Summer occupied by talking to her about his studies and asking her questions about her family.

The detective recognized Powell. “I was out to your farm a few years ago, wasn’t I?”

“Not that long ago actually. You were looking into the skeletons my wife and I found.”

“That’s right. Now tell me how you came into possession of the desk and the poison.” Powell and Mrs. Summer told the detective all about it. Then the policeman used his phone to duplicate what Powell had done. They found a way to use the hanger to knock the bottle around until the drawer would open. With a gloved hand the detective took the bottle and looked it over before sealing it in an evidence bag. Then he examined the other contents of the drawer and found the receipt. “It looks like Rev. Summer purchased these. Was he looking for a cure?”

“He was desperate to find a way to feel better. I’m not surprised. He did not tell me about this though.”

The detective looked further into the desk drawer. Beside the pills and the receipt, he found a brochure about the treatment. “Supposed to do the same thing as the digitalis but improve the heart muscle also. The company and seller are in China. I don’t see anything I can do. This death is neither murder nor suicide. I’ll have to classify this as an accident. I’ll pass the information on, maybe we can prevent others from falling for this scam.”

“Leroy only wanted to feel better,” Mrs. Summer was crying.

“I used to have a saying, ‘God doesn’t make accidents.’ I have modified that. ‘God uses accidents to bless us.’ My philosophy is that He only allows the bad things to happen. Anything rotten that happens to us does not originate in our Heavenly Father. But He will take all those bad things and use them for our good.” Mrs. Summer cried some more, but she was doing a little better.

Samara cried too when she found out. But Powell took the desk she bought for him and moved it into Jesse’s room. In a few years, the boy could use it when he had homework from public school. The antique desk fit nicely in the guest room. Every time he sat down, he thought of the poor man who died looking for a way to ease his pain. And the ‘snake oil’ salesman who killed him.




Chapter Twenty

On Thursday, a large truck came while Powell and Samara were both at work. It dropped off a large load of timbers and other building supplies. It was the garage Powell ordered from an Amish friend. He was not expecting it to be delivered yet and if he had known he would have found a way to leave instructions about where to leave everything. As it turned out the load was in the middle of the lane to the bonfire. People would use that to get to the bonfire and cookout the couple planned for Saturday. When he found the load, he was both glad to see it and upset. It would be really nice to have a regular garage instead of parking in the barn. He just had to come up with a way to get around it. Pretty quickly he came up with an idea. No one would drive around. They would park and walk to the pile of wood where he and Lou would have wagons and horses to transport the guests to the bonfire area. Samara loved the idea of having the hayride added to their normal festivities. She was also glad to see the supplies for the garage.

Powell and his Amish friend always communicated by letters through the post office. As soon as the load was left at the farm Powell sent a letter to Abraham to let him know it was there. He also invited the man and his wife to the bonfire and cookout. To make it easier for Abraham and Elizabeth Powell offered to drive across the state to pick them up, then bring them home a few days later. Abraham and Elizabeth agreed. Since she just had a baby, it would make the trip a lot easier. Powell was excited to see his friend and have the time to chat with him.

When the day came to pick up the Amish couple, Samara wanted to go along. They loaded up the small van with their two children and borrowed one more car seat from the fire station. It was going to be a full van for the ride back, but that was the only way that seemed appropriate. Abraham and Elizabeth were extremely glad to see their friends again. Jesse took Elizabeth’s hand and pulled her over to the van where Maddy was still sleeping. “May” he told Elizabeth.

“Yes. Maddy. She is your little sister. Let’s be quiet and let her sleep.”

On the road back to Albany Powell drove and Abraham sat in front with him. “Powell, I know you well enough to sense that you have something on your mind.”

“Yes. I always do. But this is something I wanted to discuss with you. You usually have a different point of view from everyone else.”

“Yes. And that helps me too. I have to defend my faith when I speak with you and that makes me stronger.”

“Good. I’m glad that these things help you as well.”

“So, what is keeping you awake at night, Powell?”

“One day not too long-ago Samara and I were in town: Downtown Albany. There is an extremely large church there and it is very ornate. I stopped the car to look at it and Samara and I discussed it. Basically, I was being very judgmental about the people who wasted so much money building it so ornate and fancy. This led to another thought.

“I began to ask myself, why do I think I am right, and they are wrong? I can think of many instances where I ridicule other people’s thoughts and actions. My entire adult life I have asked people who they think Jesus is and the answers I received have stretched from one extreme to the opposite extreme.”

“Yes. I remember you asking me that very question,” Abraham replied.

Powell continued, “Every time I felt the same way, I knew I was correct, and they were not. Now I am asking myself why I feel this way so often.”

“I suppose I feel the same way. I know deep down that for me to be a part of the kingdom of Heaven I must live the way I do. All of my Amish friends must do the same.”

“Exactly. And I don’t want to change you. I want to understand me and change myself if I need to do so. I think I need to try to figure out why or how I got to this place in my beliefs.

“So, Abraham, I want to express it in my own unique way. My parents did not go to church or worship God in any way. Only after I left home, did they get started. So, no one ever made me go to church. But I was lucky that a friend invited me to go to church with him and that is where my beliefs started forming. Other events in my life shaped me and people I have met along the way have changed my thoughts. I include you in that Abraham. You are near the top of the list of my trusted spiritual advisors.”

“Thank you, Powell. That is not a job that should belong to only one man.”

“Right. There are several. Let me give you an analogy of how I think people believe.”

“Okay. Go ahead.”

“On your farm I know there are many trees. For the purpose of my comparison here, let’s say there are one hundred trees. Then suppose one day you want to know what they are worth. To figure this out you have to know how big they are, so you go out with a tape measure and measure how big around they are at the trunk. When you are done you would have a notebook full of numbers. Now you need to organize those numbers. Start on the bottom left of a clean notebook page. Find the smallest number and write it there. Next to it write the next smallest. Keep going with each number to the right being the next size tree. If two trees are the same put a mark above the first mark.”

“This sounds like a lot of work.”

“It is,” Powell agreed. “This is for illustrations only. And I would use a computer to do this. But when you are done, the paper will have from the smallest to the largest with many duplicates. Where do you think the most duplicates will be?”

“In the middle, I suppose,” Abraham answered.

“Correct. The page will have a curve when you are done. The numbers will make a curve is what I meant to say. Along both ends there will only be a few with the same diameter. The closer you get to the middle the more duplicate you will find that are the same.”

“Okay. Now where does this all lead?”

“I don’t have a way to assign a number or value to each church or each person. But each of us have been given the same gospel. We each interpret it differently though. Some people I would place on the left side; their faith is weak, or they don’t believe in the forgiveness of sin. Some think to get to heaven they just have to be a good person. Those people would be the saplings with no value.

“On the other end. The end with the full-grown trees that have the most value, I would place people like you. Your belief of what Jesus wants from us is far stricter than what I believe. You have to dress in a certain fashion and the way you live much simpler than I, and work is with the earth. I do not say this to upset you, Abraham, I am only saying that I do not believe that what you believe is required of me to please Jesus.”

“I am listening to you, Powell.”

“So, of all the people who receive the Gospel most would form a belief that would be somewhere near the middle of the paper.”

“I think you are right. Not everyone has to be Amish, I suppose.”

“Why? How? Why do I not believe the same as you even though we both have the same savior? How did this happen?”

“Even among the Jews in the time of Jesus, they could not agree. There were Jews, Pharisees, and Sadducees. They had differing views of what Jehovah wanted,” Abraham offered.

“But not everyone can be right. Some will miss Heaven because they didn’t place their faith in Jesus at all, or they put too much faith in their own works.” Powell was pounding on the steering wheel making his point.

“Think about the parable of the man sowing seeds. Some seed fell on hard ground, some on a path, some in weeds, some on fertile ground. Jesus knew this would happen.”

“Yes. He did, didn’t He? That is what I think I needed to hear.”

From the back seat Elizabeth wanted to get into the conversation. “Powell, think about this too. We have the freedom here to share and listen to the Gospel. Other countries do not. Why were you and I and our families and friends given a gift that is so much greater than those who live somewhere else? We don’t deserve it. We did not earn this gift. Likewise, those born into a country that will not allow others to share about Jesus did nothing to deserve being born there.” 




Chapter Twenty-One

By now, Powell had preparations for the party down to a science. He took several coolers and put them in the back of the truck and went to town to pick up a huge load of meat. Once that was dropped off at home, he went back to town to the rental store and got the largest barbeque grill they had. It was so big it came with its own trailer wheels and hitch. This time he put things in better order and got several tables and chairs in the bed of the truck before hitching the grill. He was the only one who would have to drive around the new garage, but the four-wheel drive had no problem getting through.

The night of the cookout was perfect. Everyone invited was there, friends, family, and coworkers. Powell’s cooking was getting close to perfection and Samara’s was fantastic. Everyone enjoyed the delicious meal and even a few overate. Jackie and Ashley were new to the cookout, and both loved it. Tonight, they were sleeping in the Ellison’s house, then on Monday they would return to the hospital for Ashley’s last treatments. For tonight though, she was a normal little girl. Her mom was learning to be a single parent, at least until Charles got out of prison. This time Abraham, Elizabeth, and their baby girl stayed with Lou and Mika.

After everyone ate, they began to sing again. Somehow this always seemed to happen, and it was never planned. But someone would start to hum, then another would join in. Soon a third person would add words. It always seemed so spur-of-the-moment. And it was always old hymns that they sang. The fun celebration of life always turned into a worship service. Samara worried that since they started including Powell’s coworkers some might feel out of place. She expressed that to Powell, and he said he hoped they did feel out of place. Maybe then they’d realize they needed to change.

When the fire was little more than embers Powell and Lou got the horses and wagons and started taking people back to their cars. Everyone was quiet and thoughtful now. Couples were holding on to each other. Children were falling asleep on a parent’s lap. Nocturnal birds were calling to each other competing with the cattle from a neighbor’s farm and the crickets. Off to the side where the creek ran the frogs joined in. Although the noise was not loud it was a soothing lullaby for all their friends.

When the last guest left Lou and Powell put the horses away, then Lou and his wife took their daughter home in Lou’s pickup. Powell doused the fire with some water he’d set aside, then he carried Jesse home and Samara carried Maddy. Slowly they walked home with the light of the moon guiding their way. 




Chapter Twenty-Two

Samara could hardly wait to get home. Powell’s mom was taking both children home with her for an overnighter. It was Friday, and Powell was taking the day off to clean up from the bonfire they had last Saturday. All of the people who attended had to thank them again and say again how great everything was. 

This time Samara was thinking hard about the party. But she couldn’t help but think of the evening Powell surprised her by swinging thorough the trees. She was hoping for an encore. Would the conditions be right for him to sweep her off her feet again? She also wondered why the relationship was so physical. She had no example from her parents, and Powell’s parents weren’t any better at showing affection, even before his dad moved out. Were they making up for what their parents didn’t have? She decided to ask him first thing. “Jesus,” she said out loud. “Jesus made us this way. And He brought us together. The way we love each other has to be okay.”

Although she liked the way Powell startled her the first time, she was looking for him now. As she drove around the house and the uncompleted garage to the barn to park her car, she scanned the trees. She was really disappoin