
        
            
                
            
        

    



 


 


 


 


 


Nadia’s


Hope


By Lisa
Buffaloe


 


2010 Women of
Faith Writing Contest Finalist


 


Runner-up for Women’s Fiction, 2010 (ACFW)


American
Christian Fiction Writers Genesis Contest


 


 



















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


©
2012 by Lisa Brewer Buffaloe.
All rights reserved.


 


Visit
Lisa Buffaloe at www.lisabuffaloe.com



 


 


This
novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are
the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance
to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead is entirely
coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.


 


Scripture
quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version, International Bible
Society,  Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by
International Bible Society.


 


Photos by I. Quintanilla/Shutterstock


Cover Graphics by Scott Buffaloe


 


No
part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means,
electronic or mechanical—including photocopying, recording, or by any
information storage and retrieval system—without permission in writing from
Lisa Buffaloe.


 


ISBN:
978-0-9859295-3-4 (paperback)


ISBN:
978-0-9859295-4-1 (e-book)


 


Lisa
Buffaloe Productions, L.L.C.


 












 


[bookmark: _Toc344956999][bookmark: _Toc345307430]Table
of Contents


[bookmark: TOC]Table of Contents


Dedication


Acknowledgements


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


Chapter 38


Chapter 39


Chapter 40


Chapter 41


Chapter 42


Chapter 43


Dear Reader


About the
Author


Other books by
Lisa Buffaloe:


 








 


 


 


 


 


 


[bookmark: _Toc344957000][bookmark: _Toc345307431]Dedication


 


To Jesus Christ, my amazing
Savior, thank You for Your wonderful healing, redeeming, and restoring love.


 












[bookmark: _Toc344957001][bookmark: _Toc345307432]Acknowledgements


 


My amazing Savior, Jesus Christ, thank
You for Your love that restores every broken place and mends hearts.


My sweet
husband, thank you for your tender love that provides me a safe place to heal
and grow.
Thank you for allowing the long days and nights while I talked with others who
have been through difficulties. 


My sweet son, I’m so proud of who you
are. Thank you for desiring to be a man after God’s own heart, and thank you
for the awesome cover graphics.


Special hugs and thanks to my
wonderful son, Scott Buffaloe, for the cover and graphic design.


Elizabeth Witt, thank you so much for
the final edit. I’m grateful God brought you along at just the right time.


Natalie Davis Doyle, thank you for
your help on the Israel scenes.


My writing friends, thank you for
helping me learn and grow. Lena Nelson Dooley, sitting on your couch every Thursday
night at critique group was such a fun, incredible blessing. Patricia (Pacjac) Carroll, Jackie Castle, Lena Nelson Dooley, Lynne
Gentry, Kellie Gilbert, Janice Olson, Jane Thornton, and so many others were
part of those joyous evenings. Thank you!


Frank Ball and the Super Scribes group
from the North Texas Writers, thank you for encouraging my early writing. 


Cecil Murphey,
thank you for believing in me and pushing me toward excellence.


DiAnn Mills, thank
you for your friendship, mentoring, and prayers.


Julie Garmon,
thank you for your precious encouragement as you held my cyber-hand through the
many rewrites of the toughest scene.


My prayer and Bible study buddies,
thank you for your prayers and encouragement!


Cherie Brown, Barbie Eslin, Janis Filewood, Jo Ann
Fore, Teena Goble, Cheri Hardaway, Kathy Ide, Curt Iles, Hilarey Johnson,
Mack and Dottie Kearney, Karen King, Sue King, Sandra Kurousky,
Emily Ruth Sills, Patricia Simms, Michelle Sutton, Holly Walters, Heather Gemmen Wilson, Steve Laube, and Tamela Hancock Murray, thank you for your friendship and
support throughout the years. To all my amazing friends (online and in person),
thank you for your edits, prayers, and encouragement. You all are such
wonderful blessings!












[bookmark: _Toc344957002][bookmark: _Toc345307433]Chapter
1


 


Faceless crowds provided a place to
blend in. A way to become invisible. Just another ant in the busy throng. Students crowded the
college campus as Nadia Minsky made her way to the
university bookstore.


A
cool breeze rustled in the trees signaling the promise of fall. At the bottom
of the bookstore steps Nadia stopped, rummaged through her backpack, and found
cash to buy the notebook needed for the upcoming literature project. 


Young
men descended the stairs toward her. 


Dread
skidded down her spine. She stood straight, stayed close to the rail, and
focused on the top step.


“Hey, sexy.” 


“Give
it up.” Another voice bantered. “She’s way out of your league.” 


Nadia
refused to acknowledge them. She squeezed past. Just a few more steps and she’d
be safe inside the building. 


A
wolf-whistle sent a chill from the past coursing through her veins. She
stumbled and grabbed for the rail. Her hand met air. She slammed hard against
the granite steps, landing on her bad side. Pain exploded down her leg. She
wouldn’t cry. No one would see her cry. 


A strong hand gripped her arm. “Can I
help?” 


Shockwaves jolted from his touch.
“No.” She wrenched away and pulled herself to her feet. Steadying herself, she
brushed off her jeans. 


“You hit hard. Are you sure you’re
okay?” His deep voice tinged with concern tempted her to look his way. 


She locked her gaze on her feet. “I am
fine.” 


“I don’t remember seeing you last
semester. I’m David Cohen.” His broad-shouldered back to her, he gathered her
books and papers, including, much to her embarrassment, the Bible her friend
Ruth had given her. At least her knife had stayed secure in the hidden pocket
at the bottom of her backpack.


She forced herself to ignore the aching
throb in her leg and instead clenched the rail. “Please, may I have things?” 


“Your things? Sure.” He
hesitated. “I can carry this for you.” His voice seemed gentle and kind.


“No, not is necessary.” Careful to
avoid eye contact or touch, Nadia retrieved her belongings. 


“I like your accent. Where are you
from?” 


She groaned inwardly and berated
herself for speaking. Her hip throbbing, she hurried toward the door. “I
transfer.” 


His footsteps followed. “I didn’t get
your name.” 


She stopped. An intense longing for
someone to know her name, to care, welled up within her, staggering her with
intensity. She turned toward him and risked raising her eyes. Sandy-brown hair,
athletic physique, and blue eyes met her gaze. His white-toothed perfect smile
struck her as honest and sincere. 


“Nadia.” She cringed
as her name left her mouth. He was a stranger.


“Nadia, nice
to meet you.”
He took a step toward her. “You sure you’re okay?” He was perfect. Something
she could never be.


“I … I must not be late for class.” 


“I’ll see you around.” He bounded down
the stairs, stopped, and looked back.


She couldn’t believe she watched him.
Worse yet, he caught her watching. His grin warmed her face and rustled embers
long thought cold. No, she couldn’t take the chance. Not now. Never again. 


Fifteen minutes later, inside the
classroom, she sat in her usual spot—in the corner, against the back wall, near
the door. As the Literature professor’s lecture droned on, she jotted down the
main points. Why did teachers assign a chapter to read and then feel compelled
to read it themselves? On autopilot, she gazed out the window providing a
much-needed distraction from the boredom. 


In the last month since she’d arrived,
the guy on the steps was the first man she’d given her name. Why him?


She pushed a long strand of hair
behind her ear. Then again, why not? He was nice
enough to help. Plus, there was something different about him, tanned but not
olive-skinned, muscular but gentle, and his smile showed in his deep-blue eyes.
Last year with someone that good-looking, she would have leaped into his arms
and offered her heart freely. 


That was then. 


Now she could only limp. 


 


###


 


After class, Nadia tucked her hair
inside her helmet and climbed onto the scooter her friends, the Yamins, had given her. The back of her neck heated and
tingled as though someone was watching. She hesitated, her darting eyes
surveying the parking lot. Slowly, she glanced over her shoulder. Fiddling with
the helmet, she scanned the crowd. 


Everyone seemed oblivious to her
presence, and nothing seemed out of the ordinary. She had to stop being so
paranoid. Probably just her imagination. Her past was
thousands of miles away. 


Heavy campus traffic crawled, causing
the familiar drive down tree-lined streets to take ten minutes instead of the
normal five. She parked in front of the two-story gray house with a wrap-around
porch. 


Tension eased from her shoulders as
she walked along the stone pathway leading to the Yamins’
front door. She couldn’t explain her bond with Ruth and Isaac. They’d met in
Israel and welcomed her into their lives like a daughter—even moving with her
to the university. Their generosity and love overwhelmed her, enveloping her in
feelings she couldn’t understand yet craved. 


The wooden porch swing swayed in the
gentle breeze, casting a playful shadow on the white trim. She knocked and
called through the screen door. “Ruth?”


“In the
kitchen.”
Ruth’s voice almost carried a tune. 


Nadia set her backpack on the floor
next to the mahogany entry table covered with pictures of Ruth, Isaac, their
daughter Hannah, and Nadia. The photos were arranged almost as though she were
part of their family.  


Isaac met Nadia in the hallway and
enveloped her in a hug. “Lunch is on the table, and Ruth is hungry.” His deep
voice reverberated against her ear.


She caught a whiff of the cologne she
had given him for his fifty-fifth birthday. “I should drive faster.”


Releasing her, he gave her a stern but
playful look. “Did you speed?” 


“On a
scooter?”



“That’s my girl.” 


Her heart squeezed at the sweet words.
If only he were her real father. With Ruth and Isaac, she could breathe—the
void inside temporarily filled. 


She peeked around the corner into the
kitchen. Ruth wore dark blue Capri pants and a button-down cotton shirt, her
silver hair drawn back in a blue ribbon. The outfit looked good on her, but
then again, every outfit complemented her tall, slender frame. 


“Hi, sweet
girl.”
Ruth hugged Nadia, squeezing her tight like a loving mother, making everything
seem right with the world. “I heard that tacky remark about needing to drive
faster. Are you two ever going to let me forget that one incident?” 


“One
incident?”
Nadia grinned and grabbed napkins off the granite countertop. “You are always
grumpy when you not eat.”


“Okay, I’ll admit it, openly and
without shame. I’m a bear when my blood sugar drops.” 


Isaac kissed Ruth on her forehead.
“You are the most elegant bear I have ever seen. I still have to fight men
away, even after thirty years. But we know better than to make you wait for
food.” 


“I’ll growl at you both if you don’t
get to the table for lunch.” Ruth pushed them toward the kitchen table. 


Once everyone took their seats, Isaac
offered the blessing. 


Nadia did her usual—bowed her head,
stared at her plate, and tried to disregard the words. Why pray to someone who
didn’t exist? And even if he did, he didn’t listen.


Isaac finished and passed her the
salad dressing. “I had an interesting morning. We removed the cast of a
motorcycle accident patient, and inside we found a toothbrush and part of a
coat hanger.”


“Why?” Ignoring her growling stomach,
Nadia sprinkled a small amount of dressing on her salad. 


“Casts help protect the bone, but the
covered body parts do get itchy.” 


“What else do you find in casts?”
Nadia took a tiny bite but kept her gaze on Isaac. 


“Rulers,
knitting needles, pencils, twigs, table knives, forks, spoons, even sunflower
seeds.”


Ruth nudged
Isaac. “Perhaps your patients should remember to cast their cares on the
Lord.”


Nadia groaned.


“Ah, yes,”
Isaac tilted his head back for a moment, and then looked back at Ruth. “But
where there is no revelation, the people cast off restraint.”


“Okay, let me
think.” Ruth tapped her fingers on the table. She grinned, her eyes dancing
with mischief. “So then, banish anxiety from your heart and cast off the
troubles of your body.”


Nadia cleared
her throat to speak in her most dramatic voice. “And none but fools doth wear
it, cast it off.”


Both Isaac and
Ruth gave her a puzzled expression.


“Romeo
and Juliet, Scene II, Capulet’s orchard.” 


Giggling, Ruth
put her hand over her mouth before her last bite escaped. “I love it.” 


Isaac sat back
in his chair. “Nadia, you are a treasure.”


Focusing on
her plate, Nadia grinned. Like a warm salve over fresh wounds, she craved every
hug, every word of encouragement, but she’d never completely belong. There
would always be a piece missing. 


After lunch,
Nadia helped Ruth clean off the table.


Ruth frowned
as she scraped leftovers from Nadia’s plate. “You didn’t eat much.”


“I am not very
hungry.” Nadia busied herself cleaning the kitchen. She didn’t need another
lecture on healthy eating.


“Did you eat a
good breakfast?” 


“Sure.” An
apple and coffee got her through yesterday and the same would get her through
today. 


Trying to
ignore Ruth’s concern, Nadia rinsed the plates and loaded the dishwasher. “Can
you show me other exercise? The stretches from last week hurt. I hate this
physical therapy.” 


“I know it isn’t comfortable, but it does
help. Do you still need your pain pills?”


“Sometimes,
yes.
Is very sore. Plus today I fell on steps.”


Ruth’s mouth opened as she glanced at
Nadia’s side. “Oh sweetie, are you okay?”


“Yes, some cute guy helped me.” 


“You noticed a cute guy?” A grin replaced
Ruth’s concerned expression. “Good for you.”


Heat flashed up Nadia’s neck. “How
could I not?” 


“Don’t get defensive. I’m just glad
someone was there to help you.” Ruth closed the dishwasher and leaned against
the counter. “Stop by the office tomorrow after class. I want you to meet one
of my patients who had her knee replaced after skydiving. She’s seventy-five.”


“Seventy-five
and skydiving?”



“I’ve never met anyone who enjoys life
as much as this lady does.” 


“She must have very good life.” 


“I think she’s had an interesting one.
You’ll have to get to know her. You might be surprised at what makes her tick.”



Nadia eased a stray strand of hair
over her ears. “Tick?”


“I mean what makes her who she is.”
Ruth removed a tray of homemade cookie dough from the refrigerator. “Did you
make it to counseling?”


“Yes.” Nadia folded and refolded the
dishtowel. “What is use for talking to complete stranger? Why must I talk to
her? Why can I not talk to you?”  


“I’m always here for you. I love you
like a daughter, but I’m not a trained counselor.”


“You give good advice.” 


“I pray that I do. But counselors have
special tools to help. They’re trained, and I’m not. Please try to stick it out
beyond a couple of visits this time.”


Nadia shrugged. No point arguing.
“Okay, but only for you I do this.” 


“Do this for yourself. I promise it
will help.” Ruth pushed her toward the back door. “I want to show you my latest
planting bed. Maybe someday I’ll have a yard like your aunt’s.”


“No one has a garden like Elisabeth.”
Nadia stepped onto the back deck and surveyed Ruth’s latest creation. Fall mums
were now planted along with Hostas and daylilies. The
yard, as always, was peaceful, orderly, and safe. Nadia sighed. Once again, she
was secure in the beauty of nature, the sweet memories of running and playing
in Elisabeth’s garden.


“I can’t compete with your Aunt. Her
garden should have been featured in a magazine.”


“Very true.” Nadia gave
Ruth a smug smile. “Probably because I helped many times.”
If digging in the dirt counted when she was a little girl.


“You stinker. If you didn’t
have class, I’d put you to work.”


“Yes, such a shame.” She glanced at
her watch. “A student must not be late.”


“Alright, missy, but next time you
have a free day, I’m handing you a garden trowel and a hoe.”


Nadia grinned as she turned and walked
away. “Hi ho, hi ho, to class I must go.” 


 


###


 


David attempted to focus on his clinic
duty and away from thoughts of the beautiful girl he’d found on the steps this
morning. He’d been honest when he told her he hadn’t seen her during the summer
session, but he’d noticed her plenty of times the last few weeks. He’d even
taken the long way to his clinic duty, hoping to see her. Knowing her name and
that she carried a Bible piqued his interest. 


From a distance, she was beautiful. Up
close, the entire package was stunning—figure slender
but curvy in the right places, big dark eyes, eyelashes so long they almost
touched her perfectly arched brows, long dark hair, and full lips. Not that he
noticed. 


Her jet-black eyes captivated him. Mysterious. Did he read pain or fear? Why? 


And he’d practically chased her up the
steps. Probably scared her to death. Of course, he was
only being helpful. Wasn’t he?


In the emergency room, in front of the
closed curtains of the waiting area, he read through the chart of his next
patient. Bicycle accident.


With a professional smile, he opened
the curtain. Four-year-old Michael Adams sat with his head in his mother’s lap.
The boy held his arm against his small body. Tears pooled in his coffee-colored
eyes as his mother stroked his hair.


“Mrs. Adams, I’m Dr. David Cohen.” He squatted eye-level with his patient. “What happened,
Michael?”


The boy bit his quivering lip and
sniffled. “I hurt my arm. And the paint scratched off.”


“The paint?”


“Uh-huh.” He held up his scratched and
bloody arm. The scratches white against his dark skin.


“Don’t worry. The paint will come back
when you heal.” He gently probed his wounds. “You must have been going pretty
fast.” 


The boy rubbed his nose and wiped his
hand on his monster truck T-shirt. “I’m faster than Thomas.” 


“Thomas?”


“He’s Michael’s best friend,” Mrs.
Adams added. 


“You’re one tough guy. It’s not every
day we get a young man who races so fast he scratches off the paint. I think we
need a picture for our files. We have a really cool machine called an X-ray.
Mom will come with us.”


Michael glanced up at his mother and
back to David. “Okay.”


Mrs. Adams helped her son off the
table. 


David turned to her. “We need to check
for a break. I’ll have the nurse give him a mild sedative to help with the
pain. If his arm is broken near the growth plate, I’ll call Dr. Yamin. He’s one of the finest orthopedic surgeons in the
area.”


Michael gave David a brave nod. His
face held a look of determination. “I go to X-ray and orfopedic
with you.” 


David knelt in front of him. “For big
guys like you, we give the special treatment.”


Michael’s eyes widened. “Really?”


“You bet. The X-ray machine is like a camera,
only super big, and monster truck cool.”


“Wow! Can I see it?”


Mrs. Adams’ eyes rimmed with tears.
“Thank you for being so sweet to Michael. You must have children.”


“No.” David closed the chart, wishing
he could close off the nagging reminder of his own father. “But hope to
someday.” And when he did, he’d make sure he’d be there for his own son. 


 


###


 


Classes over for the day, her roommate
gone as usual, Nadia settled into her bedroom chair to check e-mails. The
apartment was way too quiet. She closed the desk drawer and played with the
inchworm Beanie Baby she used for a wrist rest.


Two messages appeared. Her brother
Gideon asked her to come home to visit. Something had taken place in his life.
She shook her head. The things in Gideon’s life usually meant trouble.
She closed his message. He didn’t need to know a friend had already sent a
plane ticket. Her plans had nothing to do with Gideon. However, his invitation
did give an excuse to explain her trip to Isaac and Ruth—if she told them. 


The cursor blinked rhythmically as she
stared at the second message, a notification from her friend in Israel. She
fought her climbing pulse as she clicked it open.


The message was short. Nothing new to report. No changes today. 


Nadia blew out a breath and hit delete.
What happened now didn’t matter. Nothing could change the past. Nothing. 


Leaving the light on, she crawled into
bed and jerked the covers over her head. They were still out there.
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Face down, Nadia’s lungs flamed. She
kicked. Her leg caught. Thrashing, she gasped for air and fought through the
darkness. She forced open her eyes. 


Another
nightmare.



In the murky waters of half-sleep,
images convulsed through her mind. She moved her covers higher and pulled air
in—deep breaths, calming breaths, cleansing breaths.


Moonlight writhed along the wall
casting eerie shadows. Nadia flipped on the bedside lamp, and shattered the
darkness. Her mangled and twisted blanket and sheets hung off the side of her
bed. The digital clock glowed 5:15. Her software design textbook still lay open
on her desk next to the computer. Clean, folded laundry waited in the basket on
top of her dresser. 


Everything is the same. I am okay. 


Her frantic heartbeat called her a
liar. She wrapped her robe tight around her sweat-drenched body, sat on the
edge of the bed, and scanned the room. Her gaze stopped at the open closet. She
always made sure to shut the doors and windows. Had she forgotten? 


Her head pulsed as shadows conspired with
her imagination. Taking a deep breath, she rushed to the closet and slammed it
shut. Thousands of miles from her nightmare, yet freedom would never come.
Memories lasted forever, and filth clung to her… had to be washed away. She
hurried to the bathroom, locked the door, and then turned on the shower. 


The steam rose. She stepped into the
scalding heat and clawed at her scalp, then soaped and scrubbed her body until
her flesh stung and glowed red. Her fingers traced the raised scars—tracks of
never-ending pain that ran along her hip and stomach, proof of her body’s
survival and her soul’s loss. 


A sob ballooned in her throat.
Pressing a washcloth to her mouth, she muffled the primal cry, leaned against
the shower wall, and slid to the floor. Knees to her chest, she rocked back and
forth, weeping until the water cooled. 


Shivering, she turned off the shower
and stepped onto the cold tile floor. Eyes stinging, legs trembling, she
glimpsed herself in the mirror, a frightened ghost of the person she used to be.



Could
anyone know all that filled her past ... and still love her?


 


###


 


In the early morning light, David
jumped the hedge and skidded to a stop in front of his townhouse door. Sweat dripped
from his face as he grabbed the key tied to the shoelace on his running shoe
and shoved it into the lock. 


His body slammed against the door, his
shoulder pinned against the doorjamb by his roommate. Pete didn’t win the race,
but he wasn’t going down without a fight. 


Before David could react, Pete
wrestled the key from David’s grasp, unlocked the door, and kicked it open. 


With a heave and a quick maneuver,
David blocked Pete’s path. 


A knee jerk toward David’s crotch gave
the advantage. Pushing David aside, Pete stumbled through the open door, arms
raised in triumph. “Yes! Peter the Great has won. The crowd goes wild.” 


“I beat you to the door.” Still
gasping for air, David placed his hands on his knees. “If you had run like that
when we played ball, we might’ve won more games.” 


Pete humphed, ran his hand
through his black wavy hair, plastering it to his sweaty head. “I would gloat,
but I’m hungry. Want me to throw some eggs on for you?”


“No, thanks. I need to get
moving.”


“Checking on your falling woman?” 


“As a doctor and a gentleman,” David
stripped off his shirt and wiped his face. “It’s my civic duty to help women in
need.” 


“So you’ve stopped praying for
protection against fallen women and started asking for falling women?”


“When a gift falls at your feet,
you’ve got to scoop it up.”


Pete raised his hand. “Stop before I
lose my appetite.”


After
a shower, David glanced at the painting his mother had given him his sophomore
year of high school. A knight held his helmet. His dirty, bloody sword hung
loose in his right hand. His eyes burned fire, and his jaw set in
determination. The Gothic letters at the bottom stated: Never give up, the
journey is eternity.


David
shoved his billfold into his pocket. He’d made it through his battles and now
with medical school finally coming to an end, he was ready to start his journey
with someone by his side. And, one amazing-looking brunette looked promising. 


What
was he thinking? He didn’t even know her. From her accent she wasn’t even from
the States. Which wasn’t a problem, only made him more curious.  


He’d
take a quick trip by the store, and if he saw her again, he could officially
welcome her to campus.


 


###


 


From her nightstand drawer, Nadia grabbed
the tiger print photo album. If only life could be like before. Carefree. Innocent. Memories of
happier times returned as she flipped through her photos. In the last picture,
she stood with her friends, her head thrown back in laughter. 


A glance in her dresser mirror told
her she wasn’t the same girl anymore. Her eyes no longer held promise and hope.
She stared at her white terry-cloth robe. White,
should be stained instead, scarlet red. What happened wasn’t fair. With a hard
swallow she attempted to dislodge the boulder rising in her throat. Tears stung and blurred. Not again. She wouldn’t cry again.


Don’t think. Don’t feel. 


She clenched her fists, tensing her
muscles to will away emotion. The pressure knifed hot pain through her side,
and a scream escaped with full abandon. She did feel, she did think, and the
nightmares would never leave. 


Her bedroom door banged open and her
disheveled roommate, Bethany, stood in the doorway. “Are you okay?”


Nadia steadied herself and rubbed her
hip. No one else needed to know the truth. “Yes, just hurt today.” 


Bethany blinked bloodshot eyes and
shook her head. “You’ve got to get that leg fixed.” With a slow turn, she
shuffled away. 


Nadia sat on the edge of her bed.
Moving to the States should have given her freedom. Still, there was never a
way to let out what festered and boiled inside. No way to release the pressure.
Just once, she wanted a good night’s sleep and wake up to a quiet, uneventful
morning. 


A crash came in the hallway followed
by a string of curses. 


So much for an
uneventful morning. At least life with Bethany was never dull. 


Nadia stepped into the hall. Mail,
papers, the phone, and an overturned table lay scattered at her roommate’s
feet. Hyperactive beeps emanated from the phone receiver. 


Noting Bethany’s green tint and
glassy-eyed stare, Nadia picked up the mess of fallen objects. “Did army
attack?” 


“Yes and they all wore combat boots.”
Bethany, wearing a night shirt emblazoned with the words, Denial is a good
thing if used correctly, held her forehead as she stumbled to the kitchen.
“What time is it?” 


“Seven thirty.” Nadia sidestepped her
roommate’s high-heel boots lying near the kitchen table. “Is not your class at
eight?”


“Yeah. No problem. Got lots of time.” 


“I do not think denial will work this
morning.”


Bethany huffed, opened the
refrigerator door, took out an egg, tomato juice, and
Tabasco sauce. “Hand me the chili powder and a glass.” 


Nadia wrinkled her nose as she took a tumbler out of the cabinet and grabbed the spice. Why
Bethany partied most nights still didn’t make sense, especially when her
mornings were nauseating.


Bethany mixed the ingredients,
stirred, drank, wiped her mouth, and gagged. 


Nadia gagged too. “Maybe try aspirin
for next party.”


“For your information, I crawled to
the bathroom earlier and took some swigs out of the faucet. I even had a
spoonful of peanut butter.” Bethany studied what remained in her glass. “Now if
my eyes don’t burst out of my head, I’ll be fine.”


“Are your
crazy nights worth the hangovers?” 


Bethany opened the freezer and placed
an ice pack on her forehead. “Some of us have a life.”


“You look more dead
to me. Besides, I have life.” 


“Sure you do.”


Nadia turned on the coffee pot. She couldn’t
let Bethany think she didn’t do anything. Not that she had much to report. “I
met nice man.” If tripping and falling at someone’s feet counted.


“Where? The library?”


“No.” Nadia ran her hand along the
white linoleum counter trying to think of something more dramatic than the
truth. “Not at library.” 


Bethany gave her a curious look.
“Okay, at the computer lab, the Yamins’ house, or in
class. You don’t go anywhere else.” 


“On steps
outside campus bookstore. He helped when I fall.”


“Good grief, Nadia. You’ve got to come
with me to the next party. Get out and have some fun. Guys fall at my
feet.” 


“You drink another man under table?”


“Yep, my record holds.” Bethany
staggered toward her room and tripped on her boots. “You’ve always given me
blisters.” With a curse, she kicked them into the den. 


 


###


 


Nadia
hurried down the sidewalk. She couldn’t believe that yesterday she bought the
wrong folder. Then again, she had been distracted. She needed to get to the
store, make the exchange, and start her boring, safe, typical day.  


Maybe
she did need to have fun. How long had it been since she laughed? Really
laughed? She had to focus on trying to enjoy life and worry less.


Thankfully,
no rowdy guys stood on the steps as she made her way inside. Unfortunately,
neither was the man who helped her. She made her exchange and slipped the
purchase in her backpack. The exit door opened. Not paying attention, she
thanked the person allowing her to pass through. 


“Hey,
you’re the woman who fell for me. You know—yesterday—the steps.” 


Now
she noticed. He was here? 


A
dimple showed on his right cheek with his smile. “I’m David Cohen.” 


She averted her gaze to keep from
staring at his handsome face. “Yes, man from steps. Thank you. I will be more
careful.”


He shifted a sack in his hand and
leaned against the door as if in no hurry. “Just make sure the next time you
trip that I’m around to catch you.” 


Was this meeting a coincidence? “I
must go.” She stepped around him. 


“Right, me
too.”
David caught up with her. “Wait, would you be interested in having a cup of
coffee sometime?”


“I…I must not.” Why did she have to be
so paranoid? He was probably there for the same reason. He had bought
something. The evidence was in his hand. If he had bad intentions, he wouldn’t
keep telling her his name. Would he? 


“Okay.” He hesitated, his grin
hopeful. “Maybe, next time?” 


“Maybe …  next
time.” 


With a smile and a nod, he walked
away.


Good thing she wasn’t a puppy dog,
she’d be whimpering but her tail would be wagging. The walls she’d hidden
behind the last year suddenly seemed small and fragile. She needed help and
advice. 


After class, Nadia drove to the
physical therapy office for her appointment with Ruth. She’d know what to do about
David. Lots of guys had shown interest since Nadia had arrived in the States,
but something seemed different about him. And that something invoked feelings
she had tamped down long ago. 


She greeted the receptionist, walked
through the exercise area to the back, and peeked around the corner. Ruth stood
by the dryer folding towels. 


Nadia tapped her shoulder. “I met same
guy from steps yesterday. He wants to meet for coffee. What must I do?”


Ruth handed Nadia a warm towel and led
her to the first therapy table. “For starters, don’t do anything you’re not
comfortable with.”


Nadia sat on the table with her back
against the wall. Maybe Bethany could go with her. Coffee would be safe. People
would be there, it would be daytime. Yes, maybe she could do this. “He seems
nice and is very handsome. Perhaps I could meet him.” 


“Do you want me to come with you?”


Mothered was good, monitored not so
much. “No. Please. I can do this.”


“So does this young man have a name?”


“David Cohen.”


Ruth smiled wide. “Really?
Oh my, he’s one of my favorites. I can’t believe he’s the guy who helped you.”
She practically danced a jig. “Oh, I love this. I can’t wait to tell Isaac.”


“David is nice man?”


“Oh sweetie, he’s a gem. Isaac thinks
the world of him. I think coffee with David would be a wonderful idea.” 


“Ruth?” 


They both turned to face the voice
with a Southern accent similar to the ones she heard from her collection of old
movies. 


The older woman nodded toward Nadia.
“Who is this lovely young lady?” 


“My name is Nadia.” She couldn’t help
but smile at the silver-haired, blue-eyed woman in a pink jogging suit on the
next therapy table.


“I’m Ellie Richardson. What brings you
to therapy?”


Nadia squirmed and glanced at Ruth. “Tendon and ligament damage.” 


“I’m sorry. I know that’s painful. I
tore the tendons in my left shoulder years ago when I fell out of a tree. Couldn’t pick up the boys with that arm for quite awhile.
Goodness, by the time it healed, my other arm was the size of a tree trunk.” 


Nadia’s curiosity got to her. “Why
were you in a tree?”


“Well, my husband and I were
missionaries in the Philippines.” Ellie sat straight, her arms animated. “Roger
was gone for the day, and I decided I wanted a coconut. I sat our boys nearby …
they were two and five at the time. Not using my better judgment, I climbed up.
I almost had me one, until the boys started to fuss. When I looked down, I lost
my grip. When I landed with a painful thud, the boys cried louder than I did.
The good news is, a coconut jarred loose during the commotion and fell right
beside me.” Ellie unzipped her jacket and laid it next to her. “I’m sorry to
interrupt you girls. You best get your therapy done. Ruth, I’m ready to try the
bike.”


Nadia kept her smile as she began her
stretches. Between David and fun women like Ruth and Ellie around, life just
might be improving after all.  


Ellie put her pink sneakers on the
pedals and addressed Ruth. “How long can I ride? I have to get better. Next
month, Zona Mae and I go to the Bahamas on a cruise.
I’m going to snorkel again. It’s been years. But this time, I’ll be fine.”


“I want you to pedal for five
minutes.” Ruth adjusted the controls. “Should I ask what happened last time you
snorkeled?” 


“Let’s just say I knew about that
shark Jaws before that movie was made.”


Ruth patted Ellie’s shoulder. “You
have to come over for lunch so we can talk.”


Nadia waved at the women. “I must
come.” 


“I’d like that.” Ellie grinned. “Just
let me know when.” 


Ruth finished with Ellie then helped
Nadia hook up to the weight machine for a set of light cross leg pulls. “Want
to go with us to congregation?” 


“I have studies.” It wasn’t exactly a
lie. She did need to prepare for class. Singing songs and listening to someone talk
about God didn’t make sense. Why waste time with someone who didn’t care? 


“I picked this up for you at the
bookstore.” Ruth handed her a CD. “I think you’ll like the band.” 


“I enjoyed last one you gave me.” 


“Good. Isaac thinks I’m crazy when I
dance around the house. He prefers softer music, but I like to crank up a good
tune.”


The visual
playing in her head of Ruth dancing made Nadia smile. “I would love
to see you in dance mode.”


“If you do, you’ll have to join in.”


Nadia used one of her roommate’s
favorite lines. “Is that promise or threat?”


Ruth shook her hips. “The way I dance,
it might be both.” 


 


###


 


Caleb’s alarm shrieked at 1:00 a.m. No
time to sleep. Every minute wasted was opportunity lost. He forced himself out
of bed and let the chilled night air shock his near-naked body. Standing, he
stretched, proud of the hard muscles that had formed on his once thin frame.


He showered. Afterward, he stood by
the sink and stroked the stubble on his cheeks. How should he look tonight? Clean-shaven and suave? Bearded, or a
little rough around the edges? He shaved closely. After he dried his
face, he opened a bottle of spirit gum and applied the sticky glue-like
substance to his upper lip and chin. With a skillful touch, he smoothed the
fake mustache and goatee in place, slicked his hair, and applied a touch of
aftershave.


Dressed in a pair of dark khakis and a
green shirt, he opened the top dresser drawer and thumbed through a dozen
wallets of various colors and styles. Everything must match the persona. He
plucked a brown bi-fold from the drawer, and slid it into his back pocket.


Caleb
studied his appearance in the mirror. “A smoker perhaps.”
Cigarettes nauseated him, but tonight they were essential to his character. He
opened a pack of his most expensive brand and put a lighter in his shirt
pocket. 


His
tattered notebook lay open next to his computer. Beside the name of each listed
nightclub were coded messages, meaningless except to him. He made a few
notations and closed the book.


From
the back of his drawer, he took out a wooden box and searched through his I.D.
collection. He found the one matching his look and studied the information
until he could recall every detail.


He
held up the driver’s license and checked. Perfect. Even his best friend wouldn’t
recognize him.
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David examined the thick, well-worn,
medical file. Fourteen months of tests and questions, and still no answers.
Outside the examination room, he paused and rubbed the back of his neck. After he
lost his mother to cancer, Jacqueline Burns had mentored him through some rough
times. He couldn’t afford to lose someone else he cared about. 


He opened the examination room door. 


Jacqueline’s long, brown hair framed
her pale face. Even ill, her inner beauty shined through. She gave him a weak
smile. “Hey, you.” 


“How are you?” 


“Would you
believe me if I said fine?” Her red-rimmed eyes claimed
otherwise.


David checked her file. Her weight had
dropped again. “I’m talking reality, not what we both want to see happen.” 


Sun filtered through the mini-blinds
on the window and formed linear shadows across the splotchy gray linoleum
floor. He wished something could shed a little sunshine of hope into the gray
places in his patient’s life. 


She sat in the chair next to the
window and adjusted her skirt. “Tom says hello.”


“You’re avoiding the subject.”


“I’m sorry. It’s just … last week I
felt great. Tom and I went to the cabin, hiked, and played in the river. I’m
not sure what happened, but now I’ve got a killer pain in my left side.”


He took notes. “Do you still have
problems with dizziness?”


“When I get up in the morning, or if I
tilt my head too far back. I hate to complain, and I hate being sick. I’m so
tired of this battle.”


“The war isn’t over.” 


 Jacqueline twisted the rings on
her left hand. “No, but the fight is leaving me bloody. I’m worn out. I thought
raising four boys was rough.”


“You mean three.”


She smiled. “I have to count you, too.
Tom and I are very proud of you.” 


His neck warming, David shuffled the
papers in her file. No one would ever replace his mother, but Jacqueline and
her family had helped in ways he could never repay.


“You’re blushing or maybe it’s that
sun-kissed look from your walk across campus. You may not believe it, but I
know your dad is proud of you too.” 


At the mention of his father, David’s
blood cooled. Without comment, he made several additional notes and closed her
file. “I’ll review your data with Dr. Samuel and see what she thinks.” 


“Wait. One more
thing.”


“Sure, what’s up?” He moved his stool
next to her.


“Please pray until we find the answers
for all these weird symptoms.” She wiped a tear away with the back of her hand.
“There has to be a reason for this pain.” 


“I’m not giving up. We will find the
answers.” 


 Two
hours later, David took long strides to the conference room while he studied
the latest results from Jacqueline Burns’ medical tests. Even Dr. Samuels
wasn’t sure about all of Jacqueline’s symptoms. Nothing seemed to make sense.
Hopefully, his research would give him an answer. Right now all he had was a
mishmash of theories.


He
quickened his pace, turned the corner, and nearly collided with two giggling
clinic volunteers. The girls apologized and hurried away. Why so giddy? 


Oh. 


Joel
Bradbury stopped in front of him. The combination of Joel’s good looks and
flirty comments affected most women in ridiculous, if not offensive, ways.
“Jacqueline’s still your patient? I mean Dr. Burns. Man, I’d like to examine
her.” 


David’s
fists clinched. Wiping that smarmy smirk off of Joe’s face would feel good, but
he wasn’t worth the trouble. The guy was sleazy enough he’d chase a female
snake. “Dr. Burns is a theology professor, happily married, and a good friend.”


“Wish I had a friend that good.”
Joel punched David’s arm. “If you ever need help with her, call me.” 


David shook his head in disgust and
walked away before he did something he’d regret. Then again, maybe he wouldn’t.


By the time he got home, he still didn’t
have answers for Jacqueline. He paced the floor in his townhouse den. The
meeting and further testing had only produced more questions. What had caused
Dr. Burns’ problems? He threw out a few of her symptoms at his roommate. “She
has dizzy spells, joint pain, numbness in her face and arm, and several other
weird symptoms. Every blood test comes back with some kind of autoimmune
problem. Her body seems to be in a self-destruct mode.”


Pete flipped through his medical book.
“What about Lupus?” 


“She has some of the markers.” David
slumped in the chair next to him. “One doctor thinks it’s
MS. But Jacqueline’s not ready for a spinal tap. We’ve ordered more tests. She
usually has a positive attitude, but it’s gotten tough.” 


“It’s hard on you too, isn’t it?”


“Yeah.” He had to
find what was making her sick. There was no way he would let her or her family
down.


Pete closed his book and gathered his
papers. “You can count on my prayers.” 


“Thanks. We need them.” David said
goodnight and threw a few slices of leftover pizza onto a paper plate. He
turned on the television and leaned back in the leather recliner but couldn’t
get comfortable. The richness of the furnishings his father had purchased was
embarrassing. Sure they were nice, but who needed Italian leather on the couch
and chairs? His dad was good at making big decisions without his knowledge. 


David threw the pizza aside.


 


###


 


Nadia stretched into the hammock on
the covered patio outside her apartment. Slivers of orange and red clouds
drifted above the setting sun. Enjoying the cooling evening air, she propped her textbook on her lap and put a few sunflower
seeds into her mouth.


Grinning, Bethany sashayed through the
door. “Sunflower seeds again?” She grabbed a handful, shoved them into her
mouth, and packed the wad against her cheek. “You
know, it’s a lot more fun if you spit the shells.”


Nadia grinned at the mischievous glint
in her roommate’s eyes. “True, but messy.”


“Hey, it’s part of nature.” After a
few moments of mouth manipulations, Bethany spat a shell across the porch rail.


“You must not have proper training.”


“Excuse me. I have two older brothers.
I was trained by the best. Watch this.” Bethany ejected three shells in rapid
succession and wiped her mouth.


“Not bad.” Nadia grabbed a few more. With
careful manipulations, she released four in a row. They sailed high and far. 


Bethany gaped at her. “You didn’t even
get spit on you. How did you do that?” 


“Practice. In Israel, is
not much to do on Sabbath.”


“I didn’t think you were into the God
thing.”


“No, not me. Sabbath was
just quiet.” Strange how some things were different in the States and yet the
same—some practiced their faith, others did not. Even with her family, her
momma’s mood decided the weekend activities. And still, here she sat on the
porch eating sunflower seeds. She handed Bethany the bag. “Here, I will teach
proper technique.”


Ten minutes later, Bethany fired
several shells with no residual on her lips. “I never thought I could look sexy
spitting seeds.”


Nadia surveyed her roommate. No matter
where they went, Bethany drew men like a magnet. “You always get attention.”


Bethany leaned against the porch rail.
“So do you.”


Nadia shrugged. Attention was the last
thing she wanted. “Would rather blend with people.” 


“Why? You’re a real looker. Enjoy it.”


Standing out in a crowd was fun when
she was younger. Now she only wanted to disappear. “You have tests this week?”


“Only one. I’ve still
got a few days to study.” Bethany moved aside Nadia’s feet and sat on the hammock.
“What did you want to be when you grew up?” 


“That is random question. Ballerina. You?”


“A forensic
scientist.”


Nadia choked back her laugh. “Ah, that
explains architecture degree.”


“I tried the forensic stuff for a
while.” Bethany grimaced, then pushed the hammock into a gentle sway. “Way too
messy.”


“Architecture has many men?”


“You bet. I use my brains and I’m
still with guys.” Her face brightened as if she had eaten her favorite dessert.
“It’s perfect.”


“Yes, is perfect way to get your—what
did friend say? Your MRS degree?”


Bethany’s smile faded as she stood.
“It’s a highly overrated degree plan.”


The hammock continued to sway long
after Bethany left. Nadia imagined someone like David having a laid-back
conversation. Would he sit with her, talk, and laugh for hours? She swallowed
hard. Would she ever be able to take the chance?


Wind rustled the trees sending shadows
crawling across the patio. Her fingers curled around her textbook. It’s only
the wind. She leaned back and hoped the gentle motion of the hammock would
calm her nerves. 


A twig snapped. 


Her gaze raked through the trees. 


Heart scudding, she grabbed her things
and rushed inside.   
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Nadia paid for her purchase and walked
down the stairs of the bookstore. She took a deep breath and allowed it to
filter out, pushing away her disappointment. The chances were slim David would
be here this morning. Why did she get her hopes up? Why did she spend half the
night talking herself into actually trying to see him
again? She didn’t deserve happiness. 


Loneliness writhed and settled on her
chest. Laughter and conversations of passing students sank talons of the heavy
emotion deeper. 


She sat on a bench next to the sidewalk
and rubbed her forehead, thoughts spiraling through her mind. She had to get
rid of the constant negatives. If only she could transport outside herself,
have fun again, and take the risk of reaching out to others. Perhaps, recreate
herself here in the States as the new, improved Nadia. She straightened her
shoulders. Yes. That thinking felt good. 


And when, and if, she saw David again,
she would approach with confidence. Perhaps, she would even talk to the
students who sat around her in class. Bethany and the Yamins
would be very proud. 


Yet, how long before what happened
would surface or questions were asked? Nadia closed her eyes and let loose a
good internal scream hoping to knock out the last negative thought. 


A noise on the sidewalk screeched her
scream to a stop. She opened her eyes. 


David stood in front of her, concern
etched on his face. “You okay?”


Okay? Obviously not. So much for recreating
Nadia. She met his blue-eyed gaze and her mouth went dry. “I…” She
swallowed hard. “I was thinking.”


“Looked like some deep thoughts.” He
sat on the opposite end of the bench, his jean-clad legs apart, blue shirt with
the long sleeves rolled up on his arms. “You know some of the best thinkers in history
drank coffee.” His dimple returned with his grin. “Best java on campus is
around the corner at Caribou Coffee. Would you like to join me? I was on my
way.” He stood and offered his hand.


Now or never. This was what
she’d braced herself for. She could do this. The Yamins
trusted David. He had to be safe. “Yes.” She put her hand in his. 


Before she could blink, his strong
grip had her on her feet. She fell in step beside him. Unable to respond
coherently, she nodded at his conversation regarding the beautiful morning. 


At Caribou’s, David opened the door
and the aroma of fresh coffee and pastries drifted in the cool air, reminding
her of the bakery back home. The pleasant scents calmed her racing heartbeat.


With a light touch on her elbow, he
guided her across the wooden floor to a small table next to the stone fireplace
and pulled out her chair. She couldn’t believe she didn’t flinch at his touch.
Ruth would be proud. 


Nadia slung her backpack on the back
of her chair. “Is like ski lodge.” 


“Yeah, they keep the fire year round
and the air cool.” He sat next to her. “It’s not your typical coffee shop. You
can order at the counter or they’ll send a waiter to your table. Nice, huh? This place is great to escape the troubles of the
day.” He nodded toward the wall. “The photographs were taken in the mountains
near here. I took the one behind you.”


She turned to study the picture of a
waterfall cascading into a blue-green pool. “Is beautiful.”


A waiter hurried to their table. David
ordered a double cappuccino and a cinnamon muffin. Nadia ordered her
usual–black coffee with lots of sugar. 


He leaned back in his chair.
“Yesterday you mentioned you transferred. From where?”



“Tel-Aviv
University.”


“Wait, let me guess. You went to
Israel to study archaeology but you hated it and moved here instead.”


“Nice try.” Nadia relaxed in her seat.
“Archeology, I not do. I study science of computers. Technology.
My family emigrated to Israel from Russia.” She
couldn’t believe it, she was actually volunteering information. 


“That explains the accent. So, are you
Jewish?” 


Never sure about reactions on her
heritage, she took out her lip gloss and studied the table as she moistened her
dry lips. “Momma was Jewish.”


“That’s weird.” 


“Excuse me? What is weird? I am
weird?” Paranoid, molten heat coursed through her veins. Nadia plotted the
fastest route to the door. 


“No, not you.” David sat up
straight. “I meant the coincidence is weird. I’m Jewish.”


“You are Jewish?” The lip gloss fell
from her fingers with a small thud. He looked so… American.


“Yeah, my great-grandparents emigrated
from Switzerland in the early 1900s.”


“Ah, explains your accent.” She
pocketed the lip gloss.


“I don’t have an accent.” 


“But yes, you do. You are American,
with touch of South.” 


He grinned. “Okay. You got me.”


The waiter set the coffee mugs on the
table and handed the muffin to Nadia. She pushed it toward David and searched
for a spoon. 


“Do you speak Russian?” David handed
her his. 


The fire crackled and popped beside
her. Flames swayed in a graceful dance, lulling her to relax further. “Yes.
Momma wanted us to remember our home. I also speak Hebrew and English.”


He whistled. “I’m impressed.” 


“What is your major?”


“I’m in med school.”


“Ah, a Jewish
doctor.”
She let out a long sigh. “Every momma’s dream.”


His face reddened, and the table
slightly trembled as his leg bounced up and down.  “I don’t know about
that.” He broke off a portion of muffin, and fumbled it, recovered, and tossed
the morsel into his mouth. 


Maybe he wasn’t as confident as he
appeared. She glanced around the room. A long line snaked in front of the To-Go
counter, and most of the tables were full with students either reading or
talking with friends. A dark-haired guy sat in the corner writing in a
notebook. He put down his pen, looked at her, then
turned away.


She adjusted her gaze to the cork
bulletin board. Flyers announced upcoming events. The white paper with the
flying pig caught her attention. “What is pig picking?”


David choked back a laugh almost
spewing his muffin. “Oh man, I would pay for the visual you got on that. It’s a
North Carolina barbecue. They cook a pig over a fire for about a day, and when
it’s ready, they pick off the meat. I hear it’s good. Not that I would try.” 


“I can hear people say, ‘What is nice
Jewish girl like you in pig picking like this?’” The thought tickled her, and a
slight snort escaped. 


“Now, there’s an oxymoron, a Jewish
girl who snorts.”


Heat flamed her face. “Not kosher.” 


“You’ve got a great smile.”


She should have ordered cold water to
dive into. Avoiding his smile and to calm her quickening heartbeat, she turned
her gaze to the pictures on the wall. “Are mountains in state beautiful like
pictures?”


“You bet. They’re one of my favorite
places on earth. Great trails to hike, waterfalls, log cabins, rivers.”


“In Israel, I hiked and kayaked at
parks.” That part of her life seemed so far away. 


“Really? I pictured
Israel more desert than mountains.” David put two fingers on his temple and
squeezed his eyes shut. “I see sand and camels, but no kayaks.”


“You would be surprised. Is very beautiful.”


“Maybe one day we can drive over
together.”


“To Israel? That is long
drive.”


David chuckled. “No, I mean the North
Carolina Mountains. My family owns a cabin on the Blue Ridge. I go some weekends
just to get away, study in the quiet, and pray. Helps me get
my head together.” He clasped his hands behind his head. 


Nadia picked up her coffee and took a
long drink. No one her own age had been enthusiastic about God, and certainly
no guy she’d ever met, and most definitely not a guy with his good
looks. His smile sent warm, frightening shivers to her heart.  


“Is your family still in Israel?” 


“My brother.”


David sat up straight. His leg began
its silent dance once again. “What about your parents?”


She stared at the fireplace and
swallowed an unwelcome emotion. “Poppa died when I turn five.” Her voice
cracked. “Momma is gone too.” 


“I’m sorry.” His leg stopped. “I
didn’t mean to bring up a painful subject.” He moved his chair closer and touched
her arm. “It’s hard to lose someone you love.” 


She jerked away. Why couldn’t she
trust? 


David shifted in his chair, picked up
his cup, and took a long drink. His leg doubled its pace. “You mentioned
friends. Are they here?” 


“Yes.” She forced herself to put her
arms back on the table, her hands wrapped around her coffee mug. “The Yamins. He teaches here, but
we met in Israel.”


“Really? I know Ruth
and Isaac.” His smile returned. “I work with Isaac at the hospital, and I see
them both every Sabbath.” David leaned forward. “Wait a minute, I know who you
are. You’re the girl they told me about.” 


Nadia tightened the grip on her cup.
“You know about me?”


“Ruth wanted me to come by for lunch
to meet —and I quote—a precious young lady. If I had known it was you, I
wouldn’t have hesitated.”


 “So I pass test?”


“Yes, and with bonus points.” If eyes
could sparkle, his did. Knowing Ruth and Isaac approved of him and even wanted
them to meet made her walled defenses shrink lower. Maybe she found a new
friend. 


Nadia checked her watch. She couldn’t
afford to miss her next class or stay longer with someone who made her heart
long for hope. “I must go.” She rose from her chair and twisted to retrieve her
belongings. Pain shot through her hip, and she clutched her leg.  


“Are you okay?” David reached out to
steady her. “Is that from the fall the other day?” 


“No, I am fine.” She pulled away. His
gaze questioned her reaction, and she quickly mustered up a smile. 


He hurried and opened the door for
her. “Do you mind if I call you? There’s a great restaurant in the area. You do
eat, right?”


“Excuse me?”


David grimaced. “I mean, you like
seafood, right? There’s this fish place.”


“Yes. I do eat. Seafood, I
like.”  


“So it’s okay that I call you?”
Between his boyish grin and pleading blue eyes she couldn’t refuse. 


Side throbbing, desperate not to limp,
“Yes.” was all she could say. 


“Wait. I need your phone number.” He
pulled out a pad and pen and handed them to her.


She wrote her phone number on a
prescription pad. “Call in three days,” she said with more confidence than she
felt. “Doctor’s orders.”
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Nadia staggered out of bed. The
nightmares hadn’t come, but neither had sleep. Between weird noises, thinking
about David, and rolling over on her bad side, her night had been nothing but
misery. She rubbed at the longest of her scars. 


Why couldn’t she live on some island
retreat, safe from the problems of the world? She hated needing people and the
continued longing for the warmth of human touch. The time spent with David only
intensified those feelings. Being around him was like tiptoeing too close to
flames. How do you get close enough to be warmed, but not burnt? She
wrapped her robe tight around her. 


What if David never called? She
slumped in her chair and turned on her computer. A click of the mouse opened
her e-mail inbox. 


Ruth’s message popped on the screen.
 Hi, sweet girl! Have a request. Will u promise to look for God this
week? He is all around u. Watch 4 Him. We love u and are praying for u! Ruth  


Nadia groaned and pushed her hair over
her ears. What good was prayer? It didn’t work. For Ruth’s sake, Nadia returned
a positive reply. Not that anything different would happen. God loved other people—not
her. Her scars were proof. She switched off the computer and made her way to
the kitchen. 


Bethany, wearing a contented
expression, jeans, and a tight low-cut shirt, stood by the kitchen sink
drinking coffee. 


Nadia poured herself a cup and studied
her unusually chipper roommate. “You are early for Saturday.”


“The animal shelter needs volunteers
for their pet adoption day.” 


“You will adopt?”


“Nah, this guy from class invited me
to help.” Bethany loaded her mug in the dishwasher, then
gave her a sly smile. “And I can’t turn down an animal in need, can I?”


“Is animal tall, dark, and handsome?” 


“You don’t think I would get involved
without a good cause do you?”


“Please make sure is housebroken.”
Nadia leaned against the counter as her roommate applied lipstick. 


Bethany grabbed her bag and pulled out
her keys. “Want to join me?”


“No, but thank
you.
I must finish research paper.”


“You party animal. Have fun at the
library.” With a smile, she turned and walked out the door.


Nadia sat at the kitchen table,
sipping her coffee. If only she still had the confidence that Bethany exuded.
The Nadia of a few years ago didn’t exist anymore. She should have changed her
name with the move, called herself Scarlett, and used a Southern accent. 


A giggle escaped at the thought of her
conglomeration of various dialects struggling to speak like Scarlett O’Hara.
The humor felt good and for some odd reason, she even felt like eating
breakfast. 


Three
hours later, her research paper finally done, Nadia pushed open the glass
library doors. She mentally patted herself on the back. Once again, school had
kept her mind focused. A light wind tickled her face and flitted through her
hair. She slowed her step, the weather too pretty not to take her time. Cutting
across the lawn, between two buildings, she followed the well-worn path to the
parking lot. 


A
white dove sat in the grass, not more than twenty feet in front of her. Nadia
stopped mid-stride. Could it be hurt? Taking soft steps, she inched forward.


The
dove cooed. 


She
moved within an arm’s reach and stopped again. No signs of injury. Afraid to
get closer, she sat on the grass, and glanced around. No one was near to share
the experience. 


The
dove showed no fear. Must be someone’s pet. A wild bird would not allow
her to get close enough to see the intricacy of his feathers. Maybe, just
maybe, it would come to her. She had to try. Goose bumps popped on her arms as
she held out her hand. 


The
dove tilted its head, adjusting, as though restless.


Breathless,
Nadia dared not move. The wings spread, and in a fluid motion, the dove landed
on her hand, almost weightless on her open palm. It took every ounce of
self-control not to laugh or scream for joy. 


The
bird seemed to study her, blinked twice, and flew away. 


Did
that really happen?
She stared at her open hand wishing an imprint remained, or someone had taken a
photo. She sat in the grass, watching the birds flit among the trees, and
squirrels run and chatter among the branches. When she finally stood, her legs
tingled from being seated so long. 


Back
at her apartment, she parked her scooter in her usual spot, under the concrete
stairs leading to the second floor. A lone dove sat on the roof of the
building. She smiled. Sheer willpower kept her from reaching out her hand.



She
opened her door and a black and white puppy scurried toward her. Bethany ran
behind. 


Nadia
sank to her knees and pulled the wagging fur ball to her chest. “You not
adopt?”


“Yeah, well, he said he needed me. And
I can’t turn down someone in need.”


“How was the big one?”


“Jerk, just like the rest. I think
I’ll stick to dogs. They’re loyal.” Bethany sat on the floor next to her. “You
like him? I’m going to call him Jedi—like the knights in Star Wars. But I’ll
tell everybody else it is the acronym for Java Engineering, Development and
Integration. That way I’ve got my bases covered.” 


“Jedi means beloved by God in Hebrew.”
She stroked the puppy’s soft fur wondering why on earth she even thought about
that. “I love dogs. I must leave one with brother when I came here. This one is
cute. What is he?”


“A Shih Tzu, but I’m not going to let
him have one of those sissy top-knots. He’ll have a manly cut when his fur
grows.” Bethany took the little dog from her and held him against her cheek.
“Do you think we make a good pair?”


“Yes.” Nadia leaned her back against
the wall and stretched her legs. “Cute girls need cute dogs.”


“Thanks. Somebody said I should get a
Pit Bull.”


“No way. You are
strong, but very pretty. Remember at restaurant? Waiter refilled glass twenty
times before gave you his phone number.”


“Yeah, I couldn’t sleep that night for
all the bathroom trips.” Bethany put Jedi between them. The puppy played and
tugged on their pants legs.


“Did you call him?” 


“The waiter? Maybe I’ll
run into him at a party.” 


The thought of a party made Nadia’s
skin crawl. “Not everyone is party person.” 


“I’ll think about calling him.”
Bethany picked up Jedi.


Forcing her thoughts to the present,
Nadia followed her into the kitchen. “Today, a dove land on
my hand.”


“You better scrub. Birds carry
diseases.” 


Nadia stood over the kitchen sink and
washed her hands. Why couldn’t good times be kept and bad ones removed?


Bethany picked up a bag of puppy
treats and turned toward the hall. “By the way, some guy called. His number’s
on the fridge.” 


Nadia dried her hands, then turned and
stripped the taped note off the refrigerator door. 


David.


Why wasn’t she here? Now she’d have to
call. Maybe she should wait several days, so she wouldn’t appear anxious. Then
again, waiting would drive her crazy. 


She hurried to her room. What would
she say? She plopped on the bed and ran her hands through her hair. After several
calming breaths, and a quick mental run-through of
what she hoped would be pleasant chatter, she dialed the number. 


David answered on the second ring. 


“Hi, this is Nadia. I got message.”


“Thanks for calling back.” His voice
sounded upbeat. “I saw the Yamins at congregation.” 


Her mouth went dry. This was not where
she planned on the conversation going. “Really?” She
actually squeaked the word.


“Yeah, I’m sorry you weren’t able to
come.” 


“I must study.” She wouldn’t tell him
she didn’t go often. Synagogue, or congregation as the Yamins
called it, made her uncomfortable. Why visit the house of someone who won’t
protect you? Of course, she might have gone if she’d known David was there.


“Did you have a good week?” He asked.
“Anything happen?” 


Her brain went to mush. Besides
meeting him, there wasn’t much to tell. A tiny bark came from the other room.
Jedi was definitely worth noting. “My roommate got a dog. Well, I guess is
dog.”


He chuckled. “Is it a dog or isn’t
it?”


“Yes, he is, but very, very, small. Just pup. Very cute. Furry.” She couldn’t believe she was rambling.


“Have you ever taken him to the park?”


“Um, I think is little large for paws
right now.” Nadia cradled the phone against her shoulder and leaned against her
pillow. She could do this. Follow his lead. Keep up with the conversation. 


“What about you?”


     She
stiffened. “What about me?” 


“Do you like the park?” He sounded
amused. “Have you been to the Gardens?”


“No.” She kicked at the sheets. Just
how lame could she sound?


“Would you want to go sometime? Maybe this Tuesday?” 


“I have class until two.” 


“What about 3:00? I could come and get
you.”


Nadia hesitated. The park was safe and
public. They could spend time together, and if things didn’t work out, she
could go home. “I meet you.”


“Good. How about at
the entrance of the Horticultural Center?” 


“That, I can find.” 


“Great. I’ll see you there.”


Nadia disconnected the call. Lame
conversation or not, she had a date for Tuesday. Maybe she was ready.
Swallowing a bubble of apprehension, she pushed off the bed and went in search
of an antacid.


 


###


 


Caleb opened the nightclub door. Stale
smoke and alcohol assaulted his nostrils. Electronic music boomed in the room
as he made his way through the crowd. He settled onto the cracked vinyl barstool
and ordered a Goldstar beer. 


The
bartender’s angry gaze skimmed over Caleb as he handed him his drink.
  


Two giggling
young women drew Caleb’s attention. Empty bottles and glasses littered the
table. Four men, lust in their eyes, encircled the women’s booth. Sharks in a feeding frenzy. The women were mere
girls, probably with fake IDs. High school seniors, maybe.
Caleb shook his head. This was no place for someone that young. Females could
be such fools. 


The
dark-haired girl wearing a pink low-cut sweater pushed through the men and
staggered toward the bathroom. Drunk and oblivious.
She didn’t seem to notice the table in the back and the two men staring as she
went past. 


Caleb set his
drink on the counter. This could get interesting.


Minutes later
she reappeared, swayed slightly, and took several hesitant steps forward. One
of the men, tall and burly, stood and blocked her path. 


She stiffened
and stepped back, looking for a way around him. 


The man said
something and grabbed her arm. 


The young woman
jerked away.


Caleb shoved
off the bar stool. “Tanya! Is that you?” He placed himself in front of the
girl, his back to the man. “How long has it been?”


She blinked
several times, her gaze questioning.  


He touched her
arm. “You look great. Wow, it’s good to see you.” He gently pulled her away
from the man. 


Relief crossed
her face as he led her toward her table. “Good to see you too.”


The man
followed. “I was talking to her.” His voice seethed with anger. 


Caleb spun on his
heels, matching the man’s volatile stare. “Now she is talking to me. I suggest
you go back to your table.”


“This isn’t
over.” The man raised his fist, his nostrils flaring. “I’ll be waiting
outside.”


Caleb ignored
his comments and guided the young woman to her table.  “Maybe you should
avoid that area for the rest of the night.”


She sat and
smiled up at him. “Would you like to join us? I’m Jill.”


Caleb
hesitated, then pulled a chair next to her. “Aaron.”


Two hours later, Caleb closed the car
door and ran to his apartment, careful to stay in the shadows, away from the
glowing streetlight. His stomach wrenched. He fumbled with his keys, finally
getting inside.


After he locked the door, he rushed to
the bathroom, gagged and turned to steady himself against the sink. His
knees buckled at the sight of the sticky, drying blood that covered his swollen
knuckles and the streaks of dark red that stained his clothes. 


He turned on the shower, and stumbled
in, clothes and all. Water in shades of red swirled down the drain as he clung
to the wall. 
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Nadia adjusted the mitt and opened
Ruth’s stainless-steel oven. Tantalizing aromas of fresh baked cookies
enveloped her in a heat-filled, mouth-watering hug. She removed the latest batch
and set the sheet on the cooling rack. “How many more must you make?”


“Seven dozen, but we’re almost
finished.” Ruth adjusted her frilly-white, Kiss the Cook apron before
spooning out more of her homemade prize-winning dough. No matter how messy the recipe,
Ruth never got a spot on her clothes or apron. “If you didn’t have class, I’d
draft you to work at the sale.” 


“Being taste-tester is good.” 


“I can see that.” Ruth handed her a
napkin. “You’ve got a little chocolate on the corner of your mouth.”


Nadia wiped off the lingering proof of
her last cookie and glanced out the window. In the afternoon sunshine, birds
flitted around the feeder hanging between the trees outside. “I forgot to tell
you. Yesterday, after I went to library, I saw a dove. And what is cool, the
dove flew to my hand.”


“Really? A dove? Gives me goose bumps. I
asked you to watch for God. Looks like he’s watching for
you.”


“Was only
dove.”


“True. But what if it was God
at work? Goodness, he put it right in your hand.” Ruth popped in another sheet
of cookies and smiled one of those irritatingly serene smiles. “He is so good.”


“Maybe for
you.”
Nadia looked for a distraction and found one in Ruth’s well-worn cookbook.
Hoping to give the appearance of actually reading, she flipped through the
pages. Why couldn’t they discuss something… anything… without God coming up in
a conversation? 


“I know it sounds strange, and I don’t
have all the answers, but I do know the peace and joy I’ve found.” Ruth washed
and dried her hands. “When life fails us, he picks us up, brushes off the dirt
and tears, and we begin to heal.”


“Why must you always do this? No one
has picked me up, and I have not healed.”


“You will get better.” Ruth’s gentle
hands, still warm from the water, cupped Nadia’s face. “Do you believe we love
you?”


She avoided Ruth’s penetrating gaze
and studied the hardwood floor. “Yes, of course.”


“We do with all our hearts ... and
we’re just human. And God loves you more than any human love.” 


“If you say
so.
I just want better life.”


“Your life is getting better and will
keep getting better each day.” The oven timer signaled another batch was ready.
Ruth took them out, and set them on a cooking rack. “Try to enjoy this last
year of college. The campus here is beautiful. There are all sorts of places to
explore in the area. When Isaac gets a day off, let’s drive over to the
mountains.” She leaned against the counter. “Just remember—life is like a
chocolate chip cookie.”


“Okay, that is deep.” Nadia bit into
one. The soothing sweetness glided across her tongue. “So when will I find
chocolate part of life?” 


“You’re getting there.” Ruth motioned
her toward the kitchen table. “I’ll clean up later. Tell me what else is
happening.” 


Nadia sat back in her chair
reminiscing about the day before. “Bethany got puppy, which is small bundle of
fur. You must see him. And…” She grinned. “I am meeting David at park.”


“Doves, puppies, and David…sounds like God hugs to me.” 


“Is just stuff, happenings, everyday life.” 


“Did you notice the sunrise this morning?”
Ruth smiled that blissful, far-away dreamy look. “It was gorgeous. God painted
it just for us.”


Nadia refrained from rolling her eyes.
“If you say so.” 


“Are you looking forward to seeing
David?”


Her heart whimpered at the thought.
Could she embrace the tiny glow of hope? 


“Is everything okay?” Ruth asked.


Nadia studied the dots of chocolate
peeking out of the cookies, darkness signaled sweetness, but not in real life.
How could things ever be sweet again? “I am very glad to meet David. But he would
not want girl like me.” 


“What do you mean, a girl like you?”
Ruth gently pushed Nadia’s hair back from her face, and lifted her chin.
“You’re a beautiful young woman. You’re gorgeous, sweet, smart, and fun. What
young man wouldn’t want to be with you?” 


“Why would he? Part of me is gone,
never to return.” 


“What happened doesn’t change who you
are. You’re still a precious young woman. You didn’t do anything wrong. They
did.” Ruth’s eyes brimmed with tears, and her voice shook with emotion. “Nobody
can change your value as a person.”


“And nothing will fix
what happened. Not God. No person.” Nadia crossed her arms trying to stop the
all too familiar feeling of acid pouring over her heart eating away at the core
of her soul. “They must pay.”


“They will. Honey, I do understand.”
Ruth sat still. Her shoulders slumped as though an invisible weight pressed
down. “When Hannah was killed, so was the bomber. And even though he died, we
still wanted to lash out at someone… anyone. We were even angry with God. Isaac
and I both know from experience. Pain and anger can eat you from the inside
out. My life was consumed by thoughts of revenge.” 


“Why did you not tell me you felt like
this? You are never angry about anything.”


“Being angry at evil isn’t wrong. The
problem is when we want to take matters into our own hands and won’t believe
God will do what is right.”


Nadia dug her fingernails into her
palms. “If your God did good for people, there would
be no evil. He would destroy all bad things.”


“The whole human race would be in
trouble if that was true.”


“But some things everyone knows is wrong.” 


“I used to think that way,” Ruth’s
voice was just above a whisper. “People have a tendency to justify their
actions, no matter how evil. God will take vengeance on those who do wrong. Our
job is to get out of his way by forgiving. And when we forgive others, we are
forgiven for our sins, big or small.”


“You said I not do anything wrong, and
now you say I must ask forgiveness and forgive them? That cannot be … is not
possible. Nightmares stay. My scars do not heal. They deserve much pain for
this.”


 “You’re right. You’re not
releasing those who hurt you from the punishment they deserve. You’re releasing
God to heal you.” Ruth placed her hand on Nadia’s arm. “Remember how scared you
were when you were brought to the hospital? If you hadn’t let Isaac and the
other doctors take care of you, you could have died. In the same way, God
provides healing.”


Nadia wanted to plug her ears and
scream. Stop. Just stop. She shoved back from the table and grabbed her
purse. “Millions of people hurt every day, and where is God? If I must forgive
those who hurt me, I am not ready. Your God asks too much.” 


Ruth followed on her heels. “Sweet
girl, we are always praying and always here for you.”


Eyes stinging, Nadia hurried to her
scooter. The idea of forgiveness made her stomach turn. If only life were as
easy as Ruth made it sound. Forgive, forget, and go on. That wasn’t reality. 


Disregarding the speed-limit, she
raced down the streets. No matter how hard she tried, things didn’t change.
Nothing changed. Her nightmares continued, and they remained free. 


She stopped at the traffic light. God
and love did not go together. Maybe for others, but he did not love her. You do
not let bad things happen to those you love. Her scars pulsed as if to remind
her of that fact. She rubbed at the ache, wishing the pain would go away,
wanting what happened to be erased. 


Honking alerted her to the light
change. Vision blurred, she sped into the intersection. The car behind her
zoomed past. 


She pounded on her inept horn, and
choice words slipped out in various languages as the offending car sped away.
Volcanic heat gushed through her veins. She wouldn’t forgive. Never!


With a twist of her wrist, she rushed
ahead full throttle. Streets and buildings blurred as she blinked away tears.
Forgiveness was only a word for people who didn’t know real pain. An eye for an
eye was an action. One way or another, the nightmares must end. 


A
red light halted her progress. A quick study of the street sign and surrounding
office buildings revealed nothing familiar. How long did she drive? She tried
to retrace where she had turned, where she went wrong. 


Suffocating
fear replaced her anger. A deep sob welled up and exploded in a torrent of
tears. 


She
was lost. 


Trying to calm herself, she pulled
over. Propped in the window of the building was a sign for a local church with
a picture of a dove in flight. The sign read, Lost? 


Nadia shook her head. It was only a
wrong turn. She could find her way. 


A quick U-turn and fifteen minutes
later, a highway sign pointed to the freeway that led back to campus. She hated
busy roads with big cars and trucks zooming past. Instead, she followed side streets
through quiet tree-lined neighborhoods until she arrived at her apartment.


At home, head pounding, she grabbed
the bottle of pain pills off the nightstand. Only five
more. She threw one down her throat, kicked off her shoes, and
padded down the hall. Except for Jedi snoozing on the floor next to the bed,
Bethany’s room was empty.


If only she had someone to talk with
besides Ruth or the counselor—someone who wouldn’t say that everything would be
all wonderful if she’d just turn her life to God. 


She threw her head back and screamed.
“Are you there? Do you care?” 


Silence. 


Just as expected. 


She went back to her room. At least
she could e-mail with her friend. Her computer inbox showed a message waited. Good.
 


No note, only a link. She clicked to open,
and a news report filled the screen.


They were still out there. 


Hands to mouth, she ran to the
bathroom. Waves of nausea swept over as she emptied the contents of her
stomach. 


Exhausted, she snuggled on the couch
with Jedi. The light from the kitchen illuminated the room enough to keep
shadows and sleep at bay. Not wanting to face any nightmares, she turned on the
television and forced herself to stay awake. 


Keys jangled in the lock and the door
quietly opened. Jedi jumped to his feet, his tail wagging. Her roommate was
finally home. Maybe they could talk. 


Bethany sat on the floor next to her,
and Jedi jumped on her lap. “Did you have another nightmare?” 


“No. Were you at party?”


Smeared makeup
wringed Bethany’s eyes. “Didn’t feel like it. I do other things you
know.” Her voice dripped with irritation.


Nadia scooted on the floor next to
her. “I did not mean anything.”


“I know you didn’t. It’s just that
today is the anniversary of a… a bad memory.” Bethany leaned her head back on
the couch. “I didn’t need much, but being faithful is important. And to top it
off, nobody understood, and I wound up looking like the bad guy.” Her voice
choked, and for a few moments she struggled to speak. “I guess we both fight nightmares.”


“I do not understand, but I am sorry.
Can I help?”


“No.” Bethany sniffed and cleared her
throat. “Sometimes you think life is going in one direction, and instead comes
to a screeching halt, then throws you off a cliff. So here I am finishing
school, facing a career who knows where, doing who knows what. ” Tears tumbled
down Bethany’s cheeks, she swiped them away and took a
deep breath. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to dump on
you.”


“I wish could help.”


“You listened. It helps more than
anything else.” Bethany petted Jedi and then looked at Nadia. “How about you,
are you going to be okay?” 


What was okay? She shrugged.
“Am glad you are home, and am very sorry about whatever happen.
Do you think past messes up future?”


“It screwed up mine.” Bethany pulled
the puppy to her chest and stood. “We better get some sleep. It’s going to be
hard enough to stay awake in class.”


Nadia watched her go. Aloneness
smothered her like the dark shadows outside, palatable and oppressive. Ruth
would tell her to pray. Why? It never worked. Resisting the urge, Nadia ran to
her room.


 


###


 


A scream still ringing in her ears,
Nadia fought at the hand grabbing her arm. 


“Nadia!” Bethany’s
frantic voice broke through the nightmare. “It’s me. You’re okay.” The lamp
switched on.


Nadia’s hand flew up to shield her eyes.
The light shattered the memories, brought her to the present. Why couldn’t she
have just one good night of sleep… one night without a battle.
  


“You wanna
talk?” Bethany laid her hand on Nadia’s arm. “You can trust me. I’d like to
help.” She waited. “Does it have to do with your leg?” 


Taking deep breaths, Nadia considered
pulling the covers over her head. No one would ever understand.


“Okay, you don’t have to talk. Want a
hug instead?” 


When she nodded, Bethany wrapped her
in a gentle embrace. Bethany hummed, and her body swayed with a tune that
soothed. Relaxed. Transported her back to the time she
was a little girl and her momma would hold her close. 


“Do you need me to sleep in here? I
can crash on your floor.”


Nadia didn’t want to let go. Needed someone who would stay by her side to keep away the
darkness. But no one could help. “No… I…. I will be okay.” 


Bethany pulled away. “Call if you need
me.” 


After her roommate left, Nadia stared
at the lamp. The light illuminated but also revealed. She jumped up and
surveyed her room. If she moved her dresser, she could push her bed against the
wall. One side would be shielded. 


As quiet as possible, she moved her
furniture. Home designers would shudder in disgust, but now maybe she could
rest. Turning off the light, she collapsed on the bed, her back against the
firm, solid wall. Piling pillows in front, she closed her eyes against the
night. 
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Classes over for the day, Nadia
sprawled on the bed with her book and notebook. The chapter reading due for
tomorrow didn’t make sense.  She read the same page twice, and still
couldn’t get her brain to cooperate. Over her shoulder, the door stood
partially open. She shuddered. After a quick adjustment, she faced the hallway.
Finally, she could think. 


An hour later, she closed her book and
checked her roommate’s room. Bethany still hadn’t returned from classes. Jedi
lay curled on the black and red oval rug next to the bed. He yawned and
stretched, his tail wagging in a lazy greeting. Nadia pulled him onto her
chest, loving the warmth emanating from his small, soft body.


Soon, she would be at the park with
David. He was a man… but different, something about him, something like Isaac. Thankfully, they were meeting in the afternoon.
If she was uncomfortable or things didn’t go well, she could leave, or run like
crazy.


Knowing the Yamins
trusted him kept the flutters of apprehension dancing in her stomach from
rising to a level of complete revolt. Then again, the thought of looking into
his deep-blue eyes caused a whole new reaction. Yummy was the word that came to
mind. 


Wow, she hadn’t thought like that in a
very long time. Bethany would be proud. Even Ruth would be glad she was
thinking positively about a guy. 


Not that Nadia wanted to talk to Ruth
at the moment. A few days distance would help. Maybe thinking God existed
worked for people like Ruth. Most people needed a crutch. At least with
Bethany, Nadia didn’t have to worry about any religious talk.


Jedi growled and his fur stiffened.
The little dog’s angry bark caused her heart to pole vault to her throat. She
jumped to her feet and pasted herself against the wall. The front door opened
with a bang. Jedi ran and hid behind her legs. 


“Bethany?” Nadia picked up the
trembling dog and peeked around the corner. 


Her roommate, arms full with several
bags and a playpen, kicked the door closed behind her.
“Help, please?” 


Nadia jostled the now wagging puppy and
took the bags to Bethany’s room. “What did you buy?” 


“Couldn’t
resist.”
Bethany tugged at the blue mesh playpen. 


Nadia grabbed hold until it fell open.
“Why did you buy this?”


“Some friends of mine have one for
their little dogs.” Bethany put Jedi inside and stepped back with a huge grin.
“He can have his own place while we are in class. Plus it will keep down the
accident problems. Dogs hate to mess in their own beds. I found some of the
neatest stuff at the pet store.” She rummaged through the bags and ripped open
a package. “Check this out. Little potty cloths.” She
set the puppy and a cloth on the floor. He sniffed and pawed at it, let out a
tiny growl, and chewed it into pieces. 


Bethany humphed
but still grinned. “Guys, they’re all the same. You try to give them something
that makes their lives better and all they do is make
a mess.”


Nadia stifled a laugh and helped clean
up the demolished pad as Jedi gleefully romped among the debris. 


“Speaking of
guys.
I found out name of one who helped me on steps. David Cohen. We had coffee and
will meet at park.”


“David Cohen? I think I know him. Is
he in med school?”


“Yes.” Nadia’s stomach tightened. She
couldn’t stand to hear something negative, not when she had finally talked
herself into moving forward. “You know him?”


“Not personally. He used to play
football. I know somebody he dated a few years ago.” Bethany chuckled and
pulled the tags off several dog toys. “Oh yeah, boy do I know who that was.
She’s a piece of work.” 


Part of her wanted to know, but then
again… Why couldn’t everyone start fresh? 


As though
aware of her concerns, Bethany touched her arm. “They don’t
date anymore. I hear he got religion. But you gotta
watch out for that type.”


“Why?” 


“You need to be careful. That’s all.”
Bethany let Jedi sniff and paw at a squirrel toy almost as big as him. “Lots of
people talk a good game, but some of them are just plain mean. Others go to
church to look the part, and some are goody two-shoes.”


Nadia studied her feet. “Goody two-shoes?”


“Yeah, you know. They think they are
better than everybody else. Hide the alcohol, not cuss, stuff like that.
They’re a bunch of hypocrites. People like that make me uncomfortable.” Bethany
picked up Jedi. “Better take him out for a walk. Don’t want to clean up any
surprises.”


Nadia went to her room and closed the
door. Bethany’s description of David was not meant to be positive. The Yamins liked him, and Bethany didn’t—that had to be a good
thing.  But what did Bethany mean by the girl David dated was a piece of
work? What kind of work? Nadia sat at her desk and logged in to her computer to
finish homework. Perhaps some questions were best left unanswered. 


“Yo, Nadia!” Bethany’s voice came from the hall.
“Want to get some dessert?” 


Without hesitation, she grabbed money
and her cell phone, and shoved them in her jeans pocket. 


Bethany waited by the door. “Jedi is a
happy pup, and I’ve been good today. That calls for a reward. I’ll drive. I
don’t do scooters.”


“I get good gas mileage.” Nadia locked
the door and hurried after her. “I cannot believe you drive tank.” 


“Okay, let’s get something straight.”
Bethany whirled around and glared at her. “The car may be a tank, but it was
free. My grandmother gave it to me. Those big automakers aren’t getting my
money. The car is paid for. I use the cleaner brand of gas, the one that’s
better for the environment.”


 “Do not take offense. With
bumper stickers, is rolling billboard.” Nadia followed
Bethany to the silver Lincoln Town car, the back covered with
mini-advertisements for her latest social causes. “Are these new?”


“Sure. I trade them out every week.
Don’t want people getting bored. Plus, I hate old bumper stickers. There are so
many notable causes.”


Nadia stopped to read. “Never take a
sleeping pill and a laxative on the same night.” She giggled and pointed to the
next one. “Hand over the chocolate and nobody dies.”


Bethany grinned. “Some things are
worth the fight.”


At the pastry shop, Nadia’s mouth
watered in anticipation as they moved along the line at the long display
counter filled with fancy desserts. 


Bethany jangled her car keys and
tapped on the glass. “Check out that cake. Chocolate, dark,
rich, chocolate. Heavenly chocolate. What are
you having?”


“Everything looks good.” Chocolate éclair,
cookies the size of dinner plates, scones, fruit tarts, Sacher
Torte, Tiramisu, Chocolate Mousse Crepe, so many wonderful delights. She had to
concentrate to keep from drooling.  “Sacher
Torte calls me.” The apple she had this morning would give her the fruit she
needed and chocolate the antioxidants. Definitely one of her
more healthy days.


At the register, Bethany waved off
Nadia’s attempt to pay. “Your scholarship money only goes so far. Dad sent
mucho moneyo.” She thumbed through her wallet as if
it contained hundred dollar bills. “We do love generous daddies, don’t we? And
I’m always open to his bribery to finish my education.” Bethany chose a table
for two by the door, placed her keys in her jacket pocket, and dropped her
purse on the tile floor. 


“Chocolate cures everything, you
know.” Bethany bit into her gooey chocolate dessert, closed her eyes, and
moaned as if each morsel contained a pound of pleasure. She licked her spoon.
“I’m going to a party tonight. Want to come?”


Nadia shook her head. “I … must not.” 


“Don’t be such a stick in the mud.
You’ve got to get out more often. The group I hang with is lots of fun. Nobody
is weird. Okay, maybe strange, but not weird. Besides, we’re having a rematch
tonight.”


“Rematch?” 


“Yeah, I beat Ken at this game, and
he’s going to try to win back the title.”


“Everything with you entertains.”
Nadia savored her bite. Chocolate did seem to make life better.


“If you can’t have fun, why bother?”
Bethany chased the last trace of chocolate across her plate. “I have an idea,
how about we go on a double date. I know this really nice guy, and he’s a hunk.
We’ll be together. It’ll be fun.”


She grimaced. “No. No, thank you.”


“Come on, you need to loosen up and
have some fun. It’s a double date. You’ll be safe. No guts, no glory.” Bethany
grinned. “Fine, we’ll talk later. You ready to go?” Bethany folded her napkin
across her empty plate, and checked under the table. “Where’s my purse? My
purse is gone!” She jumped out of her seat and looked toward a couple sitting
nearby. “Did someone take my purse?”


The blonde girl’s blue eyes widened.
“I saw some guy take it a minute ago. He picked it up and smiled like he was
your friend. I thought it was a joke.”


Bethany looked like she was about to
grab and rip the girl apart. “Quick, what did he look like?”


“He’s short, kind of stocky, with
brown hair.”


“Let’s go.” Bethany snatched Nadia by
the arm and dragged her toward the parking lot. A light blue car turned onto
the street and disappeared around the corner. 


Every cop show Nadia had ever watched
flashed through her mind as Bethany ran to her car and jumped inside. 


Heart flattening itself against her
chest wall, brain on autopilot, Nadia scrambled to get inside the car and shut
the door. “We catch bad guy?”


Bethany ignored the question, gunned
the engine, and jammed the car into reverse. The car tires squealed in protest
as they raced out of the lot. 


Looking at the intensity on Bethany’s
face, Nadia tightened her seatbelt. “He might have gun.”


“I’ll worry about that later. Just
keep looking.” Bethany rounded the first turn, bumped against the curb, and
almost hit a woman walking a dog. 


What was Bethany thinking? “We must
call police. Let them take care of this.” 


“By the time they get here the guy
will be long gone. Hold on!” Bethany stomped on the brakes. Their car screeched
to a stop in front of a blue one. She jumped out, and ran to the front.


Inside, a man with white hair and
eyebrows as big as lab rats fumbled to lock his door. 


Nadia braced herself when Bethany
returned. “Please call police.” 


“No way, I’ll find him.” Bethany
gripped the wheel and swerved through light traffic. “There’s another one.” 


Gulping air, Nadia checked the car as
they pulled alongside. “No, is lady. You stop every blue car?”


“If I have
to.”
Bethany weaved in and out of campus parking lots, slowing down to check any
automobile matching the description. “I think I spotted him.” She pulled into a
parking place. “I’m going to check.”


“Please wait.” She grabbed Bethany’s
arm. “I will call police.”


“Do what you want.” Bethany patted
Nadia’s hand as though she did things like this every day. “I’m going in.”
Bethany jumped out.


Not sure whether to hide on the
floorboards or stand on the roof to watch, Nadia wrestled the cell phone out of
her jeans and speed-dialed the campus police. 


After relaying the information, she
kept her phone close and jumped out to follow. No way she
would stay here alone. 


She scurried over to where Bethany
crouched behind the blue car. Heat still emanated from the tail pipe.


Bethany shot her warning look and
motioned for Nadia to not move. She nodded in agreement. She wasn’t moving
anywhere, but some weird part of her didn’t want to miss a moment of
excitement.  


Bethany rose to peer through the back
window. She gave a thumbs up and crept toward the
door. 


Heart flailing, Nadia crawled forward
to watch.


Bethany jumped up, pounded on the top
of the car, making enough noise to wake the dead. “Out of the
car!” She yanked open the car door and snatched the guy by the collar.
“Give me the purse! I want everything that came out of it–now!” 


The thief grabbed his shirt in a vain
attempt to loosen her grip. With the other hand, he reached to retrieve her
belongings.  


“Get out!” She pulled him out of the
car, his legs flailing under him. His sneakers squeaked against the door as he
struggled to get his footing. “Up against the car, arms on top of the hood,
legs spread. Do it!” She shoved him, kept one hand firm against his back, her
nails digging deep. He didn’t move.  


Nadia forced herself to stand on
quivering legs and move close to her friend. “Police will come.” Nadia’s voice
shook as she whispered in Bethany’s ear. “What do we do now?”


Bethany grinned at her like a
fisherman with a record catch. “Have you ever had this much fun?” 


The thief reeking of sweat and beer, glanced over his shoulder. Bethany elbowed him. “Don’t
you dare move. I’d hate to shoot you.” He remained
motionless while she calmly checked her purse and counted the money.


The campus police roared into the
parking lot. 


A crowd of curious students gathered,
including one writing in his notebook as though taking notes.


A campus policeman, who looked more
like a body-builder, swaggered up next to Bethany. His aftershave oozed
testosterone. “Bethany. So what do we have here?”


“Hi, Mark.” Bethany smiled with a
smile that melted men’s hearts, then elbowed the
thief. “This scumbag stole my purse.”


“I’ll take it from here.” Grinning,
the officer took the guy by the arm. “I’ll get him situated, and then you can
tell me what happened.” 


After they gave their statements, a
not-so-stern lecture on personal safety, and a date planned for Bethany with
the cop the next weekend, they were free to go. 


Bethany plopped into her driver’s
seat. “I’ve always wanted to do that.” 


Nadia buckled her seatbelt and crossed
her arms over her chest, mainly to keep her heart from exploding from that much
excitement. “You are lucky we were not killed.” 


“Nah, I’ve watched cop shows. You just
gotta know the lingo.” Bethany playfully nudged her.
“Come on, lighten up. You gotta
admit, it was fun.”


“Only because
we survived.”
Nadia stared straight ahead but couldn’t hide her grin.


Bethany let loose a laugh. “You should
have seen his expression when I hit the top of his car. He jumped so high and
flailed like his shorts were caught in a tourniquet. It was great, just great.”



A chuckle escaped from Nadia.


“I knew it! You had fun.”


Nadia broke out in laughter. “Okay, I
admit. I had much fun. But I must know. What is in your purse?” 


“Besides money
and my cell phone?” She shrugged. “Nothing much.
But nobody messes with my stuff.”
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Nadia dropped her backpack, took off her
shoes, and turned on the television. She still couldn’t believe her luck. Last
night she hadn’t had one bad dream. Perhaps the adventure yesterday with
Bethany did some good. And now classes were over, and no homework. Nadia
chuckled under her breath, perhaps she was finally getting to that chocolate
part of life Ruth had mentioned. 


An evening to relax,
and tomorrow she would have an early lunch with Ruth and Ellie. Even with
Ruth’s incessant God talk, she couldn’t wait to spend time with someone who would
skydive at the age of seventy-five. And to top that off, she’d meet David at
the park in the afternoon. With so many things to look forward to, she almost
felt like her old self. 


She propped
her feet on the coffee table and flipped through channels. The sound of
jingling keys and the turn of the lock signaled she wouldn’t be alone for long.


Jedi ran into the room, and Bethany
followed. “Good. You’re home. Tonight we’re going out.”


“We are?” Nadia snuggled the wagging
puppy next to her. 


“Yep, dinner and
a movie.
It’s time you got out and had some fun. You don’t even have to pay. I’ve got
you covered.”


The offer was much better than staring
at television. “Okay. But no purse snatchers.” 


“Ha. Can’t promise
that one. I’ll take my shower after you. And change into something
nicer.” 


“Why must I shower?” Nadia placed the
puppy on the floor. “Can I not wear this?”


“It’s a nice place. How about some
slacks. And wear a top that shows cleavage for once. Be proud of what you
have.” Bethany turned toward the hall. “Be ready by six thirty.”


Nadia tamped down the uneasy feeling
and caught up with her roommate. “I do not want to party.”


“We’re not going to a party.”


“You promise?”


“Cross my heart.” Bethany flashed a
smile and walked away.


Nadia’s stomach rumbled. Fine. She’d go. Maybe Bethany wanted to check out
another waiter. Getting out would be fun, and the promise of a nice
restaurant sounded wonderful. 


After a shower, Nadia slipped into her
black slacks, gray v-neck top, and added a button-up sweater in case she needed
cover from any male advances. She trotted down the hall and found Bethany on
the edge of her bed rifling through her purse. 


Nadia plopped next to her and waited
for her to finish. Time crawled. Five minutes passed. “Why do we wait?” 


Bethany emptied the contents onto the
bed and didn’t answer. 


“Someone is coming?” 


“Yep, we talked about double dating,
and I set you up. He’s a nice guy and drop-dead gorgeous.”


Nadia’s stomach curled inward. “You
were talking about double date. I did not agree.”


“Relax, what could happen?” Bethany
shoved her things back in her purse. “They’ll be here any minute.” 


“Please not do this.” Dating a guy
she’d never seen? At night? 


A loud knock at the front door sent
Bethany scampering down the hall. “Smile, it’ll be fun.” 


Voices filtered from the entry hall.
Nadia took a deep breath. Then another. She couldn’t
get back to her room without being seen and jumping out the window didn’t seem
a viable option. She could do this. She could be brave. Bethany would be there.
Resigned to her fate, Nadia buttoned her sweater to the top and dragged her
feet to the front door. 


Bethany hugged both guys and turned to
Nadia. “This is Ken and this is Rob. Rob, this is Nadia.”


Bethany was right. Rob was a hunk,
television star quality—tall, dark hair, and brown eyes, confident and
penetrating. Too penetrating. Nadia checked to make
sure her sweater was buttoned.  


“Let’s get this show on the road.”
Bethany herded them out the door. “Ken’s driving. Nadia, you and Rob can sit in
the back.”


Moonlight cast shadows across the
sidewalk as they walked toward Ken’s red sports car. Nadia clutched Bethany’s
arm, careful to keep her voice low. “Do not leave me.”


“Lighten up. Didn’t I tell you he was
gorgeous?”


“Yes. But I not know him and is dark out.”


“You worry too much.” 


Nadia squeezed behind the driver’s
seat, moved as close to the window as possible, which wasn’t far enough, and
searched for her seat belt. 


“Let me help.” Rob reached across, dug
his hand into the leather next to her, and pulled the belt across her chest. 


She jerked it from him, buckled in,
and crossed her arms.


“I haven’t seen you around campus. I’d
notice you.” He stretched his arm across the back of the seat, his fingers only
inches from her shoulder. “What are you studying?” 


“Computers.” She leaned to
get her purse off the floor and squirmed for more distance from his hand. Relax,
is only double date. Bethany’s here. Be sociable. She took several deep
breaths. “What do you study?”


“I’m finishing my law degree.” The
shadows darkened his eyes. His arm slipped closer and his fingers touched her
shoulder. “Aren’t you warm?” 


“No.” Sweat trickled down her back.
She pulled her sweater tighter. 


Amusement danced across his face.
“Bethany tells me you’re from Israel?”


“Yes.”


“How do you like living in the
States?” He brushed the hair from her shoulder.


She cringed, shoved her purse between
them, and leaned hard against the door. 


Rob’s smile faltered. He turned and
joined Bethany and Ken’s conversation. 


Nadia stared out the window. The
moon’s skewed shadows crossed the road. He was just a guy,
she was safe especially since Bethany was here. Trying to ignore her fears,
Nadia swallowed in a vain attempt to moisten her dry throat. When they arrived,
she hurried out of the car. 


Bethany caught her by the arm. “You
could be a little nicer, you know.”


“I told you this is not a good idea.”


“Get over it. You’re embarrassing me.
Order some wine with dinner, and give me that sweater. You look ridiculous.”


Nadia kept her sweater, but did allow
Rob to catch up. At their table, she studied the white linen tablecloths, old
masters paintings on the wall, fresh floral arrangements, and the piano
player—anything but look at him. 


Their booth was more claustrophobic
than the backseat of Ken’s car. Much to her chagrin, she wound up on the inside
with Rob squeezed beside her. She ordered water and stared sightlessly at the
menu while the others talked. Whenever Rob spoke, he touched her shoulder or
arm. Caged like an animal, she tried not to cringe or whimper. Why couldn’t she
just enjoy herself? 


After the waiter took their orders,
she studied her glass of ice water, the condensation forming droplets, sliding
down like tears. When their dinner salads arrived, Rob shifted closer. She added
what little distance she could, picked at her salad, and said nothing.


“Nadia.” Bethany’s
impatient, angry tone cut through her thoughts. “I asked how your salad was.” 


“Fine.” She had to
focus. Of course, she really wanted to yell help. But what could she
say? A cute guy is sitting too close? 


Rob leaned against her as he reached
to retrieve his fallen napkin. He placed it back on his slacks, brushed his
hand across her thigh, lingered, and squeezed.


Nadia jumped. The table jolted, her
water glass tipped, spilling the contents across the table. Face burning, she
shoved Rob out of the way and fled to the ladies’ room.  


Finally back home, Nadia closed her
bedroom door. The word disaster played over and over in her mind. She
slumped on the edge of her bed and stared at the clock on her nightstand:
12:15. 


“Open up.” Bethany pounded on the
door. “We need to talk.” 


“Is unlocked.” 


Bethany charged in, her face splotchy
with anger. “What’s your problem? You barely said two words to Rob all evening.
You drowned us at dinner, and then at the movie, you wouldn’t even look at him.
No wonder you don’t date much.” She paced the floor, her arms flailing. “I was
so embarrassed. Rob thinks you’re weird. I don’t get it. You tell me you meet
some guy and have coffee with him, and are meeting him at the park tomorrow.
What’s wrong with Rob?”


“Bethany, please—”


“Did he have bad breath or something?”


“No.” Nadia got up to hang her sweater
in the closet. “You do not understand.”


“You’ve got to lighten up. This hostility
of yours is ridiculous.”


Nadia stared into her sparse closet,
wishing she could hide. “He would not stop touching.”


Bethany cursed. “It wasn’t like he was
trying to assault you or something. He’s just an affectionate guy. I’ll tell
Ken to have him slow down next time.”


 “No!” Nadia whirled to face her.
“Will never be next time!”


“I’m sorry he was so gorgeous
and touchy-feely. I’m going to bed.” The door slammed behind her.


Nadia grabbed her robe on the way to
the bathroom. At least in the shower no one would see her cry.


 


###


 


Caleb rubbed his forehead. The dance
beat grated on his nerves and added to his headache. Tonight had to be
different, the nightclub floor was active and alive with gyrating bodies. He
turned on his barstool and scanned the crowd. 


The front door remained a swinging
gate as people flowed in and out. A shapely brunette in a tight, low-cut
sweater swayed to the music and danced her way through the crowd. She came in
alone. He grabbed his beer and followed. 


She disappeared through the open
doorway that led to the patio overlooking the beach. He pushed through the
crowd, stepped outside, and breathed the salty air. The smell used to
invigorate, now it only sickened.


The brunette hugged two women, pulled
a chair to their table, and began an animated discussion. Caleb found a seat
and settled in. It could be a long night. Couples strolled along the beach.
Moonlight reflected off the roll of ocean waves. Thankfully, the loud music
drowned out the pounding of the surf. But no music could remove the sound that
echoed and tormented through his memory. He turned away and chugged his beer
and tried to focus.  


A waiter delivered three drinks to the
women’s table and pointed to a group of boisterous men. The women refused the
offered drinks. 


Caleb smiled. Smart
girls. Exactly what I like. Although
one was his usual limit, he finished his drink and ordered another. 


The women completed three rounds of
drinks before they stood to leave. Their path to the door led directly by the
men. Caleb moved to a better vantage point. The women hurried past, ignoring
the taunting comments by the now drunk men.


Amateurs. Caleb shook
his head. He would wait. Two of the men sauntered by the
women. Both were probably in their late twenties. One bearded with curly
black hair and a dark jacket, the other brown hair slicked back like a member
of the mafia. 


Caleb followed, making sure to keep
his distance. Outside, he moved to the shadows, lit a cigarette, and leaned
against the building. 


In the dimly lit parking lot, the
women stopped to visit, seemingly oblivious to the dark shadows and the men in
the car nearby. Several minutes passed, then the
brunette waved as her friends drove away. 


Stupid, stupid
mistake.
He
took a long drag on his cigarette. The nauseating smell and the burn heightened
his senses.


The woman, now alone, fumbled through
her purse as she walked across the lot. A streetlamp flickered, brightened, then went black.


Car doors opened and the men Caleb
observed earlier strolled behind her. 


Her long brown hair flipped across her
shoulder as she glanced back. Her pace increased.


Caleb tossed his cigarette on the
pavement and stamped out the smoldering remains. 


The bearded man kept his hand in his jacket
pocket. Both men matched her stride. 


Keys in hand, she broke into a run. 


Two more steps and they would catch
her. Caleb backed into the shadows, and let loose an ear-piercing whistle. 


The men stopped and whirled around to
look. 


The brunette didn’t waste a second.
She ran across the parking lot, unlocked her car, and zoomed away.


Caleb chuckled. She must have hit a
hundred kilometers before she was halfway down the street. The men never had a
chance. 


He went back inside, ordered another
beer, fingering the switchblade in his pocket, hoping the men would return.
Perhaps they needed to talk.
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Nadia smiled as she followed Ellie
into the Yamins’ formal dining room. Ruth’s therapy
had obviously helped Ellie; she barely limped from her skydiving mishap. Her
clothing couldn’t have been more colorful—pink and purple flowered top, blue
slacks, and pink leather slippers. To add to her decorative outfit, pansies ran
the length of her cane. 


Ellie perched in a chair and glanced
around the room. “Ruth, your home is lovely, and these dishes are exquisite.” 


Nadia sat across from Ellie and
studied the plates. Delicate, hand-painted flowers, the kind found in Israel
adorned the outer edges.  “I have not seen these dishes. They are very
beautiful. Why did you not use them before?” 


“I only get them out every now and
then.” Ruth filled Nadia and Ellie’s water glasses and then her own.
 “Hannah and I painted these when she was fourteen. We were always doing
some fun project.” Ruth set the pitcher on the table, next to the arrangement
of fresh flowers. 


“Is Hannah your daughter?” Ellie
asked.


“Yes. She went home to heaven when she
was sixteen.”


“I’m sorry, dear. I look forward to
meeting her someday.”


“You will.” Contentment glowed from
Ruth as she sat at the head of the table. “Let’s pray.” 


Nadia bowed her head and stared at the
table. How could Ruth calmly talk about her daughter’s death?


After the prayer, Ellie waited for
Ruth to pass the salad. “So how did you and Nadia meet?”


“I was blessed to start her on
physical therapy, and from there a very special friendship formed.” 


“I can tell. Don’t you just love how
God puts people in our path?” 


“Yes I do.” Ruth winked at Nadia and
passed her the bowl. “And this young woman is a true delight.”


Nadia savored more than the taste of
mixed greens, nuts, fruit, and Chinese noodles. This kind of talk she could
handle. She turned her attention to Ellie. “I must know the rest of skydiving
story.” 


“Dottie came up with the idea.” Ellie
set down her fork and dabbed at her mouth with her napkin. “I wanted to do
something really special for my seventy-fifth birthday. Since water-skiing
seemed a little much, we decided on skydiving. We went through the training
class, signed the insurance waivers, and Dottie watched from the ground. I tell
you, jumping out of a plane was the most exhilaratin’
thing I’ve ever done. Unfortunately, I forgot to tuck my legs and let the
instructor do the work. When we hit the ground, we hit hard, and this old knee
of mine just couldn’t stand that much excitement.”


“I’m sorry you were hurt, but I would
have paid to watch you jump,” Nadia said. 


“Honey, that
was just the start of the fun. The paramedics arrived and got so tickled at my
pink jump-suit, I thought they would drop me. Poor
Dottie was in tears the whole time. The man who ran the skydiving outfit looked
terrified like I would sue or something. The next thing you know, I’ve got a
reporter at the hospital waiting for an interview. Goodness, you’d think
anybody over seventy who still has a sense of adventure is a superhero.” 


Nadia chuckled. “When I grow up, I
wish to be like you.”


“Sweetie, you be you. I wouldn’t want
anybody to have lived my life.”


“But you have a fun time.” 


“Not always.” Ellie paused for a moment,
her gaze somewhere beyond the room. “Terrible things happened, but God is
always good. I choose to see the joy.”


Nadia munched on her salad. Why did
everybody over fifty think God was good? Maybe he only loved older people. 


“Well, I’ve decided I want a husband
again.” Ellie said. “Roger’s been gone now for ten years, and I’ve still got
more than enough love to give. Both my parents lived to be in their nineties,
and that should give me at least fifteen more good years to share life with
someone.” 


Nadia grabbed her napkin to keep from
laughing out loud. “Do you have man in mind?”


“No, but I’m praying about it.” Ellie
pointed her fork as though to take aim on her message. “I want to sit on his
lap and smother him with kisses. He would have to be younger, you know. Don’t
want him to die before me. When Roger died, I was miserable.” She let her fork
rest. “It’s hard to start over. Goodness, I was quite a wreck for awhile.”


Nadia nodded. “Life is hard when you
hurt.” 


“We can’t wallow in our troubles
forever. I knew I had gone too far with my pity party when I started orderin’ invitations and puttin’
out the china.” Ellie grinned then focused on the front window. “Could you show
me how to ride your scooter?”


Nadia giggled.


Ruth shook her head. “Ellie, what on
earth are you thinking?”


“You sound like my kids. They think
they have to protect me. Life is too short not to enjoy. They won’t let me buy
a motorcycle, so I’ve decided I want a scooter.”


“If Ruth will allow,” Nadia said, “I
will show you how to ride. But I must go soon.” Butterflies tangoed in her
tummy at the thought of seeing David again.


“It’s not my call to make.” Ruth stood
with half the food still on her plate. “However, I do have one request. Let me
take a picture.”


Ellie hurried to her feet. “I can’t
wait.”


Outside, Nadia briefed Ellie on the
art of scooter riding while Ruth snapped several pictures.


Ellie, a look of pure pleasure on her
face, fiddled with the controls. “I thought it would be like a motorcycle.
Roger and I used to own one in the Philippines. Wasn’t near
this pretty though. Do they make them in pink?”


“They have many colors,” Nadia said.
The mental images of Ellie wearing pink leather jacket and pants on a scooter
were way too fun. 


“I can’t wait to see what they have.
Could you go with me to look in the next few days? The kids would never take
me. I’ve got the money, and I can’t wait to feel the wind on my face again.”
Ellie waved her hand as if blowing the wind through her hair. 


“I can go, but only have scooter.”


“Don’t you worry.
Come by my house, and we’ll take my car.”


“Will family be angry?”


“Goodness no.” Ellie wiggled
her arched eyebrows. “They’ll be glad I’m not gettin’
a Harley.”  


 


###


 


For the third time, David adjusted the
picnic basket and straightened the blanket. This time he ducked, finally
remembering not to hit his head on the low branches of the red-tinged dogwood
that provided a colorful canopy. Pleased with his choice, not secluded, but
still private, he stretched back on the blanket and rested his head on his
hands. 


Though the weather channel hadn’t
called for storms until evening, dark clouds loomed on the horizon. He rolled
to his side and checked his watch. Fifteen minutes. 


Restless, he decided to go look for Nadia.
He jumped to his feet, walked toward their appointed meeting place, and turned
right as the sidewalk forked behind the building. He spotted Nadia across the
way. Slowing his pace, he enjoyed the view. 


 


###


 


Nadia strolled toward the entrance of
the Horticultural Center. Air, tender with the scent of fall, filled her lungs.
Squirrels in the branches overhead scampered in an aerial ballet. A dove landed
in a nearby tree. She stopped and smiled at the bird. This day was definitely
good. 


The sound of footsteps drew her
attention back to the sidewalk. In front of her stood a dark-haired,
olive-skinned man, wearing a red-hooded sweatshirt, a notebook tucked under his
arm. 


“I didn’t mean to startle you.” His
smile was all teeth, sparkling white. “My name is Z. I’m in your software
design class. I sit behind you.” 


“Behind me?” Her heart
slammed against her chest. She always sat against the rear wall.


“Yes. You can call me Zev or Z.” His
eyes, predatory black pools, scanned her body.  


The hair on her neck prickled, her
pulse pounding in her ears. “I must meet someone.” She stepped around him.


He shifted and blocked her. “I was
wondering what you thought of the lecture today?” His smile flashed again, his
gaze lingering on her chest. “Software design makes for a fascinating subject,
does it not?”


Wanting to run, her feet only shuffled
backwards. Her back rammed against a tree. 


He moved closer, his eyes darkening.
“You transferred from Israel, right?”


Flashes from the past iced her soul.
She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t survive more pain. Had to
fight.


“You are very attractive.” The man
reached toward her.
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Nadia’s scream pumped David’s
adrenaline. He raced across the lawn, dodged through trees, lowered his
shoulder, and hit Nadia’s assailant full force. 


The guy tumbled and skidded across the
grass, pages from a notebook fluttered next to him. He struggled to his feet
and wiped the bleeding scratches marring his face. “She’s crazy! I didn’t do
anything, I didn’t even touch her. I just thought she was cute. I didn’t do anything.”



David grabbed the guy’s arm and
squeezed with enough force to take the jerk back to his knees. “You did
something!” 


“No, I swear! I didn’t.” He gulped air
and actually looked like he was going to cry. “She attacked me. She’s
crazy! I didn’t do anything.” He swiped again at his face, cursing and
muttering about Nadia’s mental issues. 


David turned back to her. “Nadia?” He touched her arm. “Are you okay?” 


She jerked away, her eyes unfocused,
her hands clenched in tight fists. Frozen.


“Nadia?” 


She didn’t answer, didn’t seem to know
he was there. Her breathing ragged, her skin pale. Was she going into shock?


He moved closer. “It’s me, David.” He
glanced over his shoulder.


The guy, still grumbling, gathered his
papers and limped down the sidewalk. 


David couldn’t chance leaving Nadia,
and from what he’d seen the only physical contact came from her. 


She stood rigid, eyes wide and
staring, her look of the terror far beyond what happened today. 


“He’s gone. It’s okay.” With prayer
and a cautious touch, David took her into his arms. “You’re safe.”


 


###


 


In the distance, a voice called,
masculine but gentle. Arms surrounded her, comforting arms like her father when
she was a little girl. Unfamiliar words, not spoken, whispered words of a song
called to her, stirring her spirit. 


Where was she? Grass, trees… the park.



Nadia’s senses slowly returned. David–friend, protector. 


Man. 


She backed away on wobbly legs.  


“Nadia?” His voice
remained soft. “Are you okay?” 


Her eyes blurry, she tried to focus.
His hand still held her arm, just enough force to steady her. She wanted to
run, but wanted him near. Needed to know someone cared.


“He’s gone.” His blue eyes full of concern
studied her. “Do you feel like staying here, or should I take you home? I’m
okay with whatever you want.”


She had nowhere to go, nowhere to
hide.


David didn’t wait for her reply.
“Let’s get my stuff. I’ll take you home.” 


He led her to a blanket, a picnic
basket set in the middle. “Can I get you anything?”


She sat. Her head pounded drumbeats of
the past. “Water?” 


“You got it.” He pulled out a chilled
bottle from the ice chest. “I have fruit, cheese, and crackers too.” 


 She leaned back to take a drink.
Her vision grayed, blackened, faded.


“Nadia?” David’s voice
echoed in a tunnel, far away.


Attempting to stay upright, she braced
her hand next to her. If only she could get to her own bed, curl up, and let
the world disappear. “Please take me to apartment.”


David collected his belongings. “Is
anyone there?” 


Thinking was too difficult. She
shrugged, didn’t know for sure.  


“You can’t be alone. Where else can I
take you?”


“Home.” Painful
memories swirling through her thoughts, she rested her head on her knees. 


“Not without someone to watch you.” He
knelt beside her, his hand on her back. “It’s a friend’s house or the
hospital.”


 


###


 


Nadia paced back and forth in the Yamins’ guest bedroom. How embarrassing to freak out at the
park, almost pass out, and then have to be taken to her friend’s house. At
least in here she escaped Ruth’s questions and mothering. 


What did David think? Probably that I am a totally crazy person.


Nadia plopped on the bed. Perhaps she
had gone over the edge of sanity. The guy didn’t touch her. He didn’t have to.
Who calls themselves Zev? 


Muffled voices came from the hallway,
and then a tapping at the door. 


“Come in.”


Ruth hurried to her side and sat next
to her. “Hi, sweetie, are you feeling better? The guys called campus police.
Did the man grab you?”


Nadia held a pillow against her chest
and studied the floral pattern on the bedspread. “No.” How could she explain?
Perhaps he didn’t do anything wrong. He didn’t touch her but…  “He had
this look in his eyes. He wore hooded sweatshirt, and said he sat behind me in
Software Design. But I always sit in back. And he called himself Zev.” 


 “Zev?”
Ruth’s forehead creased. “That means wolf in Hebrew. That’s what he said his
name was?” She paused as though processing. “David said the guy’s face was
pretty messed up. I’d like to smack him myself.” She touched Nadia’s cheek.
“How about you stay here tonight?”


A knock on the door interrupted her
answer. 


David peeked through the opening. “Can
I come in?” 


Nadia couldn’t believe he stayed. 


Ruth motioned for him to enter. 


“Isaac and I are going to get your
scooter from the park and take it to your apartment.” David stopped a few feet
from the bed, his gaze searching Nadia’s. “Do you need anything?”


Ruth glanced at Nadia and answered for
her. “No, we’ll be fine.”


He hesitated for a moment, then turned
and left.


Nadia ran her hands through her hair.
“David knows something is wrong. He will run next time.”


“I doubt he’ll ever run from you. Why
don’t you stay with us a few days? I’ll put some clean sheets on the bed. I’ve
got shampoo and soap in the shower. Tomorrow, we can drive or walk you to
class.”


Nadia pushed off the bed and walked to
the door. “No, thank you. I must get home.” As much as she wanted… needed a
friend, she didn’t want to be smothered.


“At least stay here for a while, or I
could stay with you at your place.”


“I am sure Bethany will be home soon.”



“How about a
cookie?
I made a new batch this morning.” 


“Cookie would be great.” She stopped
and allowed Ruth to envelop her in a hug. Hugs were better than even
prize-winning cookies. 


Ruth held her tight, even swayed a
little as though rocking her. “It’s going to be okay.” 


“Okay is just a word. I want to feel more
than fear. I want things to be different. I want me to be different.” 


“But I love who you are.” Ruth’s soft
voice made her heart squeeze.


“I do not even know who I am.”


Ruth held her at arm’s length, looked
in her eyes. “I’ll tell you who you are, you are precious.”


Nadia swallowed hard as she looked at
Ruth’s gentle face. “Please, I do not want to cry.”


“Crying isn’t a bad thing, you know.
Tears are a release mechanism for emotions.”


Ruth wrapped her again in a hug that
squeezed the emotions out. “A good cry always makes life better.”


Nadia couldn’t stop the flow. “You do
not play fair.” 


A good cry and one cookie later, David
returned with Isaac.


She couldn’t believe he actually came
back and wanted to take her home. 


Rain splattered as Nadia and David
hurried to his black pickup truck. Nadia kept her head down. She needed to
stand on her own two feet, even if they did have the consistency of rubberized
lead. She wasn’t ready to be alone, and didn’t want to stay with the Yamins for the night. 


David helped her in just as thunder
boomed and the rain turned into a downpour. He ran and jumped into the driver’s
seat, but still his shirt was soaked. “Wow, it’s getting wild out there.” He
turned toward her, his blue eyes gentle. “Thanks for letting me take you home.
I promise we’ll find him.”


She nodded. Not sure that would help
anything. She sat on the soft, brown leather seat in his truck, and kept one
hand on the door release. Maybe she should have had Ruth and Isaac drive her
home. No. Ruth would have hovered over her for hours. They trusted
David. She moved her hands to her lap. 


He turned on the music and a song played, the words and voice slightly familiar. 


“That is what you sang at the park. Is
this you?”


“No. I was in a garage band in high
school but we weren’t that good. We didn’t make it out of the garage.” David’s
fingers drummed against the steering wheel. “I hope you didn’t mind.” He
paused, his gaze contemplative. “The song just seemed to fit, reminds me to
believe in God—even when things don’t make sense and I don’t understand.” 


Nadia leaned on the head rest,
listening to the words as she watched him. Who was this guy?


When they arrived at the apartment,
David pulled out an umbrella, ran around the truck, and with a slight bow,
offered his arm. “Madam, may I show you to your door?” 


“Thank you.” She hesitated only a
moment before she slipped her hand on his arm. “You are still wet. Come in and
I dry you.” 


He cleared his throat.


How could she say something so
idiotic? “No, I do not mean—” 


“I know.” He rested his hand on hers
for a moment before withdrawing. “Are you sure you’re comfortable having me
come in?”


Why didn’t she let Ruth drive her
home? She checked the parking lot. “Bethany is not here.” Nadia opened her
apartment door. With the storm clouds outside, the interior oozed darkness. She
flipped on the hall light. Not even Jedi greeted them. Why did today have to be
his veterinarian visit? Why did she allow David to drive her home? She barely
knew him. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and the light dimmed then regained
its intensity. 


Nadia beckoned him inside. David
hesitated a moment, stepped past her, and closed the door behind him. She
motioned him toward the family room. 


He stopped at the couch and shoved his
hands in his pockets. “I’ll just stand.” He smiled even though he shivered. His
wet shirt stuck to him, and a drop rolled down the side of his face and fell to
the floor.


Letting him go would leave her all
alone. “I will get you another shirt.” Thankful her roommate slept in oversized
men’s T-shirts, Nadia hurried to Bethany’s room. Nadia grabbed the first men’s
large she found, then returned and gave it to David. “You can change in
bathroom at end of hall. I will put yours in dryer.”


His blue eyes searched hers. “I’ll
stay as long as you need, but when you’re ready for me to go, you just say the
word.” With that, he took the shirt and walked to the bathroom.


She stood there for the longest. A man
was in her apartment. And she actually felt … safe? 


Nadia fixed two glasses of ice water
while he changed. The day couldn’t end like at the park. What would he think?
She took a deep breath. She could do this, had to do this. Act normal.
Pretend she was okay. She took a deep breath and stepped into the family room.


David sat in the chair next to the
couch. “Thanks for the shirt. I left mine hanging in the bathroom.” He glanced
around the room. “Your roommate must be interesting.” 


“How can you tell?” She handed him a
glass and sat on the couch, a cushion away.


“Besides the rather eclectic
furnishings,” he pointed to the shirt she had given him. “I don’t see you being
a save-the-whales type.” 


Nadia set her glass on a coaster on
the coffee table. She had to admit the décor was rather strange and did range
from modern to what Bethany termed early-American. “I like whales. I just would
not picket aquariums.” She curled her legs under her. Maybe she could act like
she was before. Have a conversation with a guy. “I never got to ask about your
family. Do you have brothers or sisters?” 


“No, I’m an only.”


“Where did you grow up?” She hugged a
throw pillow to her chest. 


“I guess mostly in Texas.” He chugged
his water. “We moved a lot. Dad isn’t home much, Mom is buried there.” He
cleared his throat and looked away. 


“I am sorry.” She knew that pain all
too well. Nadia twirled her hair around her finger and tried to think of
something else to discuss. 


He sat straight and returned his gaze
to her. “Would you like to go with me to the next football game?”


A game. Outside. Lots of people. “Yes, that
would be nice.” 


He grinned and nodded. 


Thunder rumbled like pounding surf.
She trembled. What was she thinking? How could she ever get on with life? An
unexpected tear ran down her cheek. She swiped it away with the back of her
hand.


In one quick move, David sat next to
her. “Are you okay? Can I do something?” 


Fix me. Hold me. Air. She needed
air. “Maybe we can go on porch. We have a hammock.” 


Stepping outside on the covered patio,
rain sprayed across the rail, wetting one side of the hammock. Would nothing go
right today? She leaned against the wall. 


David stood beside her. “I love the
smell of rain.” 


Pine, musty leaves, and the scent of
cleansing moisture lingered in the air. She slid to the floor. “Is nice.” 


His arm brushed against hers as he sat
next to her. She didn’t flinch. Right now, she needed the warmth of human
touch. The breeze played through her hair, tickling her senses. Why was she so
comfortable? Maybe because the Yamins
liked him, or maybe his sweet, tender ways. Either way, she was grateful
he was with her. 


David sat with his arms resting on his
bent knees. “My Mom always liked the rain. She said it reminded her about God’s
touch.”


She rubbed her arms to overcome the
cool breeze. “I do not know how God feels.” 


“Yeah, I know what you mean. God’s
Word says he holds us by his right hand, or covers us with his wings.”


Nadia shrugged. “Maybe he likes some
people more than others.”


“I think he loves us all.” David picked
up a leaf and held it like something so small could be important. “God is our
father and he is love, so he would be a loving father.” 


“I guess.” She didn’t know what to
say. How could David think God loved anyone? She leaned forward to study a
black caterpillar inching across the wet concrete. 


David joined her and ran a gentle
finger across the bug’s back. “He’s healthy, with a full coat. Get ready for a
cold winter.”


A gust blew rain in Nadia’s face.
Startled, she jerked. Her head hit hard on David’s shoulder.


“Are you okay?” He lifted her chin and
probed her forehead. “You may get a bump from that one.” 


Her skin tingled at the warmth of his
touch.


His fingertips brushed across her
cheek, his blue eyes gazed into hers. He leaned forward until his lips met
hers, a soft, tender kiss. 


She closed her eyes. He wrapped his
arms around her with just enough pressure to steady and raise them both to a
standing position. 


Light-headed,
slightly dizzy, beautifully relaxed. His lips danced across hers much like
butterfly wings ... a flutter ... a light touch, entwined in a sweet dance. 
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“Let
her go!” Bethany held a large book over her head aimed right at David’s face.


Nadia
grabbed Bethany’s arm before the blow connected. “No! He is with me.”


Bethany’s anger and confusion were
obvious. She stepped between them and poked at the stranger’s chest. “You
better watch it, buddy.” She narrowed her eyes. “Hey, isn’t that my shirt?”


“I gave it to him because he was
soaked.” Nadia pulled at her roommate’s arm to put distance between them.
“Bethany, this is David. David, this is my roommate, Bethany.” 


He held out his hand. “Nice to meet you.” 


Bethany did not reciprocate. Instead,
she smacked the book against her palm, the sound echoing on the porch. “Okay,
bucko, I don’t know what your game is, but if you step out of line I will
personally tear you limb from limb.”


David, with amusement playing in his
eyes, backed against the wall while Bethany paced in front of him like a protective
lioness. “I better go.” He pushed his hands in his pockets and moved around
her. 


Still wobbly from their kiss, Nadia
followed David inside. Attackers he could handle, but Bethany? 


“I’ll get my shirt and change in the
bathroom.” He wasted no time hurrying down the hall.


Bethany moved in front of Nadia. “I
don’t get you. First you act like a guy who’s affectionate is worse than a
toxic mold, and then I find you kissing a stranger?”


What could she say? Why did she
allow David to kiss her? “He is not stranger.” She wanted someone to hold,
someone to protect, and someone to erase the yesterdays. 


Glaring, Bethany shook her head. 


Avoiding Bethany’s stare, Nadia picked
up their glasses and deposited them in the sink. Catching a glimpse of David
making his way to the front door, she rushed to catch him. “I am sorry. Bethany
is protective.”


“You could say that. The shirt she’s
wearing gave me a clue.”


“Why?” Nadia opened the door, not sure
she wanted to hear. “What did it say?” 


“Do not mess with me.” 


“Fitting, yes?” 


David leaned against the door frame.
“Thanks for today. I’m sorry about what happened at the park. Are you sure
you’re going to be okay?”


“With Bethany, I will not worry.”


“I guess not.” He looked like he was
going to kiss her but straightened instead. “I shouldn’t have kissed you
earlier. Will you forgive me?” 


He was apologizing? She wasn’t sure
what to think. No one ever approached her like he did. “You did not do anything
wrong.” 


Relief smoothed his features.
“Thanks.” He brushed a strand of hair from her face and then jammed his hands
back into his pockets. “We still on for the football game?” 


“Yes. Please.” 


“I’ll call later.” 


She closed the door and leaned against
the wall, remembering the kiss, his warm embrace. She touched her lips to
forever seal the feeling into her memory. From panic to
comfort in less than two hours. With a contented sigh, she turned and
almost ran into Bethany.


“Excuse me.” Bethany blocked her. “I
don’t get it. You complain about Rob touching you, and then you’re locking lips
with him.”


“You do not understand.” 


“Obviously.”


Nadia studied the carpeting searching
for words to explain. “He is different. He makes me feel safe.” 


Bethany studied her for a minute,
shook her head, and marched back to her room.


 


###


 


David prayed on the way home. He had
taken advantage of the situation with Nadia. He shouldn’t have kissed her. She
was obviously vulnerable. But he couldn’t resist. Okay, he could resist. He
should have stopped himself. 


He wasn’t sure what to think about her
reactions. Something or someone traumatized her. Had the incident in the park
opened old wounds? 


And he kissed her. What a heel. He
kissed her several times. What a jerk. He walked to the townhouse praying for
Nadia’s protection and his forgiveness.


“How did the date go?” Pete took two
containers of leftovers from the refrigerator, sniffed them, and promptly threw
them into the trash. 


“Not sure. Some guy came on to her at
the park. I talked to campus police.” 


“Is she okay?” 


David leaned against the kitchen
counter, unsure what the answer was, but he was determined to find out as much
as possible. If only he had hurried when he first saw her at
the park. The guy never touched her. Why had she reacted so strongly?
“Pray for her protection. And pray they find the guy.”


“You got it. Do you want me to call
Mike at the station?”


“Already
talked to him.”
If anybody could find the guy, Mike would. He was part bloodhound and bulldog.


“By the way, your dad called. He was
on his way to another meeting. Said he’d call later.”
Pete handed a soda to David. “Do you know where he is?”


“Last I heard he was still in London
working on some project.” He didn’t need to think about his dad. Not now. 


“Man, he must have a million frequent
flier miles.” Pete chugged a drink and burped. “Why don’t we grab some and fly
off to an island?” 


“Sounds good, doesn’t it? I guess
that’s one advantage of having a rich dad, even if he’s not much of a dad.” 


“I thought you’d worked through all
that.”


“On most days, I have.” The days he
didn’t think about his dad. 


“You know you’re welcome anytime by my
family.” Pete threw his empty can at the trash and missed. 


“It’s good to have a second family,
even if they throw like girls. That’s why I was the quarterback.”


Pete picked up and crumpled the can.
“Hey, if you hadn’t had a great receiver like me, you wouldn’t have been any
good.”


“Well, you know what the good book
says, it’s better to give than receive.” David twisted with a quick maneuver
but still couldn’t avoid the can targeted for his head. Now if he could only
dodge the concern he felt for Nadia.
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David stomped up the stairs. He hadn’t
slept more than an hour with wondering about Nadia and then the phone call about
one of the patients. What a rotten way to start the day. He hated cancer. Why
couldn’t they find a cure? He missed his floor, turned around, and took two
steps at a time until he returned to the correct exit. Forty-five long strides, and he arrived at the open office door of his
friend/mentor/semi-mom. “Can I come in?”


Jacqueline Burns moved aside a stack
of papers. “Sure. I’m free for the next thirty minutes.” 


He plopped in one of the wooden chairs
in front of her desk. “Can I ask you something personal?” At her quizzical nod,
he jumped in with his question. “Why do you think God allows illness?”


“Now that’s an interesting question
for both of us. Probably to keep you physicians in business.”
She grinned and twirled her reading glasses. “David, every circumstance is
different. We can’t lump them all into one neat little package.”


David rubbed the back of his neck, but
it didn’t ease the headache. “I’m training to be a doctor, and I have all these
questions.”


“I’m sure you do.” She leaned forward
as if giving important advice. “I’m also certain you won’t get all your answers
this side of heaven.”


He stared at the faded brown carpet,
dingy as his mood. “I just found out one of our patients has cancer. She’s only
thirteen.”


“Oh David, I’m so sorry.”


“It’s hard to see someone suffer and
not be able to help.” He met her gaze. “Chemo and radiation are the pits.”


“I know,” she whispered. “Sometimes
life doesn’t seem fair because we can only see circumstances from our
perspective. We don’t see the grand design. If I expected fairness in life, I
would be miserable. Okay, I have my moments. But if I try to see from a
heavenly perspective, suffering and illness have made me grow in ways that
couldn’t happen otherwise.”


He scraped at a spot on the arm of his
chair, wanting to erase the darkness growing in his young patient. “Yeah, just
stinks that life can be so painful.” 


“That’s true. But all of us go through
tough things, whether it’s physical or mental. Life is a battle. Before you
came in, I was about to cry. I’m so tired of this mess. Every few months some
weird symptom hits, and I’m walking out of the doctor’s office with another
unpleasant diagnosis or more questions.”


David cringed, wishing he had the
answers. “I’m sorry.”


“It’s not your fault. Once again, it
comes down to trusting when nothing makes sense. I guess that’s what it means
to walk by faith and not by sight.” She paused as though worried she’d gone too
far. “Sorry, I’m getting on my soapbox. I think I was talking more to myself
than to you.”


“No, it was meant for me. I keep
trying to figure out things on my own, as though I can unlock the mysteries of
the universe.” David glanced at his watch. Studies called. “I better go.” 


“Come by the house. Tom was asking
about you. We’re praying for you. I’ll also pray for your young patient and her
family.”


“Thanks.” He stood by the door. “Add
one more. I met someone.”


“Wait! Don’t you dare leave me hanging.” She hurried toward him, her gaze curious. “Who is
she?”


“Nadia. She’s friends
with the Yamins, and even carries a Bible in her
backpack. Please pray for her.”


 “Definitely.
Is everything alright?”


“Yeah, I think she’s working through
something that happened.”


Jacqueline surveyed him with a look his
mom used to give. One that said she could read beyond his words. “I’ll pray.
Call me if you need anything.”


 


###


 


Nadia snuck in early to her software
design class, sat in her usual spot in the back, against the corner, and
scanned every face that entered the classroom. Tension in her shoulders and
neck eased when the professor began his lecture. No sign of Zev.


After class, she approached the
teacher and hoped to appear somewhat confident. “I was wondering about student.
His name is Zev.”


He stared through gold-rimmed glasses.
“I don’t think I have anyone listed by that name.” With a flourish, he flipped
through the class roster. “Are you sure it’s Zev?”


“I think so. Could you check in other
classes?” 


“May I ask why?” His hawk-like eyes
were those of an inspector as he pushed up his glasses.  


Heat rose to her face. What could she
say? “He, well—”


“Never mind.” He held up
his hand. “Give me a minute.” He typed on his computer and scanned the
information. “I don’t show a Zev listed anywhere.”


She steadied herself against the desk.
At least Zev wasn’t in her classes. But who was he?


Nadia checked the messages on her cell
phone as she left. Ruth had called and wanted to meet her off-campus. Good,
maybe she had some ideas about Zev. 


Five minutes later, Nadia arrived at
the massive wrought iron gates that opened to the Filmore
Estate. She followed the winding road along the manicured lawn and tall trees
to the circular drive and parked next to Ruth’s car. 


The house reminded Nadia of the
Southern mansions from her childhood reading. Red, yellow, and orange fall
chrysanthemums lined the planting beds. Everywhere she turned, she found
beauty. Somehow, she expected to see Rhett Butler from the movie Gone with
the Wind open the door and call to her. 


Ruth sauntered down the steps. “Is
this not the most amazing thing you have ever seen?”


“Are you sure we can be here? Is this
open for tours?”


“Only if you
know the caretaker.” She grinned. “I can’t wait until you see the
house and grounds.” Ruth pointed to a distinguished-looking gentleman wearing
blue slacks and a pinstripe dress shirt as he walked toward them. “Nadia Minsky, this is George Crownover.”



He smiled, took Nadia’s hand, and
kissed it gently. “The pleasure is mine.” 


Nadia fought to keep her mouth closed.
Maybe Rhett Butler did exist. 


“Ladies, if you will be so kind as to
follow me, I’ll give you the full tour.” 


She clutched Ruth’s arm and whispered,
“Oh my goodness, how did you find him?”


“Remember that bake sale a few weeks
ago? George bought several dozen cookies. We started talking, and I found out
he met Isaac when he visited Israel.”


“I cannot believe you know Rhett
Butler.” Nadia stepped onto the wide front porch. The gleaming white wicker
chairs and a round table beckoned visitation. 


Ruth nudged her. “He’s not Rhett, he’s
George.”


“Call him what you must, but he is
gorgeous.”


“He’s old enough to be your
grandfather.”


Nadia couldn’t resist. “That is
problem?”


“Oh, you are a stinker.”


They followed behind George as he explained
the historical aspects of the home and its contents. “The Filmore
mansion was originally built by the wealthy financier, Thomas Filmore, in 1894. No expense was spared as he prepared for
his new bride. Presidents, governors, and dignitaries wined and dined on the
estate.” 


Nadia tried to take in every room’s
splendor. The dark, rich antique furniture reminded her of a museum or a movie
set. She would not be surprised to see Scarlett O’Hara. “Who lives here now?” 


“The home has been vacant since the
passing of Mrs. Molly Filmore Currie. Her distant
heirs now battle over the estate.” His expression pained. “I’m afraid the
fight’s gotten quite ugly. Did you notice Mrs. Currie’s portrait?” He pointed
to the painting above the fireplace of a dark-haired young woman standing
serenely in a long, green gown. Her emerald eyes stared into the distance as
though longing for another place and time. 


“She was beautiful.” 


“Yes.” His voice was thick, full of
emotion. “I’ll show you her favorite place on the estate.” He opened the French
doors, led them down the steps of the patio, onto the stone pathway across the
yard, and stopped at a row of tall hedges. “Beyond this lies the secret
garden.” He stepped inside the bushes.


Nadia prodded Ruth. “You go first. You
are brave.”


Ruth grabbed Nadia’s hand and followed
through the gap where George disappeared. Inside the hedge stood a massive
two-tiered fountain surrounded by roses, chrysanthemums, asters, and sedums.
“It’s beautiful.” 


He stooped and tended a drooping flower.
“They are my pride and joy. Until our first frost, these hybrid roses should
continue to bloom.” 


“How do you find time to care for all
of this?” Ruth sniffed an apricot-colored rose and sighed.


“The staff lives off the estate. They
come early in the morning to clean, mow, and trim. My job is to oversee and
protect. But this garden is one area I tend myself.”


The tree limbs swayed, their leaves
rustling and dancing in the slight breeze. A grey squirrel came within arm’s
reach and stopped. Seemingly satisfied at their presence, he scurried through
the hedge. 


“Nadia, let
me show you something.” George led her to the back of the garden but still
within eyesight of Ruth. “There’s an opening like the one I showed you. Step
through here. Zig right and then zag
left.”


She hesitated a moment. Ruth waved at
her and smiled. Feeling somewhat confident, Nadia squeezed through the first
layer of bushes and found herself in a mini maze. After four steps to the
right, and five steps to the left, she pushed through the bushes and reached
the sidewalk near her computer science building. To be sure no one spotted her
newfound discovery, she hurried back through. “That is wonderful.”


George gave her a satisfied smile.
“Now you know my little secret. When you’re on the sidewalk, look for the dark
brown rock about the size of a basketball that marks the opening. You’re
welcome to stop by anytime.”


Her curiosity growing, she followed
him as they made their way back to Ruth. “How long have you lived here?” 


“A long time.” He stopped to
tend a rose bush.


“Have you seen Gone with Wind?”


His eyes crinkled with his smile.
“Frankly, Nadia, yes, I have.”


“I guess you know you look like Rhett
Butler?”


“It’s been years since someone made
that comparison. Fortunately, my life has not been as tortured as his. Were you
hoping for an interesting story?” 


Nadia shrugged. “Perhaps.”


“I’ve had a great life. God has been
very good to me.”


She nodded toward Ruth who was busy
smelling roses. “The Yamins would say that.”


“You don’t agree about life or God?”


“He loves other people, not me.”


He appeared to contemplate her
statement. “Do you feel that way all the time?”


She didn’t want to admit the truth.
Maybe God did exist. If life had been different, maybe she could have believed.


George took a pair of garden clippers
from his back pocket, cut off a rose, and handed it to her. “The rose is
beautiful even though the stem is covered in thorns. Nadia, I’ve traveled the
world, loved and been loved, watched my children born and now my grandchildren.
I’ve seen death, heartache, and pain. What I choose to see is beauty.”


Careful not to prick her fingers,
Nadia studied the red rose and the velvety petals. “Is very
hard to focus on beauty when there has been pain.”


“True, but we must remember not to let
a painful past ruin our future.” 


Nadia held the rose and studied the
tender, fragrant petals contrasting with the sharp thorns on the stem. She
didn’t think she was letting her past ruin her future. 


Was she?


 


###


 


Nadia, tummy full of Ruth’s delicious
dinner, sat on the sofa in the Yamins’ family room. A
fire crackled and popped in the fireplace, the glow reflecting off wood-paneled
walls. George’s rose sat in a glass vase on the coffee table, the soft, sweet
fragrance mingling in the air. “I still think he looks like Rhett Butler.”


Ruth grinned and shook her head. “You
have seen too many old movies.”


“I bet his wife looked like Scarlett.”
Nadia leaned her head back to enjoy the fantasy. “Of course, Lady Filmore did look like Scarlett in younger days.”


“You’re letting your imagination run
wild, aren’t you?”


“I can see now. Lady Filmore was his true love, but poor George was not rich
enough. She must marry stodgy man named Currie. Poor George pined for her, and
she for him.” Nadia dabbed at her imaginary tears. “Makes me
want to cry.”


“I’m sorry to burst your bubble.”
Isaac peered over his paper. “George was happily married for forty years. He is
the epitome of a gentleman. Molly Filmore Currie was
a dear friend to him and best friend of his late wife.”


“Of course, he probably would not tell
you full story.”


Ruth giggled. “Someday, we might need
to talk to him and find out.”


Isaac groaned. “Poor
George.”


Ruth’s eyes glinted with pleasure. “So
what else has been happening since we haven’t had a chance to chat about just
daily stuff? Any more God hugs?”


Disregarding the God comment, Nadia
sipped her hot chocolate. “Meeting Rhett Butler was fun. Besides that,
Bethany’s purse was stolen, we had wild car chase, and we found bad guy.”


Ruth straightened like a momma bear
protecting her cubs. “What?”


“No, everything is fine. Bethany can
take care of herself. Oh, my goodness. You would not believe—” By the time
Nadia finished the story, both Ruth and Isaac were laughing. 


Isaac stood. “Nadia, you are a
treasure. Please stay and visit, I’ve got to get ready for tomorrow.”


Nadia waited for Isaac to leave the
room. “I had horrible double date with guy who would not keep away hands.”


“You had a date?” Ruth’s expression
bordered between pleased and worried.


“Yes, someone Bethany knows.”


“I take it he wasn’t a nice guy.”


“He was very handsome, but I was not
comfortable.”


“There’s no reason to date someone
like that. I’m glad you’ve met David.”


The memory of David’s tender kiss continued
to send delighted but worried shivers down Nadia’s spine. Why did she trust him
and couldn’t even stand to be seated next to her double date? And why did Zev
completely unnerve her?


“I checked in class, and no one is
listed as Zev.”


”There can’t be too many people who go
by that name. He’ll turn up. Besides, we are always praying for your
protection. We put out an APB.” 


“APB? As with police?”


“Kind of. It also
stands for Almighty Prayer Barrier. We’ll ask God to surround you with a
barrier of protection from any prowling wolves.” 


“Good. Your God listens to you.”


“He wants to hear from you, too.”


Nadia crossed her arms. Here we go
again. Why did she put herself in situations like this? She stood and
really wanted to kick the couch. “Why must you always do this? Nobody
rescued me. It is late. I must go.” 


She said goodbye and left. She loved
Ruth, but sometimes the God talk made her want to pull out her hair. 


How could Ruth believe in, much less
love someone, who allowed their only daughter to be blown apart by a suicide
bomber? Why did David believe? The questions made her head hurt. 


By the time she got home, all she
wanted to do was put on her headphones and drown out any thoughts. She grabbed
her headphones and crawled into bed. The song that started playing almost made
her scream. The number was one Ruth gave her—some Christian song. She couldn’t
get away from him. He was everywhere.
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Caffeine sludged
through David’s tired veins as he finished his umpteenth cup of coffee. Four in
the morning, and the ER was finally quiet. He’d been awake for twenty-eight
hours straight, and the vacant stretcher called to him. At the sound of
approaching footsteps, he pulled himself upright.


Dr. Joann Samuel, her blonde hair
pulled tight in a bun, stopped in front of him. “How you
holding up?” Her riveting green eyes could bore a hole through steel.


He forced a positive reply. “Fine, thanks.” 


“Good. I need your help with a
patient.” 


For someone petite in stature, Dr.
Samuel was a fireball of energy. She continued talking and made it halfway down
the hall before David caught up. 


“The sheriff’s department brought in a
prisoner who went through a warehouse window trying to escape. His right arm
has several lacerations. They warned us, he is big and dangerous.” She opened
the curtains on the last exam room in the ER. 


The largest man David had seen outside
a football field sat on the table. A razor obviously hadn’t seen his face in
several days. His black hair was slicked back from sweat, dirt, or grease. Next
to him stood a short, paunchy deputy sheriff, his hand resting on his holstered
gun. 


The nauseating stench of sweat, blood,
and beer permeated the exam room. The prisoner’s hands were cuffed behind his
back, his upper arm wrapped in a makeshift bandage. Blood oozed down his
bulging bicep. 


Dr. Samuel studied the wound then
addressed the officer. “You’ll need to remove the handcuffs so we can treat
him.”


The officer shook his head. “I don’t
think that would be a good idea.”


“I’m sure he’ll be fine.” She stared
at the prisoner as though staring down a mean dog. 


The deputy grabbed the handcuffs.
“Cooper, if you move, I’ll shoot you.” The officer took off the cuffs, stepped
back against the wall, and kept his hand on the butt of his gun.


David put on gloves, opened the suture
pack, applied anesthetic, and cleaned the jagged wound. 


Cooper watched his every move. “Don’t
mess up my tattoo.” 


Should have
thought of that before you jumped out a window. David
stitched and placed a dressing on the man’s arm. He finished and threw the
bloody gauze into the trash. “Ten stitches. Nice addition to your other
decoration.”


“Don’t get smart,” Cooper growled.


The deputy snapped the handcuff on the
man’s left arm and reached for the other. “The sooner we get these back on, the
better.” 


Before anyone could react, Cooper
backhanded the deputy. The officer stumbled back and thudded against the wall. 


The prisoner snatched the straight
scissors off the medical tray and grabbed Dr. Samuel. Shielding his body with
hers, he waved the scissors at the two men, then
jammed them against her neck. “Don’t anybody move, or
I’ll cut her.” 


David’s body tensed. He sent up a
prayer for help as he calculated what he could do. 


The deputy struggled to his feet and
pulled out his gun. “Let her go.” 


“No.” Cooper smirked. “Drop the gun.”
He jammed the scissors into Dr. Samuel’s neck, and a droplet of blood appeared.


David swallowed and stepped toward the
big man. “Let her go.”


“Back off.” Cooper growled.


The deputy leveled his Smith and
Wesson 45 at Cooper’s head. “Let. Her. Go.” 


“No. Drop the gun!” Perspiration
beaded on the man’s face. 


The deputy’s finger rested on the
gun’s trigger. “No.” The deputy kept the gun level. “Cooper, you’re already in
deep trouble.”


“That’s right. One more thing ain’t gonna matter. She’s my
ticket outta here.” His grip tightened again around
Dr. Samuel’s neck. Her face reddened, she placed her hands on Cooper’s arm as
though trying to steady herself and loosen his grip. “Okay, little lady we’re gonna do this together. One false move and I’ll snap your
neck.” He stepped back, dragging her with him. 


David prayed for strength. He had to
do something. He had taken on men Cooper’s size on the football field. If he
moved fast enough, he could slam into the prisoner and give her time to get
away. Her eyes didn’t seem wide with fear, but concentration. She glanced at
the man’s arm and back at David. 


David’s adrenaline surged. Now or never. He inched forward. 


Dr. Samuel clamped her teeth into the
big man’s arm. Cooper howled in pain. She grabbed his arm, turned her chin to
his elbow, and ducked under. Before he could respond, she grabbed under his armpit,
stepped out with her left foot, and popped her right hip against him. The big
man thudded on the floor. A series of swift kicks left him writhing in pain. 


She smoothed her lab coat and smiled
at the astonished men. “No problem, gentlemen. I was last year’s Aikido
Champion.”


 


###


 


Nadia propped herself in the hammock
and watched as Jedi pounced and chased leaves skittering across the patio.
Classes were over for the day. She had several hours before she’d take Ellie to
the scooter store, and Ruth was coming over later to watch a movie. While they
watched the show, Nadia would make sure Ruth had enough food to keep her mouth
too occupied for any religious discussions.


Bethany peeked out the open door. “I’m
going to the store. Do you need anything?”


“Popcorn, and
everything else should be on the list. Let me know how much I owe.”


“You got it.” Bethany picked up the
puppy and studied Nadia’s leg. “I like your anklet. Where’d you get it?”


“Israel.” Nadia stared at the silver ankle
bracelet with the tiny round silver bells. She hadn’t even thought when she’d
put it on this morning.


“Next time you go back, I want one
just like that.” Bethany flashed Nadia a smile and shut the door behind her.


Nadia closed her eyes. Memories replayed
of Israel. Adam’s olive skin and his curly brown hair.
Swimming in the crystal clear, cool water of the Red Sea at Eilat
where they fed the parrot fish that ate watermelon from their hands. The long walk on the boardwalk to the shop where he bought the
anklet. 


She ran her hand over her cheek,
recalling his ever stubbly beard that tickled her face as they kissed. His
embrace and kiss which sealed what could have been a relationship to last
forever … until they took her life away.


Her legs twitched as she jolted back
to the present. She yanked the memento off her ankle and threw it over the
railing.


 


###


 


Glad to get out of the apartment and
away from memories, Nadia arrived at Ellie Richardson’s and parked her scooter
in front of the small red brick house with a meticulously landscaped yard. 


Dressed in tailored black slacks and a
pink sweater, Ellie met her at the doorway. She beckoned Nadia inside. “Come
in. You look beautiful as always.”


 Pictures of children and
grandchildren adorned every table. Paintings of gardens and flowers hung on the
walls.


“Sit and chat.” Ellie patted the
cushion on the floral couch. “Do you miss Israel?”


“Sometimes.” 


“I understand. Moving to another
location is hard, but you get to see new things, meet new people, and start
over.” 


Nadia shrugged. “You lived in the
Philippines. What was that like?”


“Such a
beautiful place.”
Ellie sighed as she picked up the framed picture closest to her. “All our
children were born there. This was taken the year before Roger died. Here is
Roger, and this is Salvador, Gabriel, our daughters Angelina and Anna, and
their families.” 


Nadia studied the picture. Salvador’s
dark complexion contrasted with the other children’s lighter features. 


Ellie lovingly rubbed her hand across
the faces of her family. “All were special gifts straight from heaven. They
continue to bless us in ways we never thought would be possible.” She put down
the picture and picked up the next one. “And have you ever seen sweeter
grandkids? This is the latest, taken at last year’s reunion.” 


Smiling faces of all varieties and
shapes filled the frame. “Your family is beautiful. How
many?”


“Well, let’s just say the kids are
fruitful and multiplied. Roger and I had four children, fifteen grandkids, and
now forty great-grandkids, and two great-greats.” Ellie chuckled. “Goodness,
next year we could start a small country.” 


“Do they live near?”


“Oh my, they’re stretched over the
world. But I do have several in the area. I’m alone only when I want to be.” 


Nadia admired a painting hanging
behind them. Flowers in every shade of the rainbow lined a stone path leading
to the woods, the colors so crisp they looked like a photograph. She pointed to
the artwork. “You have very beautiful paintings.”


“Thank you, they’re my creations.
Painting is great therapy during times of grief. I started when we lived in the
Philippines and I was pregnant with Salvador. My easel is set up in the sun
room. Let me show you.”


Nadia followed Ellie down the hall, through
the kitchen, to the back of the house. The sunroom overlooked a pristine yard
with a garden full of fall flowers and hostas.
Ellie’s easel waited in the corner with an upholstered bench in front. A wicker
settee covered with old pillows sat against the wall. 


Ellie settled on the bench. “I love
painting the beauty of nature. I do some portraits too. Thank the Lord, my hand
is still steady. It just takes longer now, which is fine. Nobody expects
someone my age to hurry.” 


Nadia relaxed on the settee. Fresh-cut
flowers garnished a vase made of jadeite glass on a small table. In the other
corner, a bookshelf full of old books, many of them with tattered and torn
binders.


“I hope you don’t mind, but I started
drawing you.” Ellie opened her sketch pad. “Haven’t finished
the eyes yet. That’s the hardest part. They’re windows to the soul.”


Nadia avoided Ellie’s probing gaze by
staring out the sunroom windows.


“Don’t turn away. I’ve seen that same
look in myself. I’ll share my story with you someday.”


Nadia wanted to tell someone, stop
living in fear at what others would think. But she couldn’t. Not yet. 


“You don’t have to say anything.”
Ellie’s blue eyes filled with compassion. “Just know I am praying for you, and
I’m here anytime you want to talk.” She stood. “I guess we better get to the
store.”


 


###


 


The door beep announced their arrival
in the showroom. Nadia couldn’t believe she was shopping for scooters with
Ellie.


A salesman, his white, short-sleeve
dress shirt pulled across his ample belly, hurried toward them. “Hello, ladies.
What can I do for you today?”


Ellie stopped at a raspberry-colored
sport model. “We want to look at your scooters.” 


The salesman addressed Nadia. “Very well. This is our most popular model for students.
Perfect for motoring on campus, and the trunk has
plenty of room for books.”


Nadia pointed to Ellie. “Thank you,
but is she who wants scooter.”


His bushy eyebrows rose. “I. . . I’m
sorry.”


Seeming to ignore his obvious faux
pas, Ellie straddled the raspberry model. “This is perfect. I love the little
trunk. I could run up to the store for a few things or ride over to my friend’s
house. I can’t decide on the sunshine yellow or the raspberry ice. And I do
love that pink one.”


The salesman hovered nearby reminding
Nadia of a vulture circling prey. “If you need financing, we have several good
options available.”


Ellie chuckled. “Honey, at my age, the
last thing I need to do is finance. I’ve got cash. When I go, I don’t want to
leave the kids saddled with debt.”


He almost salivated through his
gapping mouth grin. “We have plenty in stock.” 


“I don’t know. This probably isn’t the
best time of the year to be looking at gettin' one of
these.” Ellie turned toward Nadia. “What do you do on rainy days?”


“I have a jacket. On those days, I do
not leave campus.”


“Rain would be a problem. I
wonder if they make waterproof leather in pink.” Ellie patted the seat of the
Raspberry scooter and addressed the salesman. “Young man, when can I take this
baby out for a test drive?”


He gulped like a fish out of water.
“I… I’ll get the keys.” He hesitated then hurried to his office.


Ellie sat on the scooter and played
with the controls. “Shame it’s not a Harley.”


The salesman rushed back. “If you’ll
move to the side, I’ll push the vehicle outside and get everything set up for
the ride.”


“Thank you, young man.” Ellie,
grinning like a school girl with a new toy, followed him out the door. “Before
we get started, does this beauty have enough power to pop a wheelie?” 


Nadia burst into laughter. 


The salesman jerked to a halt. “Ma’am…
you… uh, you’re not serious are you?”


Ellie patted his arm. “Oh dear me, do
I look like the type to do such a thing?” She flashed a smile at Nadia and
winked. 


 


###


 


Back at her apartment, Nadia filled
glasses with ice, took some sodas from the pantry, and turned to Ruth. “Ellie
did not buy a scooter, but watching her during test drive was hysterical. The
poor salesman nearly had heart attack.” 


Ruth chuckled. “She didn’t pop a
wheelie, did she?”


“No, but she revved the engine a few
times just to scare the man. When we left, he was very pale and leaning against
the doorway. I do not think he was sorry when we drove away.” 


“I should’ve met you both there. I
would have paid to watch.” The microwave beeped, and Ruth took out the popcorn.
“Now on to more fun. Gone with the Wind is one
of my favorites.”


 “I cannot wait to see movie
again.”


“Why do you like the movie so much?”
Ruth asked.


“I like the Southern things, the
adventure, and I very much like Rhett. But I would have Scarlett change sooner.
She missed her chance at much happiness. Why do you like it?”


“I love imagining living in a house
like Tara,” Ruth wore a dreamy far-away look, “with Isaac as my Southern
gentleman.”


“Ha. You would play dress-up with all
the flowing gowns.” Nadia arranged the drinks on the coffee table and propped
up her feet. 


 “I do declare, Miss Nadia, I
would have to change outfits probably twenty or thirty times a day.” Ruth sat
next to her and flipped on the television.


When the movie ended, Nadia turned off
the set and threw her Kleenex in the trash already overflowing with discarded
tissues. “I forgot the scene with their daughter. I hope you were not too
uncomfortable.” 


“I remembered, but a cry is good for
the soul.”


“I should be healthy,” Nadia muttered.


“Knowing Hannah is in heaven helps
ease the pain. I’ll see her again, and I have some wonderful memories to
cherish.”


“I am sorry I did not meet Hannah.”


“Me too. You would
have liked her. She was a sweet baby and a sweet girl.”


Nadia swallowed hard at the questions
that ran through her mind. She probably couldn’t have children, and if she
could, would she even want to bring them into this cruel world?


“Are you okay?”


“What if…” So long ago she dreamed of
being a wife and mother, but that was before…


Ruth rubbed Nadia’s arm. “What’s
bothering you?”


Nadia shook her head. “Nothing.” 


“Oh, Nadia, everything will be okay.
Your life is open to all kinds of wonderful possibilities. We’re here, and God
will help.”


“Why must you always talk about him?”
She yanked up her glass and bowl. “God did not help. He never will help.” 


 


###


 


Caleb rubbed his wrists where they’d
been left raw from the restraints and squinted into the morning sun. He could
have explained the situation if the officer had only listened. Instead Caleb
spent the night in a cell full of drunken slime. 


At least the charge was only for
disorderly conduct. If he hadn’t kicked his knife under the garbage dumpster he
wouldn’t have gotten off that easy.


He glanced at his watch, he’d lost
another night of searching, and now he was late for work. If he was lucky, he’d
catch the bus and make it to work before his boss strolled in at ten. Tonight,
he’d retrieve his car, knife, and continue the hunt. 


Caleb pushed his way through a group
of protestors outside the police station, and brushed past a young woman. The
scent of her perfume lingered as he hurried to the bus stop. The fragrance
oozed into his brain and wrapped around his soul, pulling him back to the memories
of that night. 


The world blurred and blackened. Caleb
clamped his hands over his ears as though the mere act could stifle the sound
of the screams reverberating through his skull. He forced the memories away. 


Only he had the power. Only he could
relieve her pain. 
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Nadia put away the vacuum cleaner and
straightened her room to at least make the apartment look presentable. Classes
were over, homework finished, and Ruth was due soon to take her shopping. Shame
Bethany couldn’t come, that would definitely keep away any religious
discussions. 


Jedi’s bark alerted Nadia to a knock
at the front door. She picked up the pup and checked the peep-hole. Strange. Ruth wasn’t normally early. 


As soon as the door opened, Ruth
hurried to the kitchen, set a dish she brought on the counter, and handed her a
bag of cookies. “I want to apologize.” Her red and swollen eyes said more than
her apology.


“For what?”


“I don’t want you ever to be
uncomfortable with us.” Ruth paced back and forth in the small kitchen. “I’m
afraid I talk too much about God.” 


“You do.” Nadia set down the pup,
washed her hands, and pulled out a cookie. 


“I don’t mean to.” Ruth shifted her
feet like a little girl uncertain what to say. “It’s just when you find
something wonderful, you want to share.”


Nadia leaned against the counter and
bit into the still warm treat. 


Ruth actually seemed to be squirming.
“I want to make sure we don’t step over the line. Be honest with us. You won’t
hurt our feelings.”


“I am.” Nadia poured them both a glass
of milk hoping she could formulate her response without saying something she
would regret. “You drive me crazy. I feel like I am outside and cannot get in.
You are so perfect, and I am not.”


“Oh my goodness, I am not perfect.”


“Some days I wonder.” Nadia handed
Ruth a glass and pushed her toward the kitchen chairs. 


“I’m afraid we are far from that.”
Ruth sat straight in her chair, her forehead creased. “I know I’m growing and
changing, but I still say and do things that I would be embarrassed for you to
know.”


“Maybe
should tell me. You always seem to have everything together.” 


“Not always.” Ruth folded and refolded
a paper napkin. “We both still struggle with what happened to Hannah. We miss
Israel, and we miss our friends. And I said something I shouldn’t have the
other day.”


“I thought you said God helps.”


“He does. But that doesn’t mean life
is easy, and it definitely doesn’t mean we’re perfect.” Ruth laid aside the
napkin and clasped her hands together as though trying to reign in her
nervousness. “I can be rather impatient, irritating, and some
times unapproachable. Don’t look to people for perfection. Please,
please forgive me.”


Nadia had to smile. She had never seen
someone apologize so profusely. “Okay, we have established you are not perfect.
Just try to not talk so much about God.” She stood. “Now, can we shop? Since you
think I need something else for game.”


“You always look cute. I just think
you’ll look better in something besides jeans.”


“I cannot believe you.” Nadia couldn’t
keep from giggling. “You apologize and then put me down for wear jeans.”


“You’re such a little stinker.” Ruth
pushed her toward the door. “Let’s go get you fixed
up.”


Nadia grabbed her purse. “I knew
you wanted to fix me.” 


At the mall, they spent an hour
searching for clothes to wear to the upcoming school football game. 


Ruth went through racks of clothing at
lightning speed, her hands finding hidden treasures. She held a brown sequined
top against Nadia’s chest. “You would look so good in this.” 


“I like color, but sequins are too
much.” Nadia glanced around the department store looking in vain for the jean
section.


Ruth shoved an outfit into Nadia’s
hand. “You look great in brown. It brings out your gorgeous eyes. And the
sequins are perfect on the top. It’s a little strip, and if you don’t like them
you can pull them off later.”


“I used to wear things like this, but
not now. I am more into comfort these days.” Something that blends in. “I
was thinking top could go casual. Maybe with jeans.”


“You need to break out of the denims
once in a while. You have such a cute figure.” 


“Well, I guess could try, but I will
feel stupid in slacks at game.”


“We’ve been through this before,” Ruth
said. “This isn’t any game. Football is taken very seriously here. You’d be
surprised what some girls wear.”


“I see myself sitting in slacks in
sweaty, smelly stands. I would never wear these to game back home. Must I bring
something to sit on?”


“No, the stands are nice and they keep
them clean. You won’t need to bring your own seat cover. Now, keep the shirt on
and see how they look together.”


Nadia shrugged, let out a loud sigh,
and slumped in a huff to the dressing room. She hadn’t worn
anything like this since… 


Ugh. Why couldn’t she have fun
without thinking back? 


Forcing aside the thoughts, she
changed into the clothes and examined herself in the mirror. Not bad. This was
one of those outfits that made you want to walk taller, put a smile on your
face, and think everything is right with the world. Several minutes later, she
stood in front of Ruth.  


“You look wonderful!” Ruth gushed.
“Now then, we have to find you the right boots and accessories.” 


Nadia whined but grinned as she
followed behind Ruth. “Is this really necessary?” 


Back at home, shopping bags covered
Nadia’s bed. She chuckled at the memory of Ruth at the cosmetics counter. No
one should wear the amount of makeup the lady tried to sell them.  


     Bethany
stopped mid-stride outside her door. “Whoa, since when have you gotten into
sequins?”


     Nadia held up
the shirt. “Is this too much?”


     “No, but the
purse sure is. I didn’t know you were the foo-foo,
fancy, shmancy type.”


     “Not until
today.”


“Well, they’ll see you coming.”
Bethany fiddled with the purse, her fingernail dragging across the sequins. “I
think I beat up foo-foo in high school.” 


Nadia stifled her laugh. Bethany
probably did. 


After Bethany left, Nadia searched
through her backpack and found the Bible Ruth had given her. The repeated
conversations with Ruth piqued her curiosity. Why on earth would anyone have
such loyalty to God? Turning the crackling pages, Nadia looked for answers.
Nothing made sense. 


She closed the book, turned to her
computer, and typed in the word Savior. Several sites seemed
interesting. She paused and reflected on each statement and definition. If she
had been a weaker person, maybe she would believe. 


Her door creaked open. Jedi,
tail-wagging and tongue hanging out, ran to her. 


“Hey, little guy.” She scooped him in
her arms and nestled him against her neck.


Bethany peeked through the door. “Whacha doing?” 


“Just web
surfing.”


“Anything
interesting?”



Nadia turned off the monitor as
Bethany moved toward her. “Vacation dreaming, I guess.” 


“Well, I’m heading over to take a
kickboxing class.” Bethany did a quick kick. “Want to come?”


Her hand instinctively rubbed her
side. “Are you serious?”


“Oh yeah,
sorry.
Well, you could come over and watch. I’ll drive you if you don’t want to walk.”


“No thanks, I will stay with Jedi.”
Nadia moved his paws in a boxing motion. 


“Okay, but be careful you don’t pull a
muscle.”


Nadia rubbed Jedi’s fur and waited
until the apartment door closed. “Little one, let us
see what else we find.” 


 


###


 


Great sleep
and not one nightmare. Nadia smiled at the new day, and
could barely believe her luck. After her shower and getting ready, she balanced
a stack of papers, several notebooks, and her laptop as she practically danced
her way to the kitchen. She’d spend a few hours at the library to complete her
project, and then this afternoon David was taking her to the game. 


Bethany sat at the kitchen table
eating breakfast. “You look like you did the first day we met, standing there
with an armload of admission papers and Ruth hovering like a mother hen.” She
bit into her apple, followed with a spoonful of yogurt, and studied her. “Why
did you agree to room with me? You could have stayed with the Yamins.”


Nadia set her things on the table and
poured a cup of coffee. “Many reasons.” 


     “Like?”


     Privacy. Being away from Ruth’s
never-ending God talk. A chance to start over. “I want my own space, you seemed
nice, and you stood up to that rude guy. Plus, something
about your eyes.”


     “My eyes?” 


     Nadia smiled
at her roommate’s surprised reaction. “Mischievous sparkle in
turquoise eyes. I knew you would be fun.”


     “Ruth didn’t
seem to like the arrangement.”


     “She brought
you dozen cookies last week. You are in good.” Nadia sipped her coffee
wondering why Bethany seemed bothered. “Plus, purse snatching experience made
them both laugh. They want to hear next Bethany story.”


“I’m glad I’m entertainment.” Bethany
stirred her yogurt in lazy circles. “What is it with you and Ruth and Isaac
anyway? Are they your aunt and uncle?”


“No, I have only known them about a
year.”


“Really? I thought you
knew them forever. You seem really close.”


“Well.” Nadia straightened her papers
not sure how to voice their friendship. “They make me feel safe and loved.”


Bethany sat back in her chair studying
her. “Interesting.” 


 


###


 


Nadia finished her project and tried
to ignore a group of girls as they giggled and talked at a nearby library
table. In earlier times she would have been in the group laughing and having
fun. Why did everything have to change? She closed her book, gathered her
belongings, and hurried toward the elevator. The tile patterns on the floor
blurred. She blinked away the tears. Why couldn’t life be like before? 


Thankfully, the elevator arrived
empty. She stepped in and hit the close button.


“Hey!” 


Someone’s hand grabbed the door to
keep it from closing. 


“Hi. I thought it was you.” A young
man stepped in beside her. “I’m Jordan. We have the same class together.” The
elevator doors slid shut. He adjusted his books and smiled. “I sit two rows
over.” 


He did look vaguely familiar, brown
eyes, scruffy short hair, not as tall as David. He seemed harmless, but she
still moved closer to the wall.


“You probably don’t remember me from
the front.” Jordan turned and patted the back of his head. “Recognize me now? I
sit next to the girl with the long blonde hair. Her name’s Lynn.”


The doors opened and he stepped
outside.  


“Look for us tomorrow, and I’ll
introduce you to some people.” He hurried out the lobby and waved over his
shoulder.


Nadia watched as he disappeared down
the sidewalk. Maybe she could make new friends. Soon, she’d be at the game with
David. Perhaps she was living that chocolate part of life. 


 


###


 


Caleb yanked off the wire-rimmed
glasses and rubbed his bloodshot eyes. Four hours, four stupid, long hours he
sat there, and had nothing to show, absolutely nothing. He threw his wallet and
knife on the dresser. Another night wasted. 


He thumbed through the pages of his
notebook. A year of searching nightclubs and bars, and now time was running
out. The trail grew colder with each day. He yanked off the fake mustache. No
way he would give up. Too much was at stake. 


“Where are you?" He whirled
around and kicked a hole in the wall.
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Nadia was sure she knew how a pull toy
felt. Why on earth did she listen to Ruth and wear high-heel boots? David had a
firm grip on her hand as they weaved and shuffled through the crowded football
stadium. 


He guided her to his reserved seats in
the middle of the big stadium. Pete and his girlfriend, Julie, went in first
and Nadia followed. David opened the blue seat cushions he had brought and
placed one on Nadia’s chair. 


She hesitated. “Ruth said I would not
need seat cover, that they would be clean.”


He cocked a curious eyebrow. “Clean
yes, but this is for comfort.” 


A gust of cool wind blew across the
field as the teams lined up to begin play. Nadia settled in and pulled her
sweater around her. 


David took off his jacket and draped
it across her shoulders. His warmth and clean smell lingered. She resisted the
urge to sigh.


He leaned forward, rested his forearms
on his legs, and looked at her. “Have you watched much football?” 


“No. But I did look on Internet.”


His smile told her she had done the
right thing. “Let me know if you have questions. We’re the ones in the blue
uniform. Cheer for them.”


When the game started, a guy wearing
blue caught the ball, dropped it as he started running, picked it up again and
ran like crazy. Red uniformed behemoths scrambled to catch him. The player made
it to the end and danced. Nadia shook her head at his goofy moves and covered
her ears to soften the deafening crowd noise. Pete and David
yelled and high-fived every guy within reach. 


Pandemonium erupted again when they
kicked. She tapped David. “Every time you score they must kick ball through
bars?”


“Right. After a
touchdown, the team kicks the ball through the goalpost. They can either kick
for one point or run for two.”


Nadia tried not to ask questions, but
she did want to understand. She carefully watched David for his reactions and
tried to match his mood after each play even though the sound of colliding
bodies made her cringe. 


The other team kicked through the
goalpost, and David and Pete groaned. She grabbed David’s arm. “Why they get
three points? We only got one for kick.”


He gave her hand a gentle squeeze.
“That was a field goal.”


She nodded enjoying the warmth
radiating from his fingers. 


A player grabbed his leg and struggled
to his feet. Nada’s hip throbbed in sympathy. She leaned toward David. “That
must hurt.”


“That’s why they wear pads and a
helmet.”


“I would want full-body pad.”


He drew her close. “I’m glad you’re
here.”


Nestled next to David, Nadia decided
football was much better than any game she’d ever watched.


The next play, a player crashed to the
ground and his helmet flew off. Horrified, Nadia looked at David.


He grimaced. “Okay, that one probably hurt.
How about a snack?”


David and Pete took the girls’ orders
and left to get refreshments. 


Julie pulled her long red hair over
her shoulder and grinned at Nadia. “Are you enjoying the game?” 


Nadia instantly liked Julie’s soft
smile and friendly eyes. “Yes, in some ways is very much like soccer.”


“Yeah, it’s lots of fun, especially
when you figure out what’s going on. If you plan on hanging around these guys,
you better learn to love the game.”


“They like football?” The wind cooled
and Nadia pulled David’s jacket tighter.


“No, they love football. David
was the quarterback before he entered Med school, and
Pete was his favorite receiver. They are two peas in a pod—football,
friendship, and God. They’re more like brothers than friends. David was almost
drafted into the NFL before his injury.”


“Injury?” David’s life
had also taken an unexpected turn? Even she knew the NFL was a big thing. 


“His shoulder was torn up on a bad hit
during a game his senior year. Ended his career big time.
Fortunately, David’s life got back on track. I think because of everything he’s
gone through, he’ll be a great doctor.”


They visited several more minutes
before Nadia excused herself and slipped out to make her way to the bathroom.
Lately everyone seemed to talk about God. Why did others continue to see him in
positive ways? Didn’t they notice all the pain and suffering in the world?
Maybe she would look up more on her computer.


A long line snaked out the doorway of
the women’s bathroom. She waited and spent most of her time studying the shoes
of the girls in line. Based on the clothing and outfits they wore, she was glad
she listened to Ruth. Jeans and a sweatshirt would not have been proper for a
homecoming game—whatever that meant.


 Inside, several young women
stood in front of the mirror, their conversation all too loud to ignore. She
tried not to listen, until someone mentioned the name David. 


The girl with the dark hair addressed
the curvaceous blonde in skin-tight black pants. “Do you two still go out?”


The blonde painted her lips, finishing
with a kiss toward her mirrored image. “No, he’s old news. We broke up a while
back since he got religious on me… but you never know.” 


“Who are you dating these days?”


“Just a
friend—rich, cute, and finishing his doctorate.” She flipped
her hair and straightened her low-cut pink sweater. “Merely a distraction, I’ve
got my sights set on someone better.”


The dark-haired girl moved closer. “Do
tell.” 


Nadia engrossed in their conversation
caught herself before she leaned toward them. 


“He’s rich, handsome, and older, but
not too old, very successful, and very lonely. His wife died a few years ago,
and he’s ripe for the picking. Don’t say anything though, his son goes here.”


Her friend laughed, but the laugh
wasn’t nice. “You go, girl.”


Nadia took another glance at the
blonde. If she was talking about her David, how could she compete? A heavy
weight dropped on her chest. David wasn’t hers, and she didn’t belong to
anyone… or with anyone. 


She made it back to her seat just as
Pete and David returned. 


David’s dimple showed with his smile.
“Miss me?”


“Yes.” She just hoped she didn’t
misread who she thought he was.


“Good. Have a nacho. Any more questions? Don’t be afraid to ask.”


“I have many questions, but I will
watch for now.” Why did he seem different than the others? Was he different? In
her peripheral vision, she watched him. He didn’t swear when the other team
scored. Not once did his gaze stray from the playing field or from the three of
them. He never once watched the women who passed by. She pulled his coat tight
around her shoulders and smiled.


After the game, they stopped for
dinner. Pictures of movie stars and movie posters covered the walls of the busy
restaurant. Nadia forced herself not to grin at the picture of Clark Gable
hanging behind their table. 


Easy conversation flowed. When the
food arrived, Pete and David discussed the game in detail as they tore into
their beef ribs. Nadia ate salad and exchanged amused glances with Julie at the
guys’ animated banter. 


Nadia put down her fork. “I still must
know why six points for touchdown.”


Pete wiped his face with his napkin.
“They added that to the official rules in 1912. Major changes were made to the
game because players were being killed.”


Nadia grimaced. “I would not want to
see earlier versions.”


The guys broke out in laughter. 


David gave Nadia’s hand a gentle
squeeze. “We’re not laughing at you. We played a game our senior year. Every
time Pete had the ball, this guy would hammer him. I don’t think there was a
place on Pete that wasn’t bruised.”


Pete shook his head. “Yeah, I think
that’s the day I decided to go into medicine.”


“I’m sorry I didn’t know you then.”
Julie’s voice cooed. “I would have helped.” 


“I feel better already.” Pete kissed
his girlfriend.


David cleared his throat. 


Nadia picked up her drink and sipped. 


The waitress stopped at the table. She
leaned over to fill David’s glass. As the tea poured, a small boy ran by and
bumped her. The pitcher jostled and fluid splashed onto David’s leg. 


The frantic waitress grabbed at
napkins to clean up the spill. “I’m so sorry!” 


Nadia couldn’t help but wince as she
waited for the inevitable verbal tirade. She hated to be the center of
attention, especially that kind. 


David rubbed the stain on his pant leg
and addressed the waitress. “It’s okay. Accidents happen. It’ll come out in the
wash.”


“I’ll be right back with more
napkins.” The waitress bit her lip and hurried away. 


Nadia closed her open mouth. Who was
this guy? He didn’t even get mad. “You are not upset?”


“No, not at
all.
Why would I be? I mean, I don’t usually wear tea on my pants, but it was an
accident.”


“But they may be ruined.”


“Nah, they’ll be fine.”


She sat back in her seat watching as
he wiped at the stain. His face showed no anger. How did she get so lucky?


The manager returned with the frazzled
waitress. He scowled at her, then looked at David. “I
am sorry, sir.” The manager’s expression did not match his words. “I’d like to
offer you a free meal for your inconvenience.” 


David seemed surprised. “No, that isn’t
necessary. Our waitress—” He glanced at her nametag. “Amy,
has done a fine job, and the meal is excellent. She was bumped when she tried
to refill my glass. Wasn’t her fault at all.”


The waitress and manager both appeared
relieved. He gave David’s hand a hearty shake. “Thank you. But I would
like to do something for your trouble. How about free dessert for your table?”


“I’ll take you up on that one.”


As they both turned to go, the
waitress glanced over her shoulder and mouthed the words, “Thank you.”


He wiped off the remaining tea from
his chair before he sat. “Now that wasn’t too bad—tea and dessert.” David
winked. “Yep, life is good.”


Nadia smiled at his sweet disposition.
Today, life was good.


 


###


 


Nadia unlocked her apartment door. “I had
wonderful time tonight.” Wind cut through her sweater and she rubbed her arms.
“Would you like to come inside?”


“I had a great time too.” David
touched his hand to her cheek. “I would love to stay, but I better get home.
I’ve got to study.”


“Yes, I better also. Plus, I do not
usually ask men inside with stained pants.”


“I promise not to show up next time
with dirty clothes. I’ve got some long clinic hours the next few days, but can
I see you after that?” 


“Yes, please.” She hoped that didn’t
sound too needy.


He leaned closer, his face just inches
away. “You are beautiful.” He pulled her toward him and kissed her.


Nadia’s lips trembled as she returned
his kiss. Wind picked up in intensity. Leaves rustled as trees swayed in the
darkness casting shadows. As though he understood, he held her closer, his
heart beating rhythmically in his chest. She longed to sink into his warmth. He
called her beautiful.


But would he think she was beautiful
if he knew about her past?
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Nadia stared through the keyhole.
David stood outside with one hand behind his back. She hadn’t seen him in two
days. Why now? She was thrilled to see him. But today?
Her makeup was probably worn off and her hair a mess after a full day of
classes. She ran her fingers through the tangles, took a deep breath, and
opened the door.


“Sorry I didn’t call first. This is
the first chance I could get away with clinic rotations.” He held out a purple
gift bag tied with a pink bow. “I have some good news, and I wanted to bring
you something.” 


Curious, she accepted the bag. “Thank
you. Can you stay?”


His gaze searched over her shoulder.
“Is it okay?”


“Bethany is gone.” 


He grinned and stepped inside. 


Nadia showed him to the couch, and sat
in the chair across from him. “What is this?” 


“First, I’ve got to tell you
something. The police found the guy from the park.” 


Nadia gripped David’s package. “They
found him?” 


“Yeah, his name isn’t Zev. It’s Zevrosky, Gordon Zevrosky. He
lives in one of the dorms on campus. Evidently he never got out of the middle
school habit of following cute girls. Thought he was James Bond. He had no idea
Zev meant anything in Hebrew.”  


She tried to process the information,
steady her breathing. “Is he jailed?”


“No, they didn’t need to. Gordon
literally wet his pants when the police knocked on his door and questioned him.
They think he’s pretty harmless, but they made sure he understood the law
regarding stalking. After their little chat, Gordon agreed to transfer to
another college. He left today.”


Nadia leaned back in the chair still
clutching David’s gift. “He is really gone?”


“Yes, a friend of mine on the force
watched his parents move him out. Mike even tailed them out of town and made
sure his transcripts are moved. He’s gone. You’re safe.”


She couldn’t make sense of her
emotions. How could one problem be so easily removed while the past continued
to hover like a dark cloud? Why couldn’t David have been there a few years ago?



“Nadia? Are you
okay?” 


Shaking off her pensive mood, she
summoned a smile. “Yes. I am fine.” 


“Do you want to look in the bag?”


She had forgotten. She opened the gift
and stifled a laugh. “Okay, this interesting. I know the dog will have great
time. Wait here.” 


A few minutes later she stood in front
of David with Jedi perched on top of his gift—a full-size Frisbee. 


He picked up the puppy which fit in
his hand. “This isn’t a dog. He’s a fur ball.” 


“I told you he was little.” 


“I didn’t think he was microscopic. He
would fit in my shoe and still have room to run. You should see the bone I
almost bought.” 


“Would you like to take him for walk?”
She picked up the black leash with silver studs. 


“How do you walk a dog that small? And
where did you find a collar to fit him?”


“Do not tell him,” she whispered. “He
is wearing cat collar. We could not find dog one small enough.”


“That boy needs some meat. If the wind
picks up, he’ll be flying like a kite.” He stopped, and his expression turned
serious. “You really are safe.”


She smiled at her handsome protector.
Right now, at this moment, with him nearby, she believed him. 


After walking the dog, they returned
to the apartment. After Nadia put Jedi in his playpen, she slipped into the
chair near David. She didn’t want him to leave. “Do you want to stay and play a
game? I have backgammon.” 


He smiled and rubbed his hands
together as though warming himself. “I’ll warn you, I’m good at games.”


“Really? We must see.”
Nadia took the board out from under the coffee table. “You set up, and I will
get drinks. Do you have preference?”


“I’ll take whatever you find.” 


Nadia grabbed two bottles of water out
of the refrigerator. 


The front door opened with a bang.
Bethany and her boyfriend Ken, kissing and wrestling, fell into the front
hallway. 


Nadia considered splashing them with
water, instead she cleared her throat. 


“Oops, sorry we didn’t think you’d be
home.” Bethany, reeking of alcohol, struggled to her feet and pulled at her
date. “Come on, Ken, we’ll go to your place.” 


David shook his head as he accepted
the drink from Nadia. “Never a dull moment over here is there?”


“That is understatement.” She picked
up the dice and rolled. “Okay, mister, let us see how good you are.” 


Two games later, Nadia felt like a
backgammon ace. She had won both times, leaving his game pieces stranded all over
the board. “Play again?”


“I guess.” He rubbed at the back of
his neck, his face twisted in confusion. “I must be having an off night.”


She choked back a laugh. “I think you
play very well.” 


“You’re just saying that ’cause you’re
beating the crud out of me.” He cocked his eyebrow. “You know, we could make
this more interesting. At one of the colleges in Texas they have a tradition.
When the team scores, you get to kiss your date.”


Heat burned her cheeks. Perhaps a kiss
or two couldn’t hurt, and the way he was playing she could control the
situation. “Interesting. Is shame we are not in
Texas.” He looked so dejected, she couldn’t resist. “I guess have time to beat
you…I mean play one more time. Okay, I make a deal. First one to bear off game
piece gets kiss.”


David snatched up the dice and rolled.
A few minutes later, his piece safely in stow, he grinned like a cat who caught a mouse.


She gave him a quick peck. “You play
better.”


“Guess my luck has changed.” He rolled
again.


Ten kisses later, Nadia found herself
a touch woozy. 


With his next roll, he removed four
pieces. He stood and came toward her, tugged her to her feet, and cupped her
face in his hands. “Yes, I do love this game.”


Lost in his kiss, barely aware of her
surroundings, she heard something. A faint noise. Her
senses snapped to attention when the front door opened. Bethany. She
pushed David away.


Bethany, her hand to her face, kicked
the door closed, and ran to her room. 


Nadia glanced at David. “Give me
minute.” She hurried down the hall just as the bathroom door closed. “Are you
okay?”


“Fine.” Bethany’s
voice sounded more like a young girl’s than her confident roommate. “Leave me
alone.”


Nadia returned to find David looking
out the patio door. She didn’t want him to leave but Bethany might need her. “I
am sorry. I must go.” 


“Is everything okay?”


“I am not sure.”


“Can we get together soon? How about tomorrow night?”


“I must study for test. I will be at
library.” They walked toward the door. When their arms brushed, her heart
skipped.


“Can I drive you over? It might rain
tomorrow.”


She opened the door and glanced at the
clear sky. “Okay… how about 6:00?”


“Sounds good.” He leaned
toward her, his grin mischievous. “By the way, you still owe me one more kiss
from the game.” 


Nadia smiled and pushed him out the
door. 


Backgammon would never be the same.


She found Bethany on the edge of her
bed, her shoulders slumped. “What happened?” Nadia sat beside her.


“Another
disastrous evening. Guess I found out it’s not a good idea to find
your dates on a wanted poster.”


Nadia shuddered. “You are not serious,
are you?” 


Bethany gave her a wry smile. “I knew
better.”


“He is not coming back, is he?” 


“Don’t worry. He won’t come anywhere
near this place.” 


Nadia didn’t doubt Bethany took care of
the situation, but she still checked the doors and windows. Not bothering to
read the e-mail from her friend, she sent a message: I may not come. Will talk later.


 


###


 


The next evening, Nadia stood in front
of her closet debating what to wear. David was coming soon to take her to the
library, and she wanted something more than a sweatshirt. She slipped on her
black v-neck sweater and covered with a denim jacket. 


David arrived promptly at six o’clock
wearing jeans, a teal-blue polo shirt, and carrying an umbrella. 


She stepped outside and glanced at the
cool, clear, evening sky. “It may rain?” 


He grinned. “You can never be too
careful.”


 


###


 


At the library, David tagged behind
Nadia as she searched for a book on probability and statistics. “You do realize
the probability of finding the book you desire in less than fifteen minutes is
statistically improbable.”


Nadia turned toward him. “True. Since
comment shows you are unaware probability statistics book being right where you
stand.” She picked the book off the shelf next to him. 


He took it from her. “What is the
probability that I can juggle this and the two books I have?”


Her smile widened and she leaned
against the bookshelf. “I give you fifty-five percent chance
you may go thirty seconds without dropping.” She looked at her watch. “Go.”


David tossed the books in the air and
juggled without any problems. First book, heavy, next book, light, third book,
heavy. “How long have I gone?”


She giggled. “Fifteen seconds.”


Feeling confident, he feigned a yawn. 


“Twenty seconds.”


He mentally counted the remaining
seconds and puffed his chest. Too easy. Shame he
hadn’t said he could go a minute. Perhaps he could do something interesting. He
readied himself for a quick turn. 


The light book slipped from his grasp
and hit the floor with a smack, the other two followed with louder thuds. 


Nadia’s light and sweet laugh made it
all worthwhile. 


 


###


 


Nadia sat across from David as they
settled into a reading area on the second floor next to the windows. Watching him
juggle had been entertaining. She tried to concentrate even though she
preferred looking at him. He definitely had a way of choosing shirts that
complimented his eye color. 


The library was warmer than normal. Nadia
took off her jacket, flipped through her notebook, and highlighted any
pertinent information. She opened the book and tried to find the data she
needed. Glancing up, she noticed David still hadn’t turned a page. “You must be
very slow reader.”


His face reddened. “I have to study
these diagrams. I need to know them in exact detail. I wouldn’t want to
overlook anything. Can’t be too careful.” He was
actually rambling. 


“I see, but do not believe is
probable.”


He grinned like a kid caught with his
hand in a cookie jar. “So, anyway. What was it like
growing up in Israel?” 


“We were always outside and walked
everywhere.” She relaxed in her chair. “I had friends, school, not much
different than probably here.” 


“You had to serve in the army, right?”


“Yes. They taught me to shoot and
stuck me at base making coffee. Target shooting was fun, coffee making not so
much. But was very nice to meet new people.”


“I can’t imagine you in the army.”


“You would be surprised what I can
do.” She cringed, hoping he didn’t take that wrong. His grin made heat burn to
her face. Definitely a good time to powder the nose.
Excusing herself, she walked down the hall and turned the corner. 


“Hi, stranger. How are you?”
Her elevator friend, Jordan, came toward her. 


“Good. Ready for
next project?”


“Got it done
yesterday.
I just came here to run into you.”


Nadia shook her head. “Sure you did.”


“I’m crushed.” He put his hand over
his chest as though wounded. “You don’t think I would walk across campus to
bump into you?”


What a goofy guy. “Somehow, I think
you have better things.”


“I don’t know about that. Maybe after
class a group of us can go to lunch.”


Wondering what David would think, she
glanced over her shoulder. “With group? I guess that
would be okay.”


“Sounds good. I’ll see
you.” He exited the same way he came.


When she returned, David was busy
taking notes. She slid into her seat and studied hard until time to leave. 


At ten o’clock, they walked toward the
lobby door, their arms touching with each step. She couldn’t have asked for a
better evening. 


David opened the door and waited for
her to pass.


“Thank you, kind sir.” Her foot caught
and she struggled to keep her balance and her belongings.  


David grabbed her books with one hand
and her wrist with the other.


Heart thudding in her chest, her
vision tunneled. She kicked and wrenched away. 


He stepped back. “I was trying to keep
you from falling.” He bent and rubbed his leg where she had connected. “That
army training must have been pretty intense.”


“I am sorry.” She rubbed her wrist,
trying to calm the memories, regain her focus. “Was only a
reflex.” 


“You don’t know Aikido, do you?”


“No.” She touched his arm, couldn’t
bear to have him leave. “David, I am sorry.” 


“It’s okay.” He stood close and met
her gaze. “I would never do anything to hurt you.” 


She did believe him but she still
rubbed her wrist. 


Outside her apartment, Nadia fumbled
for her keys. “Thank you for taking me to library. And I am sorry I kicked
you.”


David leaned against the door frame, his
arms folded over his muscular chest. “No problem, it’s my pleasure. Well, not
the kick, but being with you. The Cohen taxi service is available any time.”


“Even when it
does not rain?”



“Wow, imagine that, not a drop.” David
glanced up at the sky. “The front must have gone south, or north, maybe east of
us.” He reached over and tucked one of her stray hairs behind her ear. “I’d
love to see you again. Are you free tomorrow evening?” 


“Rain or
shine?”


“Regardless of
weather.
How about six thirty? Dinner and maybe a movie? Just casual.”


“That sounds very nice.”


He moved toward her, his eyes smiling.
“You know, last night we had some unfinished business.”


Realization hit. Every nerve in her
body was on alert as he leaned to kiss her. She reminded herself to breathe. Too late. Their lips met. She stumbled back against the wall
and grabbed his shirt to keep from falling. 


He tumbled forward and wrapped her in
his arms. “That was worth the wait.”


She didn’t know what to say, think, or
do, so she hugged him in hopes to regain her composure. Instead, his gentle
embrace and the faint scent of his cologne jumbled her thoughts. Their lips
touched once more. At that moment, if someone asked her name she wouldn’t have
been able to tell them. The only thing that mattered was the sweet kisses that
played upon her lips.


Nadia said goodnight, closed, and
locked the door. Her feet barely touched the floor on her way to her bedroom.
She was falling for David. Never did his hands roam or his kiss get too
passionate. She loved being with him and never wanted their relationship to
end. As long as they kept all feelings on the surface, as long as he didn’t
require any more of her, she could be content forever. 


She sat at her computer and checked
e-mails. Another message waited from her friend. Why did she even turn on the
computer? She didn’t need constant reminders. The obligation of the airplane
ticket made her sick. Maybe she would change her e-mail address. 


After getting ready for bed, she
burrowed under the covers. Only a moment seemed to pass before she jolted from
sleep and another nightmare. Still trembling, she turned on her lamp and tried
to forget the demonic faces and their cold, heartless laughter. It was too late
to call anyone. 


On the nightstand sat the Bible Ruth had
given her. Fine. What did she have to lose?
Maybe she would find something to ask Ruth. She grabbed the book and thumbed
through stopping when she saw the word demon. 


She read the passage, left the light
on, and pulled the blanket over her head. 
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Nadia stifled a giggle. Each time the
professor wrote on the board, Jordan passed Nadia a note. This joke was too
funny, she wasn’t sure she could contain herself, hoped she wouldn’t let loose
and snort. She passed the paper to Lynn. 


A big smile broke across Lynn’s face,
and her shoulders shook as she suppressed her laughter. 


The white-haired professor turned and
glared. “Would you like to share with the class?” 


Jordan jumped to his feet. “Sure!” 


The teacher seemed befuddled by his
exuberance. “Let me clarify.” The crinkled on his forehead deepened. “Is it
something that would be appropriate to share with the class? And is it
pertinent to this lesson?”


Jordan sat down. “Maybe not, but I can
tell you later.”


Ignoring the outburst of laughter from
the rest of the class, the lesson continued.


After class ended, Jordan and Lynn
stopped Nadia. “Want to get a bite to eat with us? Pizza buffet?” 


Nadia glanced between the two. “I
guess.” 


Lynn shifted her books. “Sorry, I’ve
got to do some library time. Have a paper due in a few days.”


Jordan threw his arm across Nadia’s
shoulder and steered her toward the door. “Well, I guess it’s just a table for
two, huh? Come on—”


She wriggled out of his grasp and
grabbed Lynn’s arm. “You sure you cannot come?” 


“Sorry, not this time.” Lynn glanced
at Jordan, smiled, and walked away. 


Jordan had continued talking. “—really
great veggie pizza and it'll be my treat. If you don’t want to, we
don't have to.” He tilted his head, reminding her of a little boy. "It'll
be fun, come on."


She hesitated and swallowed hard.
"Okay, but I pay for me and veggie pizza must be great."


He took her books and started for the
door. She couldn’t seem to get her feet to move. Why was she so leery? He
was only a friend, lunch would be safe. 


He stopped and turned toward her.
“Hey, I don’t bite. Come on, we’ve got to beat the jocks or all the good stuff
will be gone.”


She forced her feet to move and fell
in step next to him.


At the restaurant, Nadia’s stomach hurt
from trying to eat between laughter. “Where do you find your jokes?” 


Jordan was all smiles. “Years of
practice.” 


“My face hurts.” One more laugh like
the last one and she was sure to wet her pants. Nadia excused herself. She
couldn’t believe how good things were going. Even without Lynn, she had a great
time. 


Several minutes later, she weaved
through the tables. Since Jordan was on his cell phone, she kept an acceptable
distance to give him time to talk. She didn’t mean to listen, until she heard
her name. 


“Yeah, I should have her in bed in
another week.”


Her head spun, and her stomach plunged
to the floor. She wanted to cry or run for the door, but her backpack still
hung on the chair next to him. She couldn’t believe she trusted him. How
could he? She was tired of being treated like a piece of meat. She marched
to the table and sat across from him. “Who did you talk to?”


Jordan shrugged, put away his phone. “A friend.”


She sipped her water and thought about
what to say. “I have many thoughts. I am happy we are just friends. I
could never see us date. Ew, would not that be
weird?” She shuddered in distaste. “You are someone I talk to about things,
even relationships. Like David, he is a great guy. Speaking of him, I must go.”
She grabbed her backpack and stood. “And you can tell your friend you
clearly misjudged situation. I would never go to bed with you.” She
turned and walked out the door, leaving him to pick up the check.


As she stepped out of the building,
she straightened her shoulders. He was a jerk, and she had stood up for
herself. Bethany and Ruth would be proud. 


After class, Nadia sat at Ruth’s
kitchen table. 


“I’m glad you told him off.” Ruth set
her coffee cup down and moved her chair closer. “I’d like to give him a piece
of my mind.”


Nadia moved the remaining pie crust of
Ruth’s latest homemade creation around her plate. “Last night, I have another
bad nightmare.”


“Oh, honey, I’m sorry.” Ruth rubbed
Nadia’s arm.


She stared at her coffee cup and the dark
liquid inside, shuddering at the memory. “They were monsters, like demons.” 


“Oh sweetie, we’re praying for you all
the time that these will go away.”


“I have a question.” She couldn’t
believe she was actually initiating this conversation. “I read something in
Bible last night.”


“You did?”


Nadia ignored Ruth’s open-mouthed
gape. “Yes. In chapter called Acts about demons and men named Sceva. What does it mean?”


 Ruth took her Bible off the
kitchen counter and thumbed through the underlined and highlighted pages.
“Okay, here’s Acts. Give me a minute while I look. I know it’s in here
somewhere.” 


“You have trouble? I thought you knew
the whole thing.”


“I wish.” Ruth flipped a few more
pages. “Sometimes it takes me a while. Here it is. What do you want to know? We
can stumble through together.” 


“Why did demons attack?” She pointed
to the now open passage. “If Jesus was, or like you say, Son of God, would they
not be afraid?” 


“Yes. The problem was the sons of Sceva. They had head knowledge, not heart knowledge. Jesus
was only a name to them, not their Savior. And without Jesus’ power they were
helpless against evil. When Jesus is in our lives, we have power within to win
against evil.”


Nadia rubbed her forehead, still
couldn’t understand. “Even believing would not change the past.”


“True, but we can change our future.”
Ruth squeezed Nadia’s hand. “Is it because of your pain that you don’t want to
believe?” 


Nadia shrugged. God, if He existed,
was far away and uncaring. She wanted something real and tangible, someone to
touch and hold. 


“Sweet girl, can you not see the ways
God is calling to you? He loves you, and His arms are reaching out through
people like us. We love you.” 


She stared at the floor. “I love you,
too.” That is not problem. God does not love me.


 


###


 


Dinner had gone great. David sipped on
a soda while he flipped through Nadia’s movies. Gone With
the Wind—way too long. Pride and Prejudice—too long. Romeo
and Juliet,
and a ton of romance movies. Not one good Western or war movie. Still he felt
honored that Nadia trusted him enough to invite him over again.


Nadia handed him a bowl of popcorn.
“What did you choose?” 


“Maybe we could just talk.” 


She sat in the middle of the couch and
curled her legs under her. “Okay. What did you do for fun when you were boy?”


“Sports,
baseball, football, soccer, anything involving action.” He
sidestepped the sleeping puppy and sat close enough to enjoy the faint scent of
her perfume. “How about you?”


“Gymnastics
and dance.”


“I can see that.” He stared into her
dark brown eyes and brushed the hair away from her neck. “You still have
beautiful moves.” 


Nadia’s face reddened, and she
playfully smacked his hand. “That tickles.”


“It does, does it?” 


Amusement played across her face. “Are
you ticklish?”


He puffed his chest. “No way. Guys are never ticklish.”


Her slender fingers barely made skin
contact as she traced along his arm. “You lie like very big dog.” 


David struggled to maintain composure.
“What would you know about big dogs? Jedi will probably weigh in at eight
pounds when he’s fully grown.”


“Yes, but he can rip sock to pieces.”
Goose bumps formed on his arm. Her smile widened. “Not ticklish?”


“No, not at
all.”
He couldn’t control himself any longer. “Okay, that does it.” He flicked her
hand away and rubbed his arm. “Yes, I’m ticklish.” 


“What other chinks are in your armor,
sir knight?”


“Guys hate to kiss. We don’t like it
at all.” He maintained a stoic expression. “Of course, you might have to test
me on that one.” 


With a slight grin, she picked up the
popcorn bowl and leaned back. “Well, I must not do something you will not
like.” 


“Ah yes, but how will you ever know
for sure?” He moved the bowl on the coffee table, and rested his arm across her
shoulder.


“Give me that.” She made a
half-hearted attempt to reach for the popcorn. “I was going to eat some.” 


“You were avoiding the truth.” 


Nadia smiled and pecked him on the
cheek. “How was that?”


David shook his head. “No, guys don’t
like that.” 


She moved toward him. Her warm breath
blew against his neck as she kissed him on his ear. He swallowed hard.
“Interesting, but maybe you should try again.”


“Okay, give me one more chance. Please
close eyes.”


David did as she requested. Startled
by a lick on his nose, he opened his eyes to find Jedi panting in front of his
face. If a dog could smile, he did.


She giggled and set the puppy on the
floor. “Was that better?” 


“That was disgusting. I’ll show you
who’s ticklish.” He ran his fingers along her sides, loving the sound of her
light and sweet laughter.


She shifted to return his tickle. “No
fair.” Still giggling, she tried to wiggle out of his grasp.  


“Oh no you
don’t.
You’re mine, little girl.” David grabbed her wrists and pinned her to the
couch. 


Her eyes wild, she flailed and bucked.
“Let me go!”


He released her and jumped to his
feet. “Did I hurt you?” 


She wouldn’t look at him. Rocking back
and forth, she hugged her body and stared at the floor, her breathing fast and
shallow.


“Nadia, I’m sorry. I would never do
anything to hurt you. Are you okay?” He reached toward her.


She recoiled. “You should go. I do not
feel well.” 


Feeling totally helpless, he sat next
to her, careful not to get too close. “Please let me stay. Tell me what I did.”


“Is not you.” She brushed past him and
opened the front door. “Please go.” 


David wanted desperately to take her
in his arms, and fix whatever happened. “Whatever I did wrong, I’m
sorry.”  


Her gaze never left the floor. “David,
please go.”


The door closed behind him. What had
he done? What happened? He had seen that same look one other time. David didn’t
want to imagine what caused a reaction that violent. He stared at the sky
praying for help. 


 


###


 


Nadia locked the door and angrily brushed
her hands through her hair. This was not the evening she planned. Would she
ever be able to pick up the shattered pieces and move on with life? She wanted
to cry, but no tears would come. She wanted to scream, but she was too tired of
the past crawling out of its dark box to torment her. Would she always be
alone?


David’s muted voice called her name. “Nadia, please let me in. I don’t want to leave like this.” 


Her heart squeezed. He didn’t leave.
He still cared. She unlocked and opened the door a few inches. 


His eyes pleaded. “Whatever I did
wrong, I’m sorry. I would never hurt you.” 


She couldn’t be alone. 


When she opened the door, he took her
in his arms and pressed her head against his shoulder. “Tell me what to do?”


Tension eased as she melted into his
embrace. “Just hold me.” She closed her eyes. David wasn’t like the others. She
wanted to be swept away by love’s strong emotions, wanted to reveal what
happened, wanted to let go of fear and anger that haunted her nights.


“Nadia, you can trust me.” He turned
her face toward him. “I would never hurt you.  We’ll work on it together,
okay? God will help us.”


She burrowed against his chest. His
last words rang in her mind. God will help us.


 


###


 


The warm glow from the votive candle
swirled the scent of cinnamon in the air. Nadia rubbed her sleepy eyes and
glanced at the clock on her nightstand. A few more minutes and it would be
midnight. “David, it is very late.” 


“I don’t want to go.” 


Giggling, she rolled over and hugged
her pillow. “Tomorrow morning will come much too fast.”


“Okay, I’ll go. But
how about dinner Monday night at 6:30?”


She traced a heart with her finger on
the sheets. “Sounds nice.”


“I’ve got reservations.” David’s deep
voice made her smile. 


Surely her ear had turned into a
bright red cauliflower after their lengthy phone conversation. 


Nadia cradled the phone against her
shoulder. “Reservations? No jeans?” 


“You look great in your jeans. But a
dress would be nice.” 


She couldn’t resist. “You assume I
have a dress.”


There was a long pause. “You have one,
don’t you?” 


Nadia glanced at her closet door.
“Yes, of course.” 


“Great.” She could almost see David
smile. “By the way, do you want to go to congregation with me this weekend?”


She chewed on her nail. “Well, I would
like to, but I must study.”


“Okay. I guess I’ll see you soon.”


“Good night.” Nadia hung up the phone.
She couldn’t believe how time had flown since she first fell at David’s feet.
Library trips, dinners, movies, and backgammon games were too numerous to count.
He wasn’t getting any better at the game, but he was such a good sport and a
terrific kisser. 


Dinner at a
nice restaurant?
She knew just what to wear. But, what if he wanted to dance? She turned on the
music, rose to her feet, and held a pillow against her chest. Imagining herself
in his arms, she swayed in slow, easy turns. Eyes closed, she twirled until she
got dizzy. Giggling, lost in the motion, she tripped on her shoes. 


Pain shot up her side. She fell across
the bed, her pillow smothering her angry scream. 


 


###


 


Caleb swigged the last drink and
hurled the empty whiskey bottle. The glass exploded and shattered against his
balcony wall. He would never forget that night. The memory tormented him. Her
screams resonated and echoed in his mind. He cursed and again battered the
boxing bag hanging from the ceiling.


Even after all this time, he could
still remember the men’s voices as they talked, laughed, and plotted at the
table near him in the bar. Nothing could erase the fact he walked away and did
nothing. Men talk and brag. How could he have known they were serious? 


The bag quaked and swayed with the
force of each blow. Why didn’t he make the others wait? He pounded harder and
harder. Splotches of red stained the bag. Of all people, why her? 


Panting, sweat dripping, Caleb stopped
and stared at his raw, bloody knuckles. If he had taken action, if he had known
what would happen… known they would find her. He cursed and struck the
bag again and again. 


If only he had looked for her sooner.
Maybe he could have stopped what happened. 


Instead, the memories of that night
replayed, squeezed, and oozed life from his soul. The same way her blood had
dripped across the sand as he carried her to his car.


He staggered to the bathroom, doubled
over, and heaved until blackness overtook him.
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Nadia threw her purse on the couch. Stupid scooter. Bad enough it had stalled on the way across
campus, on the busiest street, during the busiest time, and then no one came to
help. And to top off her afternoon, fifteen minutes late for counseling and all
she gets is bad advice. 


She should have known things were
going too well. She could never be happy. Why couldn’t her regular counselor
have been available? Instead she got stuck with some man who couldn’t possibly
know what she’d been through. Stupid counselor. 


How dare he say she needed to release
her anger to be healed. She had a right to be angry.
You just don’t go on. Life is never the same. They took what can’t be returned.



Nadia jerked open the refrigerator,
grabbed a bottle of wine, and filled her glass with the blood-red liquid. She
drank it all, let the cool fluid burn and settle into her empty stomach. With another
drink came numbing, the feeling needed to help dull her senses. 


What did some stupid counselor know?
You don’t live through something like that without emotional scars. Her side
throbbed in agreement. She had the physical proof of the living hell of that
night. 


She drained her glass and grabbed the
bottle, needed a shower to wash away memories that tormented and would haunt
her forever. With a kick, she closed the bathroom door then threw off her
clothes. Finishing another drink, she stepped under the showerhead and turned
the knob as hot as she could stand. The tears came unbidden. She scrubbed and
screamed. Could never get clean enough. 


The water turned cold. Spent, she
dried herself, and drank what remained in the bottle. The room reeled. She grabbed
the smooth porcelain sink for stability and tried to stop her head from
spinning. 


Why did she go there that night? Why
didn’t she stay home?


The hallway back to her room seemed
longer than normal. She kept one hand on the wall and stumbled toward the door.
Counselors, people, what did they know? They weren’t there. 


“You want to see anger, doctor?” Nadia
wrestled on her night clothes, grabbed a pillow, and beat it against her
headboard. “Should not have gone. Should
have stayed home.” Over and over again, she slammed the pillow. “I hate
them.” Scattered shreds of foam littered the floor. “I hate them!”


“Whoa, hold your fire.” Bethany
grabbed the pillowcase and nearly toppled Nadia. “What are you yelling about?”


She grabbed the nightstand to steady
herself. “Go ‘way.” 


“How much did you drink?”


“Some.” Nadia squinted and tried to
focus.


“I don’t think you need to add
drunkenness to your repertoire of problems.” Bethany reached toward her.


Nadia backed away and tried to stand.
“Look who talks.”


“Fine. But this
isn’t about me.” Bethany sat on Nadia’s disheveled bed. “What happened? Did
something go wrong in class? Something wrong with you and
David?”  


The room refused to stop moving. “No.”


“Talk to me.” 


“No. Want to hit something.”


 “As long as
it’s not me.” Bethany handed her what was left of the pillow. “I have
all night. Let’s hear it.”


 “Nobody can help.” Nadia slumped
on the bed, and pulled the pummeled object close to her chest. “Nobody.” 


“Look, I don’t know what’s going on,
but you’ve got to let people help. You have lots of people who care for you—the
Yamins, me, David, even that counselor lady.”


Nauseous, Nadia gingerly laid back on
the bed. “Counselors do not know anything.” She shoved the covers with her
feet. “He says I feed anger.”


“You feed it?”


“You agree?” She kicked Bethany.


“I don’t even know what we’re talking
about.” Bethany moved further down the bed. “You are angry, and you have
nightmares.”


“You do not understand.”


“You’re right. I don’t understand. I
thought things were better.”


Nadia turned away. Stared at the
darkened window, hated the terror that hid in the darkness.


“Whether you admit it or not, things
are better. Hey, who else has a great roommate like you do?” Bethany nudged her
feet. “Okay, explain what the counselor meant about feeding your anger.”


“He says I must forgive myself and
them.” 


“Who?”


“Them! Stupid counselor thinks I stay
angry because some twisted way I am comfortable.” Nadia stood, tried to focus.
“Do I look comfortable?” She collapsed on the bed.


 


###


 


The
wind rippled through palm trees and stirred the beach grass near the ocean
shore. From where she walked, Nadia couldn't see around the bend about a
quarter mile ahead. Maybe her friends walked that far. Surely they wouldn’t
have left early. She had told them she might come. 


Music
from the nightclub mingled with sounds of the ocean. She took off her sandals,
kept her pace steady, and stayed away from the waves crashing on the shoreline.
Would Adam still be mad she didn’t come with them? If she could catch him,
maybe she could salvage what was left of the evening. 


Dark
clouds drifted across the horizon and covered the crescent moon. She could no
longer see silhouettes of strolling couples, no longer hear the music. 


She
rounded the bend. Was the beach deserted? She turned her ear to listen. Harsh
waves drowned out any other sounds. 


Just a little farther. Just a few hundred feet.


Ahead
and to her left, a cigarette glow attracted her attention. She kept on but
stayed close to the water to add space between her and the approaching glow.
The nicotine drifted her way. Adam doesn't smoke. No one in the group
smokes. 


Two
dark figures came toward her. 


Her
throat dried, and she swallowed to moisten it. She whirled around and headed
back toward the nightclub, quickening her pace. A little farther and she would
be safe. Stay calm. 


She
turned to see how close they were. The rapid crunching of sand beneath their
feet made her aware the strangers had gained ground on her. She shuddered and
broke into a run. Sweat broke out on her forehead. Fear slithered down her
back. 


“Don't run from us!” a voice called.


“We'll take good care of you!” yelled
a deeper voice.


Her eyes scanned the horizon,
desperately looking for someone to help. Nadia ran faster. God help me!


Sand thundered beneath her.
Octopus-like hands pulled at her clothes, ripped her shirt, pushed her to the
ground. 


Choking on
grit and saliva, her lungs screamed, gasping for air as they held her down,
groped and clawed.
God! 


They flipped her over, the stench of alcohol
and hot breath blew like fire from the mouth of a dragon. She thrashed,
pummeled, scratched, and screamed. The one in the hooded sweatshirt cursed,
pinned her down, a knife against her throat. 


 “Stop fighting. You’re gonna like this.” He slammed a fist into her face, sending
stars exploding into her vision. 


Vice-grip hands grasped her arms,
pulling back, farther and farther until her shoulders popped as agony ripped,
seared, and burned. Her vision tunneled. 


She hurt too bad
to move, too bad to scream. Nobody would help. God didn’t care. Tears ran down
her face, filled her ears. Sand, sweat, and filth spewed, sickened, tormented.
Steel walls clamped her emotions until all she could sense, see, and hear were
waves pounding relentlessly against the shore.


Pain
shot through her scalp as the man in the sweatshirt grabbed her by the hair.
His black eyes bored into hers. “You’re damaged goods. No one will want you
now. Not ever.” He laughed and whispered in her ear, said horrible things, said
what he would do next. Big hands relaxed the grip on her legs. 


Somewhere
deep within rage welled. She couldn’t endure more, had to get away. Adrenaline
surged. She fought, kicked hard. Her blows connecting with
flesh. 


Her
attacker yelled, cursed. The knife flashed in the moonlight, sliced down her
leg, plunged again and again into her side, stomach, cutting, ripping through
her body. She screamed, drowned in agony. 


Blackness
enveloped. 


Strong
arms carried, covered her, a man told her to be strong. Darkness ebbed and
flowed. Machines beeped, and unfamiliar voices spoke in hushed tones. 


A
voice called her name. 


Someone
patted her shoulder. “Nadia, wake up. It’s me. I’m here. You’re safe.” Bethany.



Nadia
forced open her eyes, the room writhing with memories. 


“It’s
okay. It was only a dream.”


The nightmare still gripped her. Tears
streamed down Nadia’s face, and she struggled to raise herself to a sitting
position. “I tried to fight. Hurt so bad. It hurt ...
so ... bad.” 


Bethany wrapped her in a tight hug.
“You’re here now. You’re safe. It’s over.” 


Nadia shivered as the cool air hit her
sweat-drenched back. “I tried to fight. He had knife. Nobody helped. I tried to
fight.”


“You did the best you could.”


She clung to Bethany. “I should have
fought harder and—”


“He had a knife.” Bethany rocked and
held her close. “He could have killed you. People get robbed and—”


“No, not…”


Bethany stroked her hair, kept her in
a firm grip. “What?”


Nadia didn’t want to say the word,
didn’t want to reveal what happened. Nobody else needed to know. “They—” She
trembled, whimpered. 


“It’s okay, you can tell me.”


The word sickened, gagged, and stuck
in her throat. “Rape.”


“Oh, Nadia, I’m so—”


“They raped me, and nobody helped. Nobody.”


“I’m so sorry.” Bethany’s tears
dropped on her shoulder. “Oh baby, I’m so sorry.” 


Nadia clung to her. Somebody cared. Made her cry harder. Somebody else really cared. 


Bethany rocked her, soothed, whispered
in her ear. “Let it out baby. I’m here.” 


…baby 


Just like Momma. 


Gutteral sounds tore
from Nadia’s throat. She couldn’t stop her tears. Didn’t want
to stop them. Like pus from an open wound, oozed, cleansed, and
released.
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Nadia’s head sat heavy on her shoulders,
exhaustion pressed on every pore. She put on her robe and slippers,
side-stepped Bethany’s pallet at the foot of her bed, and followed the aroma of
coffee and cinnamon. 


     Bethany
hugged her tight before releasing her. “Muffins are almost ready. Grab some
coffee.”


     Nadia poured
a cup and sat at the kitchen table, careful to move slowly to keep her head or
stomach from revolting. “Thank you for staying last night.”


     “I’m glad I
could.” Bethany pulled the muffins out of the oven. “Nadia, I really am sorry
for what you have been through.”


“I did not want to tell you.” 


Bethany handed her a muffin on a plate
and sat next to her. “Why?”


“You might not like me.” 


“You’re my friend. I care for you. I
really am sorry. I still like you. I wish you’d told me sooner.”


Nadia grabbed a napkin, stared at her
coffee. How could she explain? “A girl in high school was raped. People talked
behind her back as though she was at fault. Her friends did not know what to
do, so they did nothing.” Nadia tore her napkin into small pieces and grabbed
another. “Is like driving car and steam roller comes from
behind, rolls over, and crushes. And everyone talks bad because you
were in way. They think you did something wrong. They do not want to get
tainted, so they whisper and point. I cannot fix what happened, and every time
they talk it hurts more.” 


Bethany’s eyes shimmered with her own
tears. “You can trust me. I won’t talk about you. You’re my best friend. I
would never do something to hurt you. I won’t say anything, I promise.” Bethany
gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “If you knew some things about me, would it
change how you felt?”


“No. You are a friend.” 


“I was married before. Found him in
bed with my best friend. Even tried to stay and work it out. He didn’t want
to.” She paused. “It’s nothing like what you went through. I’m so sorry I’ve
been such a jerk about things. I’ve been so wrapped up in my own troubles, I’ve
ignored everybody else.”


“You are good roommate.”


“I haven’t been, but I’ll get better.
I’m going to stop the partying, maybe even quit drinking. Maybe.
Either way, I think things are going to get better for both of us. Life’s going
to get better.” 


Nadia rubbed her temples. “Why do you
think that?”


“I just do. It’s going to get better.”
Bethany took a bite of her muffin. “Have I ever lied to you before? Wait, don’t
answer that. We can work through stuff together. You know,
you and me against the world. Let go of the past, start over.”


Nadia rested her head in her hand and
attempted a smile.


“That’s better. Now, about fall break.
Have you told your friend you’re not going back to Israel?”


“Yes. I will stay here.”


“Good. Come home with me. I have to be
good when I’m there. Mom’s a great cook, and I’m going to introduce Jedi to my
nieces and nephews. Everybody’s going to be so busy with him and making you
feel welcome, they won’t bother me.”


“Thanks. I will think about it.”


The ringing phone caused them both to
jump. 


Bethany grabbed the receiver and listened.
Her eyes narrowed. “Who wants to know?”


Nadia sat straight in her chair.


“If you want to talk to her, you talk
to me first.”


Nadia grabbed Bethany’s arm. “Who is
it?” 


“Sure, I’ve heard that line before.”
Bethany waved her off. “You guys are all alike. Don’t call again—ever!” She
slammed the phone. “The nerve of some people.”


“Who was it?”


Bethany bit into her muffin before she
replied.  “Telemarketer.”


 


###


 


Even with her head thickened and her
stomach queasy from the drinking and nightmare the night before, Nadia was sure
she did well on her test. Grateful she could formulate thoughts, she threw her
backpack over her shoulder. No homework for the evening and time to waste.
Maybe Bethany was right, maybe life could actually get better. 


In the light of day, even what the
counselor said seemed to make sense. Maybe she could let go of her anger.
Knowing somebody knew and still wanted to be her friend was freeing. She took
in a deep breath and readied herself. With the help of the Yamins,
David, and Bethany she could do this. She was a survivor.


David’s clinic duty ended soon. In
fifteen minutes he was scheduled to leave for home. Maybe she would swing by
and give him a kiss hello. Perhaps life could be good.


 


###


 


David couldn’t wait for dinner with
Nadia. Finally finished with his rounds, he pushed open the door, stepped
outside, and breathed in the cool afternoon air.


“David?” 


He drew in a calming breath before he
turned to face the familiar sultry voice. “Cassandra, what brings you here?” 


“Oh, business, you know, I’m always
busy.” She tossed her blonde hair across her shoulder, revealing more of her
low-cut red sweater. “It’s good to see you. How have you been?” 


David focused above her head. “Fine. Just working.” 


“Good. I’ve been finishing up with
school, the socials, and the plays.” Her purring tone would have made a
stalking lioness envious. “You know, I did get the lead in the last production.
And I’ve been involved in a biblical discussion with friends. God is wonderful,
isn’t he?” 


David couldn’t hide his confusion. God
had never been her topic of conversation. “Yes he is.” 


She moved closer. “You know, now that
I’m graduating, I’m thinking about long-term goals.” The scent of her sweet
perfume almost overpowered him. “Are you still thinking about going into the
mission field?” 


“I’m praying about it.” 


“Good.” She smiled. Taunting amusement
danced in her green eyes. “We must pray about everything, right?”  


He backed away and bumped against the
building. “Right.”


She feathered her fingers through his
hair, ran her hand down his shoulder, and squeezed his arm. “Still working
out?”


“When I have
time.”



“I can tell.” She leaned up and kissed
him. 


He did not reciprocate. “I need to
go.” He put his hands on her waist and moved her away. “I’ve got plans.” 


“Will you call me sometime? I’d like
to talk to you. So much has happened in my walk with God.” 


David restrained his urge to allow his
jaw to drop. The last thing Cassandra ever wanted to talk about was anything
religious. “I don’t know, maybe sometime.” 


“Don’t wait too long. I’ve missed
you.” She blew him a kiss, turned, and walked away. Her high heels clicked on
the pavement as she swayed down the sidewalk.  


 


###


 


Nadia was not close enough to hear,
but she had seen enough. Trembling and nauseous, she turned away. 
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David stood over his roommate’s
shoulder surveying Pete’s creation. “Nose to the grindstone again, I see.” 


“My stomach initiated a hostile takeover.”
Pete slathered mayonnaise on the slice of wheat bread, placed three slices of
turkey, two pieces of roast beef, added five pickles, a leaf of lettuce, topped
it off with two slices of tomato, and stepped back to admire his creation. “How
was clinic duty?” 


“I saw Cassandra.” David opened the
refrigerator and stared inside. 


“Was she sick?” 


“No. She talked about God and Bible
study.” 


Pete studied him as he leaned against
the kitchen counter. “You’re kidding. Cassandra?” 


“I wonder if she got herself
together.” 


“I don’t know. I’d be careful with
that one. Keep your focus. You know what happened last time you two were
together.”


“Yeah, I know.” David rubbed the back
of his neck. “Just strange seeing her again.”


 


###


 


Silent sobs shook Nadia’s body as warm
water cascaded over her back. Her chest ached, thousands of tiny razors slicing
through her heart. She could barely breathe. Placing her hands against the tile
wall, she dipped her head and let the water flow. Why wasn’t David different?
Why did she allow her heart to open? She should have known better than to
trust. 


Her finger traced the scars. Why did
life hurt, all the time, hurt? Before the water could cool, she stepped out of
the shower and stared at her distorted image in the fogged mirror. She honestly
thought life was getting better, thought there was hope. Now she just wished
she didn’t think. 


What was she supposed to do now? 


She had no choice, she would go back.
Nothing kept her here. The nightmares had to end. 


In her bedroom, she swallowed a pain
pill and sat on the edge of her bed. David would arrive in an hour. Should she
call and cancel or slam the door in his face? 


No, even better, she would go on the
date and make him regret the pain he caused. She could look better than that
girl David kissed. 


After she fixed her hair and applied
makeup, she slipped on her black dress, smoothing the fabric to mold perfectly
to her every curve. Steadying herself, she stepped into her high heels and
checked herself in the mirror. He would be sorry. 


His knock came precisely at 6:30.
David, dressed in gray slacks and a teal-blue shirt that matched the color of
his eyes, gaped at her open-mouthed. “Wow!” 


She inwardly groaned. Why did he
have to look so good? Forcing some semblance of a smile, she shut the door
behind her, and swayed just enough as she walked past. Several seconds passed
before she heard his footsteps follow. 


“You look great!” He opened the truck
door and offered his hand. 


She accepted, sat, and glanced at him.



He was staring at her legs. “You really
do look nice.” 


Good. Eat your heart out. 


“I hope you like where we’re going.”


Nadia swallowed hard, didn’t answer. Don’t
think. Don’t feel.


 


###


 


David pulled out Nadia’s chair at the
restaurant. What was wrong? She barely spoke on the ride over, and wouldn’t
look his way. He sat across from her as the soft glow of candlelight danced
over her face. She was beautiful, perfect. He wanted to stare, drink in her
beauty; instead he picked up the menu and pretended to read. “The salmon’s
great.” 


“Whatever is fine.”
Her voice held no emotion.


The waiter stood next to their table.
“Hi, I’ll be taking your order. Our special tonight is grilled salmon with
Cabernet Sauvignon sauce and grilled asparagus. Are you ready to order?”


“I’m not sure.” David glanced her way.
“Nadia?”


She didn’t look up. “Special is fine.”


“Make that two, and I’ll have water.”


“Glass of Chardonnay,” Nadia added.


The silence was deafening. David
wracked his brain for something, anything that would cause her reaction. “Is
everything okay?” He reached toward her, then drew
back his hand. “You didn’t see the guy from the park, did you?”


“No.” Her eyes narrowed. “But I did
see other wolf.”


“Wolf?”


“Zev.” She fingered
and toyed with her knife. “Remember the guy at park? Zev means wolf in Hebrew.
At least he was honest.” Nadia drank half her wine. 


Her glare made his stomach drop. “I’m
not following you, did I do something?”


“I saw you kiss other woman.” Nadia crossed
her arms, her body rigid. “Maybe I misunderstood our relationship.”


David winced. No wonder she was upset.
“That was Cassandra, we were talking.”


“You talk that way with other
women?”


“I was coming out of the clinic when
she came up to me. Nothing happened.” 


Nadia stared out the windows, her lips
pressed into a thin line.


“We were together for awhile, but I
broke it off.” He scooted closer to the table hoping to close the distance.
“When I got my act together, I knew we couldn’t continue dating. She was
pulling me away from God.” 


“How did she do that?” 


How could he explain? “She distracted
me.” 


“I saw her distractions.”


He sat back, sickened by his choice of
words. 


The waiter brought the meals, refilled
Nadia’s wine, and looked expectantly at them both. “How is everything?”


David hoped he wouldn’t sound
exasperated. “The meal looks great.” He waited until the waiter moved from
earshot. “It wasn’t that. She wasn’t … I mean … I want God to be first in my
life and especially in a relationship.”


Nadia rolled an asparagus to the side
of her plate. “Okay ...” 


He took a small bite, could barely
swallow. “I’m trying to do things the right way. I want to make sure
when I get serious with someone, we have a relationship grounded in Christ.”


Color vanished from her face. She
drained her glass and stared at her plate.


“I really didn’t come on to her.”
David’s mind churned. “Nadia, I can’t change my past, but I want to change who
I am now. Please believe me, I would never hurt you. Can we just move forward?”


“I guess so.” Her voice was quiet.


He wanted to reach out touch her, hold
her. Come on, baby, give me a chance. “That doesn’t sound too
promising.”


She picked at her food, not taking a
bite, wouldn’t look at him. “What is your definition of Christian?”


David’s stomach clenched, the words
caught in his throat. “Aren’t you a Christian?” 


She shrugged.


Dread crawled up his back, sweat
popped on his neck. “Have you asked Jesus into your heart?” 


She slid a trembling hand across her
face, her dark eyes shimmering in tears. “No, I guess not.” 


He slumped in his chair, wrapped his
hands around the cold glass of water in front of him. “I thought you had.” God, no. This can’t be real. I thought she was the
one. 


The waiter stopped and glanced at David.
“How is everything?”


David held up his hand, couldn’t talk.
There seemed nothing more to say. He ate, but there was no taste. She wouldn’t
look at him. Still beautiful, but now she looked so frail, so lost. He couldn’t
believe he didn’t know. He had to say something. “Are you going away on break?”



Nadia closed her eyes. “Yes. I will
return to Israel.”


 


###


 


Nadia shut the door and steadied
herself against the wall. David barely spoke on the way home, and then kissed
her on the forehead, like she wasn’t good enough. Her throat tightened and she
blinked to keep the tears from falling.


Bethany ran to her. “What happened?
What did that jerk do?” 


“Nothing.” Tension
squeezed around her temples. “We went to dinner and he said things.”


“Did you tell him what happened to
you?”


Her skin ignited in prickly flames at
the thought. “No.” 


“Oh. Then what happened? What did he
say?”


She wanted to melt into the wall and
disappear. “He wants a Christian, but I saw him kiss other woman.”


“What? What a jerk! Two-faced
egotistical jerk. Some Christian he is. I’ll rip his arms off.” Bethany
turned, snatched her jacket and purse off the kitchen table. “I’ll take care of
this. Nobody treats my friend that way.”


Nadia grabbed her arm, couldn’t stand
to be alone. “No, please stay.” 


“I’m sorry.” Bethany dropped her
things, wrapped her in a tight hug, and let her cry. “You’ll find somebody
good, I promise. It’s going to be okay.”


No, life would never be okay. The
nightmares would never end. No one would ever love her. Heaving a sob, she
pushed away. “I must pack.”


Bethany followed. “You’re coming home
with me?” 


She shook her head, swallowing away
the lump of emotions. “Gideon wants to see me.” 


“Your brother? I guess
brothers take precedence over friends. Do you need a ride to the airport? I can
drop you off on the way.”


Throat too
tight to talk, Nadia nodded and grabbed clothes out of her dresser drawer.


“Good, I’ll get my stuff ready. We’ll
leave in the morning. But if you change your mind, you can come with me.” 


She waited until Bethany left and sat
on the bed. Nothing mattered anymore. In many ways, David’s rejection made her
plans easier. Ruth and Isaac said they cared, but that would all change. Always
did. 


Nobody could help. God sure didn’t.
She was on her own.


 


###


 


David hit the steering wheel on his
way home and stifled the urge to curse. What a mess. They had talked about God.
Hadn’t they? She carried a Bible. Plus she was good friends with the Yamins. Maybe he could call them, find out information.
Then again, why hadn’t they warned him? 


Was whatever troubled Nadia too big
for a relationship? Was it something he even needed to deal with? Medical
school had enough problems. Maybe he’d stop looking until a practice was established,
or go in the mission field. Maybe Doctors Without
Borders wouldn’t be such a bad deal. Certainly enough borders blocking his path
on long-term relationships. 


He raked his hand through his hair. He
couldn’t just turn off his feelings for Nadia. Even in the short time they had
known each other, the thought of not seeing her again turned his stomach. Maybe
she just needed time. Maybe there was still some hope. 


Then again, maybe Cassandra showing up
when she did was a form of rescue. 


 


###


 


Nadia made her way to the kitchen.
Standing over the kitchen sink, she methodically peeled an apple over the sink.
Why did she think David would be different? Men were all the same. She paused
and studied the knife, the blade glinting in the light. Her side throbbed and
ached. The pain would never go away. 


Why didn’t she die that night? Why did
she have to live? To endure more pain?


Her tears fell into the sink. She
rested the knife edge against the soft flesh of her arm. Nothing would stop the
pain. Nobody understood. 


The knife pressed into the skin and
slowly sliced. Blood mingled with her falling tears. Her chest heaved in quiet
sobs. She wasn’t strong. Wasn’t a survivor. God,
why? If you are there, please help. 


Jedi barked. Startled, her grip
faltered and the knife fell into the sink. Bethany’s footsteps came toward her.
Nadia grabbed the knife and washed her arm. 


“What happened?” Bethany stood over
her shoulder. 


She shifted to block her view. “The
knife slipped.” 


Bethany grabbed a paper towel and pressed
it against Nadia’s arm. “Keep applying pressure. I’ll be right back.” She
returned several moments later with the first aid kit. “Better let me cut the
apples next time.” Squeezing the wound closed, she applied steri-strips
and wrapped Nadia’s arm in gauze. 


Nadia stared at the floor, couldn’t
stand to see someone else disappointed in her.


“Are you okay?” Bethany placed a hand
on her shoulder. “Tell me what you need.”


She needed David to have been the one
who rescued her, God to have helped, the pain to stop. She needed…


Justice. 


The word writhed through her brain.
Anger oozed and throbbed through her veins. What happened couldn’t be erased.
But to see them punished, to know justice was served, to make sure no one else
would have to be injured at their hands—that would bring relief. Then life
would be fair and right. Then life would be good again. 


Without answering Bethany, she turned
and walked away. 


Nadia stuffed the last outfit into her
suitcase. Placed the airplane ticket in her purse. She
slumped in front of her computer and opened the e-mail from her friend in
Israel. The message was confusing and unclear, basically a rambling mess. But
one thing stood out, her nightmares would be over soon. She typed back a quick
reply. “I will come. Pick me up.” 


She turned off the monitor and put her
head in her hands. No one cared. No one would ever love her. 


No tears came. Her eyes were as dry
and empty as her soul.
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Water droplets slid outside Nadia’s window
as the plane bumped and jolted through the evening sky. She swallowed hard in a
futile attempt to settle her queasy stomach. Finally rising to cruising
altitude, the airplane leveled off and grew steady, soaring above the storm.
She studied the clouds below—fluffs of towering white cotton balls. How could
anything so beautiful be filled with such inward turbulence? 


Her stomach churned. No one knew she
was coming but her friend. He sounded hurried and distracted last time they
talked. Would he be waiting at the airport when she arrived? 


She took a deep breath and tried to
think about something else. A lump rose in her throat. The Yamins
loved and cared for her, but would their love continue if they knew her plans? 


Clouds thinned, and the ocean glinted
below. A single jet contrail snaked through the sky above. She shoved her
pillow against the window, and allowed herself to drift to the blackness. 


Only a moment seemed to pass before
she gasped for air, fighting again for composure from another nightmare.
Interior lights now dimmed for sleeping, the sky outside her window black, the only noise the deep, steady hum of jet engines. She
glanced at the empty seat beside her and angrily wiped away the tears. 


There was no hope. Nothing could
change the past. Nothing would fix the future. 


 


###


 


Gravel crunched under David’s tires as
he pulled off the Blue Ridge Parkway and drove to the cabin perched on the
small hill in a clearing surrounded by mature trees. He stopped the truck and
nudged Pete, who snorted and made no effort to leave. 


David grabbed the bags from the back
of his truck and strode up the four familiar wooden steps leading to the
covered porch. Plopping into the rocking chair, he tried to relax. He still had
no clue what he was supposed to do about Nadia or any
other woman. A hawk soared in the air currents overhead. Closing his eyes, he willed himself to turn off his thoughts.


“Dave! I gotta
go.” 


His body jerked at the sound of Pete’s
voice. “Can’t a guy get some rest?” David reached into his pocket and tossed
him the key. 


The sound of doors opening and closing
came from inside the cabin. 


Pete kicked David’s foot and pointed
to the open front door. “Man, you gotta see this.” 


David squinted at his friend and
forced himself out of the comfort of the chair. He stepped inside and drew in a
breath. The simple furniture that once belonged to his grandparents had been
replaced with a leather sofa and two recliners. Expensive, western art hung on
the walls. Drapes covered every window. A new rock fireplace
now in place of the small potbellied stove. 


The bedrooms redecorated and the
kitchen renovated. A screened-in porch, bathroom, and spacious deck had all
been added to the back of the house. Obviously, no expense had been spared. In
the middle of the new kitchen table was a floral arrangement with note
attached, “Mr. Cohen, we have enjoyed you as a client. If there are any further
needs, please feel free to contact us.”


David slumped into an oak chair at the
table. “Looks like Dad ordered some work.” He didn’t want to admit the cabin
looked nice. He wouldn’t have done anything differently. 


“Man, this is great.” Pete opened the
stainless refrigerator and whistled. “Oh yeah, you oughta
see the size of these steaks.”


How could his dad just rip out years
of history? “What did he do with all my grandparents’ belongings?” 


“Maybe they’re in storage somewhere.”


“They better be,
that’s all I have left of them.” 


David stewed all evening, barely
talking to his roommate. He said goodnight, crawled into bed, and punched the
pillow. First Nadia, and now this. Renovating the
cabin without his input was just like his dad, always making decisions, never
asking. David turned off the light. 


In the middle of the night, he bolted
upright in bed, the dream replaying in his mind. Nadia, her eyes wild with
fear, caught in the current of a swift river. She screamed and thrashed,
reached out for him. He grabbed her arm, held on as tight as he could, but she
was torn from his grasp. 


He flipped on the lamp and grabbed his
Bible. 


 


###


 


Nadia carried her bag through the
automatic doors leading to the arrival lobby. She scanned the crowd but didn’t
see a familiar face. Her friend was never late. 


She finally spotted him. He was more
muscular than a few months ago, his short-sleeve shirt stretched tight on his
once-wiry frame. As airport security passed near him, he shifted and turned
away. She snuck behind him and touched his shoulder. 


He whirled around. Relief crossed his
face. Without even a hello, he took her bag and rushed toward the door. 


Nadia hurried to keep up. “Slow down.”
She couldn’t believe he was walking so fast. “Caleb! Slow down.” 


 


###


 


David yawned and shuddered at his rank
breath. Sleepless nights were not good for the body. He still couldn’t believe
his dad had hauled off his grandparents’ stuff. Plus, worrying about Nadia
hadn’t helped. He poured a cup of coffee and watched Pete making breakfast.
“Still trying to get your cooking merit badge?”  


“Yep, Julie said she’d marry a man who
could cook.” Pete cracked six eggs into a mixing bowl. “I’ll show her my badge
when I propose. I’ve got the ring on layaway.”


David punched his arm. “Why didn’t you
tell me?”


“I just did. I plan to ask her in a
few weeks.”


“Congratulations.” He stuffed bread
into the toaster. “Must admit I’m envious.” 


“You’ll get there.” Pete flipped an
omelet onto a plate and handed it to him. “Maybe you need to learn to cook.”


“Right, that’s my problem.” David sat
at the table, stared at his food, but couldn’t shake the uneasy feelings about
Nadia. “I need to talk to her.”


Pete paused and seemed to process his
statement. “Nadia? Maybe after break you can sort
through this mess.”


He rubbed the back of his neck trying
to ease the knotting tension. “She went to Israel. What if she doesn’t come
back?” 


 


###


 


Nadia buckled her seatbelt and stared
at Caleb’s swollen and bruised knuckles. “What happened?”


Caleb eased his car into traffic. “Got carried away with the punching bag.”


“I thought you used boxing gloves.”


“Forgot.” 


She didn’t buy his explanation. Caleb
remembered everything. “Did you fight?”


His jaw tensed. He stared straight
ahead. “No, just me.” 


Nadia slumped in her seat. Of all her friends,
he was the most attentive and caring, but also the one who wouldn’t let go of
his anger, almost as though her attack was leveled against him. “Caleb, what
happened was not your fault.” 


His face reddened, and his knuckles
went white as he gripped the wheel. Silence screamed in the still air. He
stopped at a traffic light and turned toward her, his gaze with a level of
intensity that drove her further into her seat. 


Caleb leaned toward her. “I can drive
you over tomorrow and you can see if it is them. Let me finish this.”


The thought of what he might do made
Nadia sick. This was her fight, her chance to make things right and keep other
women safe. “I must go alone.”


“No!” The veins bulged in his neck.
“We will go together. I will take care of them. This is my job. It will not
matter what happens to me.” 


“Stop acting as though it was your
fault. How could you have known?”


The light changed, and he punched the
accelerator, swerved through traffic almost sideswiping a truck. 


She clung to the door. “You have
apologized a hundred times. It was not your fault.”


Caleb jerked the car, pulled into a
parking place, and slammed the brakes. He sat straight, hands vice-gripped on
the wheel, focusing somewhere beyond the scope of his vision. His breathing
turned shallow, angry … deadly. “I know people, they are clean and
professional.” He turned toward her and rested his hand on her shoulder. “This
is something I must do. I’ll pick up the cost.” 


She moved his hand to the seat next to
him. “No.” 


“Promise me you will not do anything
without me. You need me for this.”


How could she make that promise? “Fine. We will go together. I must stop nightmares.”


He leaned closer, close enough she
could smell a hint of alcohol on his breath. His dark eyes studying hers as
though making sure she was telling the truth. “Come by the café tomorrow, and
I’ll have everything you need.” 
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David shoved his feet into his hiking
boots. He needed time to think. A long walk in the woods might clear his head.


Pete bolted for the door. “Last one to
the river has to cook.”


“What about your merit badge?” David
yelled at his friend’s retreating back. He soon caught up. They scrambled,
slid, and tussled down the tree-lined hill slick with pine needles and leaves. 


Still at top speed, Pete ran ahead,
tripped, flew into the air, and landed with a thud. Grimacing, he grabbed his
leg. “I think it’s broken.”


David knelt and examined his friend.
“It’s not, but you’ll have a heck of a bruise.” He pulled him to his feet.


Pete hopped past him toward the river.


“Where are you going?”


“The race wasn’t over—until now.” Pete
stopped at the edge of the water. “You’re cooking tonight.” His grin was
triumphant. “So, what’s for dinner?”


“Since I’m cooking, we’re having
sandwiches.” David stepped across rocks until he found one large enough to sit
on.


“Come on, let’s have the steaks. Your
dad put in one heck of a grill.”


 “I’ll make steaks, but you’re on
your own getting up the hill.”


“What a grump.” Pete settled on a
boulder and threw a fist-sized stone into the river. The resulting splash
echoed. “I love that. The deeper the water, the deeper the
sound.” 


David rubbed his forehead as the
memory returned. “Mom hated to see leaves and debris clog
up the water. She’d sit for hours rearranging to make sure nothing hindered the
flow.” He used his foot to reposition a rock. “She always talked about making
sure we didn’t have any stagnant spots in our life.”


“I’m sorry I never met your mom.” 


“You would’ve liked her. It’s hard to believe
she’s gone.”


“Can’t
imagine.
Just wish it didn’t happen.”


David stared into the moving water.
Why did people suffer? Especially someone like his mom.
She loved God with all her heart and yet died a slow, agonizing death.
Regardless of how bad and evil this world was, he knew
God was good. But still, pain and death stunk. He kicked a rock until it
loosened and tumbled into the swift current.


“You still bummed about the cabin?”
Pete asked.


“Yeah, I wanted to keep my
grandparents’ stuff.”


“Why don’t you call the people who
left the arrangement on the kitchen table? Maybe they know.”


Why didn’t he think about that? He had
to get his head on straight. “I’ll call when we get back.”


 


###


 


Nadia fumbled for her keys as she
climbed the concrete steps of the apartment building that used to be her home.
She bit her lip and glanced at the street. Maybe she shouldn’t have come back.
Looking back, she watched as Caleb’s tires squealed as he pulled into traffic.
Why was he always so angry? She missed the fun-loving friend he used to be. But
then again, she was different too.  


Hoping Gideon wasn’t home, she slipped the key into the lock, and turned the
knob. 


The door slammed against her, the
force knocking her back into the hallway. Heart in her throat, she struggled to
regain her footing. 


A booming bark stopped her in her
tracks. Weak in the knees, she bent double with relief. Solomon. Even as
a puppy, he had smashed against the door, now he was a full-grown behemoth. “Solomon, is me, Nadia. Come. Good boy.” 


She opened the door, and the big dog
jumped on her lathering her neck with his dog kisses. “Down boy, down…” She
wiped off his affection, and stroked his soft brown fur as his body wagged with
excitement. 


“Gideon?” 


No answer. 


Nadia gaped at the neat and clean
apartment. The bookshelf actually contained books instead of junk. Stacks of
papers covered Gideon’s desk. She checked each room and left her suitcase in
her old bedroom.


Hunger pains called. She opened the
refrigerator and gagged. The shelves contained a cross between a famine and a
science-fair project. Even Solomon sniffed, whimpered, and backed away. She
moved over the trashcan and emptied several unidentifiable items from the
refrigerator shelves. 


The big dog hurried over and smashed his
body against the door. Gideon commanded Solomon to move away, stepped inside,
his back to Nadia. “Good boy!” 


Nadia waited as dog and man greeted
one another. 


He turned toward her. His eyebrows
shot up. “Nadia! You are here?” He stopped. “Is
everything okay?” 


“Yes, everything is fine. We are on
break.” She studied him, gone were the angry eyes, the mopped unkempt hair. He
even wore Khakis and a polo shirt. “You are different. What has happened?” 


“So much.” He smiled in
a way she had not seen since they were children—the last time he had truly been
happy.


“I am sorry I did not call. Can I stay
for a few days? I must take care of business before I return to States.” 


“Stay as long as you like, I am
delighted you are here.” He glanced at the trash and cringed. “You should have
told me you were coming. I have been busy and not keeping up with the shopping.
Want me to make you something?”


She shook her head. “Please show me
what you can make.” 


He smiled and opened the cabinets.
Thirty minutes later, they sat and chatted over a surprisingly good dinner. 


“How are your wounds?” he asked.


Nadia took her hand away from her
throbbing hip. “The pain makes me angry. Angry at what happened, what happens
to others, angry that Momma is not here.” Tears crept out mocking her pain.
 


“I pray God will give you relief.
Sometimes his plans are not our ways.” 


Gideon talking
about God?
“Sounds like something the Yamins would say.” 


“How are they?” 


“Good. I see them every few days. But
I miss Momma. I hated being stuck in the hospital knowing she was dying.” The
tears flowed and she didn’t stop them. She needed to talk to someone freely
about what happened. “Why could she not wait? Why did she go before I could say
goodbye?” 


Gideon stood and pulled her to his
chest. “My sweet baby sister, let it out, cry it clean.” 


Surprised, but comforted by his
behavior, she kept herself from stiffening and nestled against him. Would the
anger ever go away?


When her tears slowed, he led her to
the couch. “I must tell you something.” He paced back and forth, his gaze on
the floor. “In the terrible months while you were in the hospital and Momma
became ill, I was not a good person, not a good son. I did not help you or
Momma. I should have been the father figure, more loving, caring, and stronger.
I am grateful Aunt Elisabeth took care of you, but I should have been there. I
am sorry.”


“Gideon, you do not need to
apologize.”


He clenched his fists, the knuckles
whitening. “I was angry about what happened to you. I went with friends to the
place you were attacked. We beat a man who looked like the description you gave
the police. The man pleaded with us to stop, told us he had family. I stopped,
stared into his face, and saw the look of horror.” 


Dread seeped down her spine. What had
he done? 


“When I came home, all I wanted to do
was wash.” He wrung his hands, his face skewed in disgust. “Wash my bloody
hands, my bloody clothes, wash my mind, and remove it all. Momma called me to
her room, her breathing shallow and weak. She looked at me as though she knew.
I was so ashamed.” He sunk to the couch, placed his head in his hands, and
cried. Her stomach rolled as she watched him cry. Is this why he wanted her
home? To tell her this? How many more people would be
messed up because of her attack?


“Momma kissed my hands.” He wiped his
face, stared into the distance, his voice quiet. “She told me she loved me no
matter what I had done, and that Yeshua would
forgive my sins. All I had to do was ask. She told me to look at the Bible
where she made notes, that the facts had opened her eyes, but what opened her
heart was his love. She asked me to promise I would search for the truth before
she left this world.” He looked at her, his eyes moist and sad. “Nadia, she
died in my arms. I had not made that promise.” 


Nadia pulled a throw pillow to her
chest, trying to calm the emotions tugging at her heart and mind. Gideon taking revenge? Her mother a
believer? The thought of her mother’s last breath sent shudders
ratcheting through her. 


“I read the words, her notes, and when
I finished, I fell on my knees and begged for forgiveness. Nadia, at that
moment, a feeling of peace and freedom filled me as I prayed and accepted His
Son.” 


Gideon a
believer?
Just like that? Too many thoughts, too many emotions to
process. She started to speak, but he interrupted. 


“I found a note in Momma’s
nightstand.” He crossed to his desk and removed it from the top drawer. “This
is for you. I did not want to mail it, fearing it might be lost. That is why I
wanted you home.” 


Her momma had written her a letter?
Nadia’s hand trembled along with her heart. She left Gideon standing there,
closed her bedroom door, and sat on the edge of her bed. She studied the
handwriting, could almost feel the pain as her mother struggled to write,
almost hear her sweet voice. 


 


My dearest
Nadia, forgive me I cannot be with you. My infection would cause you terrible
harm. My sweet baby, please know I love you with all my heart. I know you are
in pain. What happened was terrible. How I pray you will find healing for your
body and soul.


 I wish I
could sit and hold your hands and look into your beautiful eyes while I share
this with you. The time you have been in the hospital, much has changed. My
health fails, but my life has been uplifted. Yeshua
has changed my heart. How I wish I had spent more time studying the ancient
texts. How different our lives might have been. Yeshua
is the one the prophets spoke of long ago. Remember when we used to observe
Passover? The Passover lamb is symbolic of Yeshua. He
is the sacrificial lamb who takes away the sins of the world. When we accept
Him as our Messiah, we are covered in His blood, and death will pass over us. 


He is our
hope, Nadia, He is your hope. His love will renew, restore, and repair. My
prayers are before the God of the Universe to cover, protect, and plead for
your soul to come to know the joy I have found. How I pray you both will find
my Savior. Please talk to Elisabeth. She can answer any question you may have.


My sweet baby
girl, my prayers are with you. Heal, grow, learn, and come see me in Heaven.
You will find me safe in my Savior’s arms. 


With all my
love – Momma


 


Nadia held the letter so her tears
wouldn’t stain the pages. Never again would she feel her momma’s soft hands
brushing away her pain, hear her sweet voice sing. 


“Momma, I need you. Why did you leave
me?” Clutching the letter to her chest, she curled into a ball and sobbed.
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David opened the ornate wooden door
and entered the offices of McDonald Construction and Interiors. A slim,
attractive brunette stood as they neared her mahogany desk. “Hello,
gentlemen. I’m Jenny, how may I help you?”


“I’m David Cohen. I believe you did
some work for my father at our cabin.”


A smile crossed her face as she shook
his hand. “You look like your pictures. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I hope you
enjoy the remodel. Your father gave us explicit instructions regarding everything
that was done.”


“You did a great job, but I was
wondering if you knew what happened to the furniture and belongings that were
in the house?”


“Yes, your father had us store
everything in one of our climate-controlled storage units. I have a key for
you.” She reached in the top drawer of her desk and handed him an envelope
bearing his name. “The unit is a few miles on the right.”


Five minutes later, David unlocked the
door and stepped inside the spacious area. Furniture and boxes were neatly arranged,
labeled, and organized by room. 


Pete whistled. “I’ve never seen
anything this nice before. He must have spent a bundle between this and the
remodel. You know, your old man might not be as bad as you thought.”


Ignoring the comment, David walked among
the boxes and examined labels. “This must be the pictures my grandparents kept
in the dresser. My grandmother used to stick them in the drawers.” He opened
the box and stood motionless. Someone had taken the time to organize all the
pictures.


“What?” 


“I’m not sure.” David removed an
album, complete with dates and contents listed. He opened to find a picture of
his smiling mother cradling the baby version of himself. Fighting back his
emotions, he flipped through his early years. 


The next album held sports and team
pictures, photos of him and his dad during happier times. 


Pete stood over his shoulder. “Man,
you must’ve played every sport. Did your parents make all your games?”


“Guess they made most, until Mom got
sick.” He closed the album and reached for another. A tattered, unmarked
mailing envelope flopped to the side of the box. He forced open the seal and
removed several photos.  


Pete pointed to the man with his arm
around David’s mother. “Who’s that?” 


“I have no idea.” Apprehension pinged across
his shoulders as he studied the photo taken during what looked to be his Mom’s
college days. 


“Man, he looks just like you.” 


David studied the picture of the man
with his mother. His grandparents stood next to them and did not look happy.
Probably some guy she dated in college. At least that’s what David wanted to
believe, except the guy looked like his twin. 


“You really don’t know who he is?”
Pete asked.


“I’ve never seen him before in my
life.” David stuffed back the pictures, hoping to shove away his thoughts. His
fingers brushed a smaller envelope nestled inside. His neck warmed, heat
prickled his scalp as he removed the document titled Divorce Decree. 


 


###


 


David’s truck screeched to a stop,
kicking up a dust storm in the gravel driveway. “I’m going for a hike.” Not
waiting for Pete’s response, David slammed the truck door and made his way
through the woods. 


Sitting on a boulder at the edge of
the river, he picked up a rock. What was he supposed to think? Had everything
in his life been a lie? He pounded the stone against the boulder, jarring his
hand and his senses. 


His mom had been married before? Not
long, but still married to some other guy. He couldn’t believe he didn’t know.
No one had told him. His stomach churned and hardened into a knot. She promised
never to lie. And now this? From the date on the
divorce decree, she hadn’t waited long before marrying again. 


Familiar words ran through his mind. Do
not judge, and you will not be judged. Forgive, and
you will be forgiven. He groaned. Why couldn’t he get mad without thinking
of Bible verses? 


He wanted to be left alone, let out
all the resentment and anger that had built against his dad over the years. Why
didn’t anyone tell him? Did his dad cause his mom’s divorce? Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not
on your own understanding. Ignoring the new verse, he hit the stone against
the boulder, harder, faster, the intensity increasing with every blow. 


He missed. 


Dropping the rock, he cradled his
throbbing finger. “God, how am I supposed to deal with all of this? Show me
what to do.”


A clump of
leaves washed toward him and clogged the water running between the rocks under
his feet. Hopeful the waterproofing on his boots worked, he stood and dug out
the leaves. The water rushed through unhindered. 


 


###


 


Still full from dinner, David blew out
the smoldering marshmallow and popped the gooey morsel into his mouth. 


Pete licked his fingers. “I guess
adding the fireplace had some advantages.” 


“Want another?” 


“Nah, the eighteen I had were good.
Don’t want to make a pig of myself.” Pete rubbed his stomach and stretched back
on the sofa. “You better?”


“Working on
it.”
Flames jumped along the logs in the fireplace. Questions continued to swirl in
his mind. Why such a quick remarriage? Did his father cause the breakup? David
broke the stick and threw it on the fire. “I’m going to call Dad in the
morning.” 


His dad’s answer would decide if he
would ever call him again.
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Scent of passing rain filled Nadia’s
lungs. The day would have been beautiful, if not for her thoughts. She followed
the aggregate sidewalk lined with palm trees alongside the busy street,
dodging, and weaving her way down the walk jammed with shoppers, joggers, and
ever-present tourists.


Regardless of her mother’s letter,
Gideon’s and the Yamins’ prodding, the fact remained
she was the one attacked. No amount of feel-good theology would change that. If
Caleb had found them, if it was them, they deserved to pay. Then maybe her
nightmares would end, and no one else would suffer what she went through. 


Her first stop was the café to find
Caleb. He worked most mornings and promised to be waiting. Fresh-brewed coffee
and pastries normally would be welcome. This morning the aromas only nauseated.
Caleb greeted her with a slight nod. She ignored the other patrons and chose a
table in the corner.


“Nadia!” 


The voice startled her. 


Gideon’s next-door neighbor pulled a
chair to her table. “What are you doing here? Didn’t you move?” 


She tried not to cringe. Amos wasn’t
much older than Gideon and had pursued her relentlessly when she was in her
teens. She swallowed hard to keep from losing her morning coffee. “I am here to
visit Gideon.” 


“How is Gideon?” A smirk crossed his
bulbous lips as he leaned close. “Still out making trouble?”



Nadia tried not to gag. Amos hadn’t
changed. His breath was as bad as his presence—overpowering and obnoxious. “No,
he is well. He is a good man.” 


“Oh, I see, yes.” He leaned back and crossed
his arms over his overstuffed shirt. “Well, what have you been up to lately,
anything noteworthy?” 


She knew his question was not from
interest. It took every ounce of her willpower not to slap his chubby, bearded
cheek. “I am attending school in States.” 


“I see. I’ve been very busy myself.”
He puffed his chest. “I’m very successful. Have my own business.” When she
didn’t respond, his chair grated across the floor as he rose. “Better get back
to work. Someone has to keep the little people working.”


She shuddered with disgust as he
walked off with his nose in the air. 


Without comment, Caleb set a cup of
coffee in front of her and handed her a napkin enclosing a small piece of paper
with something inside. Feeling like a spy in some intrigue movie, she slipped
the note under the table until she could make sure no one was watching. 


Her hand quivered as she attempted a
casual glance. A key fell in her palm. Caleb would pick her up at 10:30 in the
morning. 


A bag waited for her in the restroom,
tucked safely in the locked cabinet under the sink.  


 


###


 


Two hours before Caleb would arrive,
Nadia drove Gideon’s car along the busy, narrow streets. Fortunately, Gideon
didn’t ask many questions. She had to know if Caleb had found them, had to see
for herself. She wiped away the perspiration beading on her forehead and
switched the car fan to a higher speed. 


After parking, she adjusted the
rearview mirror to view her face. She straightened her long blonde wig, pushed
her dark sunglasses further up on her nose, steeled herself with a deep breath,
and stepped onto the crowded street. 


She jostled her way through the crowd
at the open-air market, keeping her right hand deep inside the canvas bag
hanging across her shoulder. Muscles rigid, her eyes darted back and forth, her
senses on high-alert. Stalls lined the streets with flowers, produce, bread and
pastries, jewelry, and clothing. Vendors competed for customers, loudly
proclaiming their products to be the best.


A tour group of what appeared to be
college students huddled around a shirt vendor. The well-seasoned trader wore
an amused expression at each negotiation. Three Israeli soldiers stood to her
left scanning the crowds. A soldier looked her way, studying her.


Heartbeat roaring in her ears, she
moved close to the tourists, her hands shaking as she rummaged through a stack
of T-shirts. Careful to keep her face concealed, she picked up a shirt as
though examining the quality. The soldier’s gaze stayed leveled on her. Barely
controlling her breathing, she purchased a shirt and stuffed it inside her bag.



The students moved on. Nadia followed.
At the alleyway, she turned, stopped at a fruit stand, and glanced back at the
soldiers. They were gone. She pushed the air from her lungs. She could do this,
just a little farther. 


On legs only operated by rote command,
she continued her journey. Three stalls away an older woman bought produce. She
studied the faces of the men behind the counter. 


Her heart flailed, slammed against her
chest, catching and tearing against her ribcage. It had to be them. Vision
fading, she dragged deep breaths to keep focused and searched in her bag for
her cell to call Caleb. 


What was she thinking? Caleb didn’t
need to be involved. She palmed her phone. If she called the police, would the nightmares
end?


The elderly woman moved away, the men
joked and laughed, oblivious to Nadia’s presence. Their lives continued
unchanged, while she remained trapped forever with memories and shame. She
blinked rapidly trying to halt the pooling tears. 


Leave! A voice
screamed in her mind. 


Feet melded to the concrete, she
struggled for air. Head swirling, sights, sounds, and smells of the market
faded into a tunneled spotlight on the object of her nightmares. 


Kill them. End the
torment. The police won’t listen, and you’ll be to blame for their next victim.


Her pulse kicked into her throat.
Somehow, she moved forward. Once and for all, she would get her life back and
make sure no one else would be attacked. Leaving the gun in the bag, her thumb
slid the safety catch to the off position. Her index finger strained
impatiently against the trigger. 


The tall one with the big hands turned
toward her. His dark gaze held no recognition. “May I help you?”


Hot wind blew against her face. Acid
rising in her throat, tears blurring her vision, she squeezed the trigger,
again, and again.
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“Hey, boys!” The booming
voice filled the cabin.


David jumped to his feet and almost
tripped at the sight of his father. “Dad?”


Pete fell off the couch and struggled
to his feet. “Mr. Cohen?” 


“Man, I love those deer in the
headlight looks.” His dad threw his black leather jacket on the back of the
chair. “I’m not a drill sergeant. At ease, men.” He
enveloped David in a bear hug. “Good to see you, Son.”


David resisted the urge to pull away.
He couldn’t believe his dad was here. He looked the same, maybe a little more
gray around the temples.


“Pete, how are you? I’m surprised to
see you guys. David, I hope you like the work on the cabin. It was going to be
your gift for the holidays. Sorry I haven’t called much. I’ve been coming back
and forth trying to get this done. I wasn’t sure I could keep it a secret.”


David shrugged, tired to act
nonchalant. “Oh, hey, that’s okay. I hadn’t noticed too much.” He ignored
Pete’s stare.  


“I flew in to check on things and see
how it looks.” His dad surveyed the room, his brown eyes gleaming in
satisfaction. “What do you think?”


“It’s nice. They did a good job.”


“I’m going to see for myself.” 


Pete nudged David. Feeling like a
small boy, David followed his dad into the first bedroom. 


“You’re looking good.” His dad glanced
his way, then ran his hand on the wall as though
checking the finish. Always expecting perfection.
“You’ll be finishing school soon. Got plans made?” 


“I’ve made a few applications.” David
followed and waited as his dad gave the second bedroom the same careful
inspection.


“Good, let me know if you need
anything. Let’s see the kitchen.” Every door, cabinet, and drawer were opened. He completed his inspection by rubbing his hand
across the granite countertop. “I had a decorator help pick everything, tried
to tell her things you’d like. Everything we didn’t use was boxed up and kept
in a storage area. Anything you want to keep is yours. Do you guys mind if I
stay here tonight? I’m free for the weekend.”


How could he say no? His dad always
got what he wanted. He shrugged. “Sure, that’d be great.”


“I’d like to get together in the
morning.” He put his hand on David’s shoulder. “There’s
a few things we need to discuss.”


That’s an understatement. “Good, I need
to talk to you too.”


 


###


 


Nadia opened her eyes. How did she get
back to Gideon’s car? She checked her watch. What happened to two hours?
Traffic and people hurried on with their lives. No one seemed to notice. No one
seemed to care.


She took off her sunglasses and slid
off the wig. Her bag rested against her leg, the gun still there, the safety
off. She carefully slid the safety back on and removed the full ammunition clip.
Was it all a dream or had she crossed the edge of sanity? 


Two years in the Israeli army and
handling fire-arms, there was no way this could happen. She checked the bag
again and found the shirt she purchased. Her breath caught. It wasn’t a dream. 


A loaded gun
that won’t shoot and her attackers only twenty feet away. How can that
happen? 


God. 


The thought came loud and clear. She
shook it away. He couldn’t have protected her. Not after all that had
happened. Why would he help now?  


“Did you stop me to make me suffer
more?” As soon as the words were uttered, regret sliced through her soul.
Someone or something had kept her from making a horrible mistake. Weeping, she
buried her face in her hands.


 


###


 


Nadia pushed Solomon out of the way as
she entered Gideon’s apartment. Her blonde wig hung out the side of her bag
like a wounded animal. 


Nothing made sense. She had stared
into the faces that haunted her nightmares and tried to kill them. How could
she squeeze the trigger of an automatic and nothing happen? How did she get
back to Gideon’s car? What really happened? 


Not even looking to see if her brother
was home, she numbly walked to the bathroom and threw the wig into the trash.
The gravity of what she tried to do weighted her shoulders. 


She had gone over the edge and was now
beyond hope. No one, and nothing, would love someone who tried to kill. She
turned on the hot water, soaked a washcloth, and pressed it against her face.


Gideon knocked on the open door. “Are
you okay?” 


She grunted, kept her face buried in
the warm cloth. Nothing was okay. She had finally and completely lost her mind.


“I will make you something to eat.” 


She let the cloth fall to the sink and
closed the door. From the mirror, swollen eyes returned her gaze. What do I do
now? She tried to cry, but no more tears came, every part of her felt empty
and miserable. With her back against the door, she slumped to the floor. She
needed help. 


Caleb. She forgot to
call him. Scrambling to her feet, she rushed to the phone, dialed his
number, and told him what happened. His angry cursing echoed in her ears as she
clicked off the line. Her stomach churned at what Caleb would do now that she
identified them. Would he call the police, or take matters into his own hands? 


Fear bolted down her spine. Was her
nightmare finally over, or did she set in motion something much worse? If Caleb
did something stupid, they could both wind up in jail. Heart beating wildly,
she sat on the bed and jerked up the phone to call the police. Her hand stilled.
Could she actually stand to testify, seeing the faces of her attackers every
day in court, answering questions over and over again? Going into the details
of what was done? 


Why did she even come back? What
should she do? Dropping the phone, she stared at the ceiling. Did God really
exist? Her mind tumbled through faces of those around her, those who said they
talked to God, thought he heard. 


God. If you are real. If you care. I
need help. 


“Lunch is ready.” Gideon’s voice
beckoned. 


She didn’t need food. She needed
psychiatric help. 


Tempting smells wafted through the
room, and her mouth watered against her will. Forcing off the bed, she nudged
her feet toward the kitchen and plopped in a chair. 


Gideon sat next to her, his eyes full
of questions. “I will pray.” He bowed his head, his forehead wrinkled as though
in deep thought. “Baruch Hashem Adonai, bless you, Abba, Father.” Hebrew and English
intermingled, his voice husky with emotion. “Father, I do not know what is on
Nadia’s heart, but you do. Hold her close Father. Help Nadia find answers,
comfort, hope, and peace only you can give.” 


His words floated around her, beckoned
her to listen. She definitely needed help. 


“Block Satan and his demons, Father. Adonai, help Your light shine in
her heart and soul. Show her love in a real and tangible way. Take away sorrow
and pain. Soften her heart to Your love.” His tiHears dropped on the table. “Kadosh Adonai Eloheynu - yes, Father, You are Holy. You tell us Ve’ahavat Olam Ahavtich, thank You for that love. Thank You, Father. In the name of Yeshua, my Savior,
redeemer, and friend. Omein.” 


She closed her eyes wondering at the
emotion welling within her. Gideon prayed for her? Tough guy,
trouble-making Gideon? Maybe miracles did happen. For the first time in
so very long, a spark of hope ignited. Maybe she wasn’t crazy. What if she had
been given another chance? 


During lunch, Gideon explained what
led him to believe. He raised his fork, shaking it for emphasis. “I fought. I went
to Aunt Elisabeth’s, and we talked and argued. I was not nice. But one night, I
read what Yeshua said in the temple. Let me
get it for you.”


He ran to the other room and returned
with his Bible. “He said that he came to preach to the poor, proclaim the
release of captives, sight for the blind, and to set free the oppressed.” 


Gideon leaned toward her, his eyes
brimming with passion. “I realized I had been captive. I was blind, and Yeshua wanted to free me. I begged for forgiveness
and asked him into my heart as Savior. Nadia, I felt a peace I have never known
before. I had been given a second chance. I want this for you. Talk to me, read
for yourself. Talk to Elisabeth.
Do whatever it takes to learn the truth.”


Nadia studied
Gideon. He was different. She couldn’t deny something changed. The tension and
anxiety that used to characterize him was now gone. His eyes held the same
spark and hope she had seen with the Yamins. Hope she
desperately needed. “I must talk with Elisabeth.” 
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Nadia opened the wood and iron gate
and stepped into her Aunt’s yard, the one place she had always felt safe and
loved as a child. As in younger days, the beauty of Elisabeth’s garden knocked
on her heart’s door and beckoned her deeper into the oasis beyond the city
streets. Palm branches rustled overhead as she followed the stone pathway
winding through fragrant plants, flowers, and trees. 


“The Lord is my shepherd.” Her aunt’s
gentle voice floated on the breeze. “I shall not want. He makes me to lie down
in green pastures; he leads me beside the still waters. He restores my soul. He
leads me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. Yea, though I walk
through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear
no evil; for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.”


The words drew Nadia forward.
Elisabeth sat in her favorite white wicker chair, her eyes closed, a sweet, peaceful expression on her wrinkled face. “You
prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; you anoint my
head with oil; my cup runs over. Surely goodness and mercy shall
follow me all the days of my life; and I will dwell in the house of the
Lord forever.” 


Nadia coughed to draw her attention. 


A smile covered Elisabeth’s face. She
rose from her chair and opened her arms. “I have been waiting for you. Come
here, my child.” 


Tears brimmed as she looked into the
loving, compassionate face of the older woman. Elisabeth had been the one who
took in her family when her father died, the one who gave them a home, the one
who loved unconditionally. Nadia nestled into her waiting arms, soaking in the
love she freely gave. 


“Tell me all.” Her voice whispered in
Nadia’s ear. 


Without hesitation, through tears and
cries, she recounted everything, including her attempt at revenge. 


Elisabeth held her close. No judgment.
Just listened.  


“I wanted to kill them.” Nadia rested
her head on Elisabeth’s soft shoulder, held on tight as she voiced what no one
else knew. “Maybe what I wanted was to kill the part they took away. I squeezed
the trigger, but nothing happened. The next thing I knew, I was in Gideon’s
car.”


Elisabeth stroked her hair, just like
her momma had. “My child, what happened to you that night was terrible, but you
are alive now and that is no accident.” Elisabeth
pointed next to her. “Sit with me.” Easing herself into her chair, she took
Nadia’s hand into her own. “Why did your rescuer take you to the very hospital
where Dr. Yamin worked?”


Nadia closed her eyes. Even now she
couldn’t remember who helped her, just his gentle touch as he carried her, and
his groans that matched her own.


“Why were Ruth and Isaac even there
that night? He was not scheduled to work. They love you Nadia, and that is a
love from God.” 


She swallowed hard, the tears
springing fresh as she thought of the Yamins’ love. A
love she could never explain. 


Elisabeth squeezed her hand, waited
until she looked up. Brown, tender eyes boring into her soul.
“And what about this young man, David, who has come into your life? He just
happened to be there when you fell? And he was there again when the man
approached you at the gardens? Do you think that was an accident? And why was
your attempt at revenge not successful? Can you not see God is protecting and
calling to you? My dear child, he is working mightily for you.” 


Nadia sat still but hairs on the back
of her neck stood in attention. So many things couldn’t be explained in earthly
terms. Maybe God was helping her. “But how can I trust him? Why did he allow what
happened? Why can they continue with their lives?”


“Dear one, no
sin goes unnoticed. Justice will be served. Satan, the enemy, wants to keep you
wrapped up in your fear and mistrust, never letting you free. But Yeshua came to give freedom and abundant life. Through Him,
no matter what comes our way, God will restore and renew.”


Heart and mind
at war, Nadia stared blankly at her feet. “How can I?”


“Let me tell you a story.” Elisabeth
settled back in the wicker chair. “In 1947, Corrie
Ten Boom traveled to Munich preaching about God’s forgiveness. Most of her
talks were met by silence. People listened silently, and they left silently.
She noticed a heavy-set man in a gray overcoat, carrying a brown felt hat as he
moved forward.”


Nadia remembered reading about Corrie as a young girl. She shuddered at the horror of the
holocaust that continued to touch lives even to this day.


“Corrie
wondered about the man as he walked toward her.” Elisabeth continued. “And then
in her mind’s eye, she saw the hat with the swastika and the blue uniform. This
man had been one of the guards at the concentration camp where she and her
sister had been, the very place her sister had died. The man stood in front of
her, complimenting her on the message, with his hand thrust out. It was the
first time since her release she had been face-to-face with her captors, and
her blood seemed to freeze in her veins. He did not remember her, but she
remembered him. She fumbled in her pocketbook rather than take his hand.”


Nadia swallowed hard, wondering what
she would do if faced with an outstretched hand from those who attacked her. 


“He told Corrie
he became a Christian and knew God forgave him for all the cruel things he did
in the past. He asked to hear it from her lips as well. He again extended his
hand and asked for her forgiveness. Corrie stood
there as his hand remained held toward her. She knew deep down she had to
forgive, that God requires us to forgive in order to receive forgiveness. She
had seen the proof in her own life and the lives of those in the home she had
established for those abused by the Nazis. The victims who forgave their
enemies were able to heal and return to their lives. The ones who did not
forgive, who remained in bitterness, remained invalids.” 


Elisabeth placed her hand on Nadia’s.
“Corrie realized forgiveness is something we do
regardless of how we feel. It’s not an emotion. She prayed silently asking
Jesus to help her and woodenly she thrust her hand in his.” Elisabeth squeezed
Nadia’s hand and waited until Nadia looked her way. “Nadia, she said she felt
this current run down her shoulder and into their joined hands. At that moment
she said she had never felt God’s love as intensely as she did then.”


 Elisabeth moved her hand to
Nadia’s shoulder. “Give God your anger, trust him with
your hurt. He will do what is right. With forgiveness comes freedom.”


Nadia tried to digest the information
that jumbled through her emotions and brain. With forgiveness comes freedom.
How she longed to be free, but what Corrie did was beyond
human comprehension. “What did Corrie say about
invalids?”


“Those who were able to forgive
returned to their lives, and those that did not remained invalids.” 


“I had to use a wheelchair. Now I
walk, but my side still hurts.”


“My child, I do not know when your
physical pain will leave, but healing will come. Healing for your soul
comes through God. He loves you, totally and completely. He will do what is
right, because he is righteous and just. All he asks is
you believe.”


Her head was a mess of conversations.
If Elisabeth, Gideon, and the Yamins were wrong, if
there wasn’t even a God, and they were just clinging to some false hope, what
would happen? 


Nothing. 


But if they were right, if it was
true, if God did care and love her, if Jesus did die to take away her sins, if
he was waiting to make her whole, how could she not run to his arms? She felt
like she was standing at the top of a cliff. How could she just let go? 


What did she have to lose? 


Nothing. 


If they were right, what did she have
to gain?


Everything. 


She touched Elisabeth’s hand. “How do
I pray? Will you help?”


“Tell God what is in your heart. He
will help you with the rest.”


Nadia struggled to give voice to her
thoughts, thinking back to all the prayers she had heard from the Yamins, Elisabeth, and now Gideon. “Help me God, Adonai. I cannot do this on my own. I know, because
I have tried. I want to get better. I want to be healed inside and out. I want
to believe. Rescue me. Save me. Oh God, save me.”


Tears streamed and spilled down her
cheeks. “I have been so angry.  Please take and fix me. I need you. Yeshua, I need you. I believe. Yeshua
come into my life. Forgive me, help me to forgive. Yeshua,
Jesus, be my Messiah.”


The fragrance of flowers danced
through the air like sweet incense. Peace she could not describe enveloped her,
as though she were washed clean. 


New. Whole. 


“Todah
Yeshua, thank you, oh, thank
you.”


Elisabeth rocked back and forth.
“Hallelujah, Todah Adonai,
Oh thank you Lord, thank you. Welcome home, Nadia. Welcome home.”
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Back at Gideon’s apartment, Nadia
couldn’t believe how differently she felt—free and light. How could her outlook
have changed so dramatically almost in an instant? Maybe she did step off the
ledge of sanity. 


Then again, if that’s what happened,
she wouldn’t trade it for the world. Now she understood when Gideon said he saw
differently. Why didn’t more people know about God? No wonder Ruth always
brought him into the conversations. 


Kneeling by the bed, Nadia closed her
eyes. “God, it is me again. Thank you. Help me learn more about you each day.
Protect and guide me. Thank you again for keeping me from…” she swallowed hard,
“killing men at the market. I am very sorry. Will you forgive me? Thank you Yeshua for saving me.” She paused allowing that
concept to sink in. She had hope for the future. What an incredible concept.
And if things kept going well, maybe she could even take a chance on love. “May
I see David again?” She gazed at the ceiling and waited. 


Solomon’s big tail thumped on the
floor. She smiled in relief. “Okay, I will take that as yes. Good night. Oh, and Amen.”


 


###


 


David sipped his coffee hoping he
could clear the mush that had taken over his brain. Between dreading the talk
with his dad and wishing he could make things right with Nadia, he figured he
couldn’t have slept more than an hour. He studied his dad’s tanned and
well-groomed face. How did he keep a tan when all he did was work? 


Pete tromped by with his hiking gear
and filled his water bottle. “Mr. Cohen, thanks again
for letting me use your car. I’ll be back about 4:00.”


“No problem, enjoy. David can give me
a ride.” 


Pete nodded toward David,
understanding passed between them. David would have the time he needed to ask
questions.


After Pete left, his dad turned to
face him. “I had planned on talking to you over the holidays, but since you’re
here, we can do it now.”


“Good, I need to talk to you, too.”
David downed his coffee and steeled himself. Now or never.
“Pete and I went to the storage building.” 


Varying emotions flickered across his
dad’s face. “I was hoping to take you there myself.” 


David took a deep breath. “I wanted to
find out what happened to everything. The name of the construction company was
on a floral arrangement, and Pete suggested they might know where it was, so we
went to talk to them. They gave me the key.” 


His dad rubbed the back of his neck.
“I had them keep and organize all their belongings.”


“They did a good job.” David shifted
in his chair trying to ease the tension spreading across his shoulders. “I need
to ask you something.”


His father moved away his plate. “What
do you need to know?”


David sat back, and raked his hands
through his hair. “I saw some pictures in a box.”


An eyebrow raised.
“Oh?”


“There was another man with Mom when
she was younger.”


His dad’s jaw tensed. “I guess we do
need to talk. Let’s drive to the storage building. I can answer your questions
better there.”
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Nadia opened the door of the coffee shop
and found an empty table. The morning crowd formed a long line at the counter.
Delectable scents of coffee and pastries filled her lungs. She placed the bag
on the chair next to her and caught Caleb’s attention. He gave her a hard stare
and continued to serve customers.


Amos entered the shop and paused at
Nadia’s table. “Still wandering the city?” 


Before yesterday she would have been
furious with him. Not today. Somehow the world seemed a brighter place. She
really did need her head examined. “I have one more day, and I hope to do
something worthwhile. How about you?”


He smirked. “I am always doing
something worthwhile.” 


She overlooked his arrogance. “Good, I
am glad for you. I think life is better. I guess you can say I have had a
spiritual awakening.” She relaxed against the back of her chair, amazed at her
feelings and answers.


“I plan on doing more with my life
than spiritual nonsense. You should stop by the office. My company is quite
impressive.”


“Maybe some
other time.”



He shrugged, turned on his heels, and
snapped his fingers at the clerk. “What does a busy man have to do to get
service?”


Nadia watched Amos. Did he have any
hope beyond his work? For some odd reason, she found herself praying for him.
Not with her eyes closed or anything like that. Just looking
blankly at the table. When she finished, Amos was staring at her. He
held up his coffee cup, nodded her way, and hurried out the door.


Caleb sat next to her. “They were gone
when I arrived. No trace of them.”


A mixture of dread and relief filled
her. At least he hadn’t done anything stupid. She shoved the bag into his arms.
“I do not need this anymore. God says he will avenge.” 


“What has happened to you?” He shook
his head, his voice an angry whisper. “You are meshuga’at?”



She tried to keep her voice steady.
“No, I am not crazy. I found God.”


Caleb jerked like he had been bitten
by a snake. “He does not exist. And if he does, he does not care what goes on
in our lives. Stories in the so-called holy books are just fairy tales, made up
by weak people who cannot take care of themselves. Nothing has changed, and
your attackers continue to go free.” He leaned closer, his gaze cold and angry.
“They need to pay for what they did to you.”


Nadia sat on her hands to keep them
from shaking. “Gideon called the police. They will find them. God promised—”


“You are an idiot.” He pushed back
from the table and stood clutching the bag. “Whether you believe in some
mythological being is irrelevant, they must pay for what they did. I will do
what I think is right.” He turned and disappeared through the door
behind the counter. 


She stared at the floor, her throat
tightening. Her thoughts on her belief didn’t sound as convincing with someone
like Caleb. Right now she needed as much confirmation as Caleb. Had she just
been swept up in some emotional thing with Elisabeth and Gideon? 


No. What happened was very real. 


That kind of peace didn’t come from
just thinking good thoughts. But why couldn’t God appear, prove himself to
those who wanted to see him? Why didn’t he give some kind of tangible proof to
show others? What could she say to Caleb other than how she felt? Even with his
temper and irritating ways, he had been a friend for years. If anyone needed
peace, it was him. If only she could talk with him one more time. She waited,
prayed, and hoped. 


A loud crash came from the back of the
shop. Caleb wiped his trousers as he walked toward her. “I was going to put up
box of coffee creamer and … Never mind.” He was clearly puzzled. “I am sorry I
called you crazy.”


“Will you let me talk to you?” Nadia
stood to get his full attention. “Will you stop by apartment tonight?”


“I do not know about tonight.” Caleb
shoved his hands in his pockets. “I will call later.”


“Please do.” For some odd reason, she
kissed him on the cheek.


His expression softened. “I will
call.”


 


###


 


David turned onto the Blue Ridge
Parkway. Moving patterns formed on the road as sunlight filtered through the
trees. The more he thought about the pictures and not knowing about his mom’s
divorce, the angrier he became.


“Your mother always loved it here.” 


“Shame you weren’t here more to enjoy
it with her.” 


“Excuse me?”


David clutched the steering wheel.
“You weren’t with us much, that’s all.”


“I had to work.” His dad’s voice took on
a defensive tone. “There wasn’t a day I didn’t call home, unless I was on an
overseas flight. There wasn’t a day I didn’t want to be with you both.” 


“Yeah, well I was the one who would
get up early and take care of her, go to school, run home at lunch, go back to
school, run back, back to practice, and run back home to take care of her some
more. You were always busy with work.” 


“Your mother was never alone, that’s
why I had her parents move in with us. I couldn’t quit, we couldn’t have paid
for her medical bills. I had to work, I had no choice. I thought you understood
that. I wanted to be with her, to be with you. I always loved your mother,
don’t ever forget that.” 


David didn’t want to give in, anger that had been stuffed down for years flowed out. “You
should have known how sick she was getting.”


“Every time I called, she said
everything was fine. I knew she was weaker. But even her parents said to stay
on the road. Nobody told me anything.” 


“I could have told you.” He ground
out.


“You wouldn’t talk to me.” His
rubbed his forehead. “I tried to get back in time.” His voice quieted as though
speaking to himself. “I had that feeling. The flight I was on got delayed. By
the time I made it to New York, I missed my connection home. And when I finally
arrived, she was gone. Do you have any idea how that made me feel?” His voice
cracked and quaked. “I wanted to be with her and tell her goodbye.” 


David tried to swallow the boulder
ramping up his throat. He never considered his dad’s feelings, never once asked.
Consumed by his own grief, he had trivialized his
father’s and pushed him away. How much had he missed? He fought the urge to go
limp and struggled to focus on the road ahead. He pulled the truck into the
storage area parking lot and turned off the key. Rubbing the back of his neck,
he tried to formulate words. What a jerk he had been.


“I am sorry, David.” His dad sounded
defeated. “Sorry that I couldn’t be with her more. Sorry I wasn’t a better
father.” 


“No,” David’s shoulders slumped with
shame. “I’m the one who should be sorry.” He shifted in his seat, stared at the
truth. All these years he had resented his dad for something that wasn’t his
fault. “I guess I was so mad about mom that I took it out on you.” 


“It was a rough time for all of us.”
His dad kept his head down. “Maybe I should have quit my job.”


“No, that wouldn’t have solved
anything. Mom did think she was getting better.”


“I guess we were all hoping she
would.” His dad met his gaze. “I know I haven’t been the perfect dad. Will you forgive
me?” 


“I forgive you. But can you forgive me
for being such a jerk?”


“You will never be a jerk. I love you,
Son.”


“I love you too, Dad.” 


Inside the storage area, David opened
the packing box with his dad’s handwriting and pulled out the album. 


Color drained from his dad’s face. “I
guess you do have some questions.”


“Who is this guy?” He pointed to the
picture of the tall man bearing his resemblance.


“You better sit.”


His breakfast searching for an exit,
David backed to the rocking chair and sat. “Who is he?” 


“How much do you want to know?”


“Everything.”


“The man’s name is Jacob.” His dad
crossed his arms and paced. “He met your mom in college. We were all friends.
He was the big man on campus, and she fell head over heels for him.” He paused
and looked David direct in the eyes. “Your mom was one of the sweetest girls I
ever met, she never compromised her beliefs. Since she wasn’t the type to sleep
around, Jacob convinced her he loved her and they were married by a Justice of
the Peace. She got pregnant on the honeymoon.” 


David swallowed repeatedly, tried to
keep the moisture rising in his throat from forming into something else. 


“As soon as Jacob found out she was
pregnant, he left. He left her for the girl he never stopped dating, who was
also pregnant at the time.” His dad rubbed his neck, raked his fingers through
his hair. “David, I always loved your mom, always. She agreed to marry me when
the divorce was final. You came into our lives seven months later.”


“Why didn’t you tell me?” 


“Your mom didn’t want you to know. She
made all of us promise we wouldn’t say anything until you were older. David,
she was embarrassed. She never wanted you to think you weren’t loved and
planned. And when she got sick, we didn’t think that would be a good time. I didn’t
want to tell you once your mom was gone. Didn’t want to lose
you.” His words were only a whisper.


David stared at the concrete floor as
shame washed over him. If only he could go back and change his reaction and
perception during the last few years. But who was the man who abandoned them?
He needed to know. “Do you know where my birth father went?”


“No, after he left, no one ever heard
from him. I was going to tell you over the holidays, when I presented you with
this.” His dad reached in a nearby file drawer and handed him a large manila
envelope. “The cabin and land are yours, this is your home.” John rested his
hand on David’s shoulder. “I can’t imagine what you must be thinking. But
please, don’t forget we all loved you very much. I still love you. Your mom’s
main concern was that you would always know you were wanted, not abandoned. My
name is on your birth certificate because I wanted to be your father. I still
do. I hope you always want to be my son.”


The pieces
finally came together. John Cohen loved his mother even when she loved someone
else. And even now, he wanted to be David’s father. The realization caused
every shred of defenses to fall. He stood and faced the man who had given him
his name. “You are my dad.” 


 


###


 


David stared at the road ahead and
tried to concentrate on his driving. “So, I might have a half-brother or sister
out there?”


“Just be careful who you date.”


David’s hand jerked, causing the truck
to swerve off the road. He fought for control. “Okay, that was sick. This has to
be the strangest weekend of my life.”


“I’d buy you a drink, but I swore off
the stuff when your mom got sick.”


“Just pray for me.”


“I always do.” The silence remained
until his dad spoke again. “By the way—and this is completely off the subject—now
that you own the cabin and land, can I borrow them?”


David grinned. “If
you let me borrow your sports car for a hot date.”


“David, everything I have is yours.”
His dad rubbed his forehead. “I need to tell you something else.”


He gripped the wheel. What else?


His dad took a deep breath and blew it
out. “I’ve met somebody. The reason I came to the cabin this weekend was
two-fold. I needed to check construction progress, and I was going to meet her.
She will be here in a few days. But don’t worry,
she’ll stay in the other room. That’s why I put in twin beds. Did you notice
the feminine touch?”


David grinned. “That’s why I made Pete
use the room.” 


“I never thought I would be attracted
to anyone else or feel that way again. I met her at a business conference. But
there is one thing you need to know—she’s younger.” 
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Nerves squirming in her stomach, Nadia
set the table and pulled out a chair. She needed to tell him what really
happened. “Gideon, I must talk.”


He stirred the vegetables and glanced
over his shoulder. “Ears open.”


“Please, can you sit?” 


He gave her a curious glance, turned
off the stove, pulled out a chair, and sat across from her. 


“Something happened the other day, and
I must tell someone. Make sure that I am not crazy.”


“I assure you, little sister, you are
sane.” 


She steeled herself with a deep
breath. “I tried to kill the men who hurt me.”


Gideon didn’t move, just blinked as
though her words didn’t register. “What?”


Her heart cowered in her chest. “I
went to market with a gun. I squeezed the trigger, but after that I do not know
what happened.” She stared at the table, not wanting to see his reaction. “I
woke up in the car with gun still in bag, fully loaded.”


“You told me you found them, not tried
to kill them.” Gideon’s voice lowered, the tone vaguely familiar like the time
her father had scolded her for running out in the street. ”Do you realize what
could have happened to you?” He stared into the distance, his jaw clenched.
After what seemed like eternity, he closed his eyes and rubbed the stubble on
his face. 


She couldn’t stand the silence. “I
pulled the trigger, and I know the safety was off. I thought maybe it was
dream. But I even bought shirt while there.”


He blew out a breath and shook his
head. “I do not think it was a dream. Remember about what I did to that man. I
was going to stab him, but something stopped me. I could not move, as though
someone held me back.”


“Maybe we are both crazy.” 


“Crazy, no. Protected, yes.” Gideon closed his eyes, his voice sinking
into a whisper. “Todah Yeshua.
Thank you.”  


Neither of them spoke for the next
fifteen minutes. 


The ringing phone made her stomach
vault to her throat. She almost tripped over Solomon, and answered on the third
ring. “Hello? ... Caleb … Yes, please come. Dinner is ready, and there is
plenty. … Good, see you in few minutes.”


Gideon stopped her as they rushed to
prepare another place at the table. “We must pray before he comes. We have much
to be grateful for.”


 


###


 


Caleb muttered to himself as he
crossed the street. Why was he even going to let Nadia talk about God? What was
he thinking? Then again, God wasn’t nearly as interesting as Nadia. Caleb put
his hand to his mouth and blew to check his breath. He would listen to what she
said, if only to watch while she talked. 


He wouldn’t tell her about talking to
his acquaintances. Maybe he would tell her he had called the authorities. They were
authorities, just not the kind she would expect. Either way,
very soon, both their nightmares would end, and the men who attacked her
would never hurt anyone again.


 


###


 


Nadia filled Caleb’s water glass for
the third time. “Do you ever eat?”


“I have been busy at night, and I hate
to cook.” His fork scraped across the plate. He finished and patted his
muscular stomach. “I feel much better.”


She smiled at her finally relaxed
friend. “How are things?”


He shrugged. “I stay busy.”


“Do you still see the old group?”


“No. After you were taken to the hospital,
we went separate ways. I did see Anna the other day. She got married.”


Nadia studied his face. Although Anna
had been his girlfriend, there was no reaction.  “I am sorry.” 


“No, it is okay. We broke off last
year.” 


“Who did she marry?”


He looked away and cleared his throat.
“Adam.”


Her
ex-boyfriend?
Her stomach somersaulted. Gideon reached over and rubbed her shoulder. She took
a deep breath. “I am okay. God is in control, it will be okay.” 


Caleb pushed his chair back from the
table. “What has happened to you? Why all the sudden do you think God is going
to take care of you?”


Nadia straightened. “Because
he is.” 


Caleb slapped his hand against his
forehead. “And on what, exactly, do you base this cerebral discovery?” 


 “I can feel him. It is hard to
explain. I just can.” She sent up a silent prayer for help. “When I asked him
into my heart, I could feel him inside.”


“You can feel him? Like a
stomach ache or more like heartburn?”


“No, not like
that.”
How could she explain? She had only felt this way for a day. “Is much better
than best kiss, the happiest day, the prettiest sunset—”


He shook his head in disgust. “How
long do you think this euphoria of yours will last? Perhaps,
until something else bad happens?”


Nadia glanced at Gideon, wishing he
would take over the conversation. “I do not know. I am new to all this. I have
friends who have been Christians for a long time and they still seem to have
this feeling, even though bad things happen to them. I do not know everything.
As I learn, may I share?”


“Caleb, salvation is not temporary.”
Gideon added. “Yeshua is permanent. He is your
ticket to Heaven and peace.” 


From the look on his face, they might
as well have said they were cannibals. “I think you have both gone crazy. I
miss the old Nadia.” He looked at her as though she were alien. “If there is a
God, why is there so much violence? And why do bad things happen to good people
like you?”  


Nadia struggled, grasped for words,
and tried to recall conversations with the Yamins.
Why did she try so hard to ignore what they told her? “Do you not want to go to
Heaven?” 


“I fast on Yom Kippur. That is all the God I need and lasts me a whole year.”


“But that is not a relationship.”


Caleb glared at her. “How can you have
a relationship with something you can not see or
feel? It is non-existent, so why even have one?”


“God does exist.”


“Prove it.”


She pushed her hair over her ear. All those years she had fought the truth and wrestled inside.
Fortunately, an earlier conversation with Ruth came to mind. “Okay, explain how
the world came into existence?”


“Child’s play. The big bang.” 


“Who set off the big bang?”


Caleb huffed. “It just happened.”


“Okay, let us say that it did just
happen.” Nadia couldn’t believe she was the one talking to someone about God
and defending him. What a change. Ruth would be amazed. “How did the earth get
created with right atmosphere to sustain life, at correct distance from sun,
with what we need to eat, breathe, and live?”


Caleb rolled his eyes as though she
was a simpleton. “Evolution.” 


“So, one day some molecules decides to form the universe and a perfect world for
humans.” Nadia drank some water to keep her throat moist. She didn’t want him
to go until he heard the truth. “Maybe some slime came from who knows where,
crawled out, and decide to become fish, and another decide to become tree, and
on and on. Yes, that is logic.”


“You do not know what you’re talking
about.”


“Maybe not, but I think is harder to
explain he does not exist than explain he does.”


Caleb slapped the table. “You are
crazy.” 


“No, I think am finally sane. God
is real, Caleb. He loves us. He is reaching out to you, wanting you to come
home.”


“My life is fine. I do not care.”


She lifted her hands and feigned
indifference. “Fine, if you not care, I do not care.” 


Caleb sat for a few minutes. His jaw
clenched. He finally looked at her. “You do not care?”


Nadia stifled her smile. He was coming
around. “Do you think for a moment I would not care?”


He shifted in his seat. “I was
wondering.” 


“Caleb, we have been friends forever.
I will always care for you, and I am only human. If I care this much, imagine
how your creator loves you.” She couldn’t believe it. She had turned into Ruth.


He shrugged. “If you
believe in a creator.” 


“Okay, fine, be that way. But promise
to watch for God. He works around you, loving you. Watch for him. Will you
promise?”


Caleb’s chin jutted out. “I will not
promise anything.” 


“Well, you can be stubborn as you
want, but I will pray for you, because…” Nadia paused to be sure she had his
full attention. “I will pray because I want all friends in Heaven with
me.”


 


###


 


David tightened his grip on the
steering wheel, checked his speed, and made a conscious effort to slow down.
His dad was dating a younger woman? “How young is she?”


“She’s six years younger.” 


He stifled a laugh of relief, could
enjoy the tree-lined road and the beauty of the Parkway. “Dad, that’s not too
young.” 


“I guess maybe she just seems younger.
Her name is Kathy. She’s beautiful inside and out. We’ve been seeing each
other, taking it slow, not rushing. She was married before, but her husband was
killed in Iraq. She has two girls in college.”


“You don’t have to explain
everything.”


“I want you to meet her over the
holidays. Are you sure you’re okay with this?”


“Definitely. You deserve
some happiness.” David smiled to himself. What an interesting role reversal.


“Thanks. I never did date much. I
loved your mom since high school.”


“I didn’t know you guys dated then.” 


“No, she always saw me more as a friend.”



The memory of an earlier conversation
with his mom came to mind. David watched for a scenic pullout. “I think you
need to know something.” He rounded the next bend and found the perfect spot
overlooking a valley. After parking the car, he turned to his father. “Mom told
me a story about a friend of hers. I think you need to hear this.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“When I started dating, she told me to
choose well and make sure I took my time. She said a friend of hers had fallen
for some good-looking jock. They had married, she got pregnant, and he left
her. I didn’t understand at the time why she got so emotional. I do now. She
also said God had mercy on her friend and opened her eyes to see she had the
love of her life waiting for her all along.” He rested his hand on his father’s
shoulder. “Dad, she always loved you.”  


 


###


 


Nadia stared out the plane window. So
much had happened. She was what the Yamins called
saved or born again. She couldn’t wait to get back and talk to the Yamins and David. 


She closed her eyes, not to sleep this
time, but to pray. She confessed her sorrow over lost time and asked for new
chances and opportunities. Drowsy, relaxing sleep enveloped her.


Hours later, she woke. Not one bad
dream. She glanced at her watch. The plane would soon land. She made her way to
the back and waited outside the facilities. A small boy danced impatiently in
front of her. When it was his turn, he scurried inside. 


Nadia glanced around. The guy on the
right looked too familiar. Zev? The hairs on her arms
stood at attention. 
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David punched his password into his
cell phone and listened to his messages while Pete bought drinks and snacks for
the rest of the journey. They made good time, but were still an hour from the campus.
Even with the remaining questions about his birth father, David felt like he
had been given a gift beyond measure. John Cohen had chosen to be his
dad.  


David swallowed hard when he heard
Nadia’s excited and breathless message. He hung up the phone and sat back in
his seat. Was it true? Did she become a Christian, or was she responding to his
comments at their last date? 


This was worth a trip to her
apartment. He motioned for Pete to hurry. 


 


###


 


As soon as the boy left, Nadia rushed
inside the restroom and locked the door. Washing her hands, she stared in the
mirror. How crazy. Surely, she was allowing her imagination to run away with
her. The chances of Gordon Zevrosky
being on a plane from Israel was absurd.


She couldn’t wait forever. Taking a
deep breath, she unlocked the door, walked toward his seat, and forced herself
to look. 


The guy smiled. He wasn’t Zev. Not
even close. Cautiousness is a good thing; now if she could get beyond paranoia,
she’d be doing even better. With a prayer of thanks, she breathed a sigh of
relief and walked back to her seat. 


 


###


 


David knocked for the second time on
Nadia’s apartment door. Jedi’s muffled bark came from within. Someone had to be
home. The afternoon sky now heavy with dark clouds threatened rain. He pulled
his jacket tighter and knocked again.


The door opened, and Bethany’s icy
stare met him. “Oh, it’s you.”


He ignored the disdain dripping from
her voice. “Is Nadia here?”


“No.” 


“When is she getting back?” David
placed his foot in the threshold, just in case she decided to close the door. 


“How would I know? She may not come
back. She’s with Gideon.” 


“Who is Gideon?”


She gave him a look that reminded him
of his evil third grade teacher. “Just someone she’s spending her holidays
with.” 


“What do you mean?”


She sighed and rolled her eyes. “Look
as far as I’m concerned, Nadia wants nothing to do with you. She and Gideon
have been together a long time, and she was very excited about seeing him. And
frankly, I don’t know if she will even come back.” She stomped on his foot and
slammed the door in his face.


Sure, Nadia had become a Christian. He
wasn’t going to fall for that one. David gunned his engine and roared out of
the parking lot. How could he have been so blind? No wonder she was hesitant
with him—she was dating someone else. He needed someone to talk to. He punched
the familiar number on his cell phone and said he was on the way. 


David rang the doorbell and waited on
the front porch of the white two-story colonial house. With all he had going on
in his own life, he couldn’t believe he wasted his time worrying about Nadia
while she was off gallivanting with some guy. 


The door opened, and Tom Burns shook
David’s hand and pulled him inside. “Good to see you, how’s school going?” 


He wiped his shoes on the entry rug.
“School’s fine.”


Tom nodded as though he understood
that David had more to say. “Jacqueline’s in the study. I’ll put on a pot of
coffee.”


She stood when David entered, her face
full of concern. “What’s going on? From your phone call, sounds like you have
lots on your mind.” 


He waited until she sat behind her
desk, and then settled in one of the two wing-back chairs that faced her.
“Besides the cabin being redone, learning my dad is not my biological father,
and finding out the girl who I liked wasn’t a Christian, but supposedly became
a Christian while she was back in Israel, but I found out today she stayed with
some guy while she was there. Besides all that, nothing much
going on.”  He continued ranting, the words spilling out needing
release. His only pause was to take the coffee offered by Tom.


When he finished, Jacqueline set her
cup on the stone coaster on her desk and sat back in her chair. “Well, you’ve
had quite a wild ride. Okay, let’s go over a few things. Even though you found
out your father is not your biological father, it sounds like you two
established a new and better relationship. Right?” 


He shrugged. “Better
than it has been in years.”


“Why do you think that is?”


Avoiding the question, David studied
his tennis shoes. They needed a wash. “Don’t know.”


She leaned toward him. “I think you
do.” 


“Fine.” He hated to
admit the truth. “I prayed and was able to forgive him. Things looked different
once I let go of my anger.”


“They always do. Now,
what about Nadia?” 


David drank more of his coffee in
hopes of settling his churning gut. “I thought things were going well. I
thought she was a Christian. But right before fall break we had a date, and I
found out she wasn’t.” David tried not to get angry. But a guy could only take
so much.


“Did she lead you to believe she was
one?”


He set his cup on the coaster and
rubbed at the back of his neck. “No, I guess I thought she was—”


“Oh, so she was too cute and nice not
to be one, huh?” She grinned at him like his mother used to.


“What was I supposed to think? She
knows the Yamins, had a Bible,
and we even talked about God.” He avoided her gaze. The arguments got weaker
every time he thought about them. 


“You said she stayed with some guy in
Israel?”


A knot grew in his stomach thinking
about her in someone else’s arms. “Yeah, I get this phone message where she’s
all excited and says she became a Christian. And then I found out this.”


“David, maybe she isn’t the one for
you, but you need to pray and you need to talk to her. Don’t jump to
conclusions. Remember what you told me about the incident with Dr. Samuel? You
thought you were the only one who could save the situation. Little did you know
she was an Akido champion.
Make sure you give Nadia the opportunity to explain. The situation may not be
as it looks. If she did become a Christian, there could be an innocent
explanation about her trip.”


He still couldn’t believe he had been
played the fool. Why did he even start caring? “It sure didn’t sound innocent.”


She leaned
toward him and steepled her fingers. “Who told you
it wasn’t?”


“Her
roommate.”


“Is she a good friend?”


David drew back. “Bethany? No way, I
think she hates me.”


“Okay, that settles it. You definitely
need to talk to Nadia. From what you told me earlier, we can easily be deceived
by lots of things until we get our minds and hearts clear. Pray for wisdom
about what you need to do.”


“Maybe I shouldn’t be mad at her. I
was a real jerk before she left.”


“I can relate to being a jerk. I can’t
tell you how many mistakes I’ve made.” 


“Like what?” David couldn’t imagine
Dr. Jacqueline Burns, the best theology professor on campus, doing anything
wrong. “Eating two cookies instead of one?”


“I wish it was that simple.” Pain
crossed her face. “Most of my mistakes were made after I was saved. It makes me
sick. It’s embarrassing. There were many times I should have been a witness for
Christ, so many missed opportunities where I was a failure. I wonder sometimes
why God takes me back. I honestly don’t know. But I’m grateful he does.”  


“Wish I could rewind a few years
myself.” 


“Oh my goodness, if I could rewind my
mistakes, I’d still be in diapers.” She waited until he met her gaze. “David,
don’t make mistakes you don’t have to.”


     


###


 


Nadia put down the phone and leaned
against the kitchen cabinet. She’d been back three days and still David hadn’t
called. Maybe he never got her messages. A quick stop at the clinic could clear
up any communication problems.  


When she arrived, she stopped at the
front desk. “Excuse me. I would like to see David Cohen.”


The receptionist peered over her
reading glasses with an expression that looked like she’d just smelled sour
milk. “Do you have an appointment?” 


“No. I am a friend.”


The woman pursed her lips, scowled,
and let out a far-too-loud dramatic sigh. “You need an appointment. All
our doctors are very busy.” Maybe her tight bun caused her surly attitude.


 “I just need see him for a
moment.” Nadia smiled her best. “Could you please tell him Nadia is here?” 


“Fine.” She yanked up
the phone. “I’ll call back and see if someone can find him. You can wait over
there.” Her bony finger pointed to the corner.


“Thank you.” Nadia caught herself
chewing her nails as she leaned against the wall. She dropped her hand to her
side, and stared at the flecks of speckled colors on the linoleum floor.


“Well ...
hello.”
The words conveyed a slightly suggestive timbre. A dark-haired man, not much
older than David, stood in front of her. “I’m Dr. Joel Bradbury.” He fingered
the stethoscope around his neck. “You’re looking for David?”


“Yes. I need to talk to him.”


“He’s rather busy right now.” His
cold-blue gaze lingered down her body. “Is there anything I can do for you?” 


“No, I need to see him.” Nadia wished
her back wasn’t against the wall. She crossed her arms protectively over her
chest. “Just for a moment.”


He rested his hand on the wall above
her head, leaned closer. “Too bad, he’s with Jacqueline right now.”


Nadia kept her back against the wall
and slid a step away. “Jacqueline?”


“Yeah, most of us wish we were with
Jacqueline.” His voice trailed off in a not-too-friendly chuckle.


“Is she a patient?” She hoped to hide
the panic in her voice. “When will he be through?”


“No one knows with those two. Their
relationship goes beyond the clinic walls.”


“What do you mean?”


Joel smirked, smarmy drips of disdain.
“Sometimes, we don’t know who is playing doctor. Would you like me to
tell him you stopped by?”


An invisible knife twisted in Nadia’s
chest. Humiliation and hurt burned through her entire body. She pushed past him
and fled the building. 


No wonder
David didn’t call.


Back at her apartment, she threw
herself on the bed. “God, why? I give my life to you,
and this is what I get? I thought everything would be easy and fun. I thought I
finally got to live happily ever after. Do you think I am not good enough?”


     She sat up
and gazed at the ceiling. “Okay, what is happening? Every time I prayed in
Israel, things turned out well. Now I am back here, and everything falls apart.
Do you want me to prove myself to you? What do you want from me? Is happiness
too much to ask?” 


The ringing phone caused her heart to
trip. She stared at the caller I.D. 


Gideon.
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Nadia bumped over the curb and
screeched her scooter to a halt in front steps of the Yamins’
house. Throwing open the front door, she threw her helmet aside, and ran down
the hall. “Ruth!”


Ruth ran down the stairs, her face
twisted in panic. “What’s wrong?” 


“They got them. They are in jail.”
Tears streamed down her face as frustration, anger, hurt, pain, and relief tore
through her emotions as she clung to Ruth. Her past was over. Finally over. Justice would be served.


Ruth held her and cried with her. Sniffling
and snorting, they moved to the couch. Ruth grabbed tissues for them both. “How
did they find them?”


“Gideon said police received a tip.
They found them at a warehouse near waterfront tied up on floor.” 


“Will you have to return to testify?”


She swallowed hard. “Perhaps.
But Gideon talked to the police. They still have my original statements, and
DNA results were conclusive. On top of charges for what happened to me and
attempted murder, they were involved in smuggling. The men signed confessions,
and police found enough evidence for many other charges. The police told Gideon
they will not get out in anything but casket.”


“Oh, Nadia, I am so happy for you.”


“I cannot believe is finally over.”
She collapsed against Ruth. “I wish everyone could have closure.”


“Even if we don’t see justice this
side of Heaven, God knows what happened. Personally, I think I would rather go
to jail for crimes than face His judgment. Eternity is a long time to suffer.”


Nadia hugged her tight, loved the
safety of Ruth’s sweet and tender arms. “Thank you for being my friend.”


“We love you so much. Thank you for
letting us be a part of your life. Okay, how about we
celebrate? I can make dinner or we can go out. What would you like to do?”


“Can we go somewhere and have dinner
and dessert?” 


“You bet! I love having an excuse to
have dessert.” Ruth glanced at the clock. “Isaac’s on his way home. Give me
five minutes, and we’re out of here.”


 


###


 


The next morning, Nadia treated
herself to a mocha latte at Caribou coffee. She didn’t come often, but
something sweet to start the day was in order. Trying to sort through the
emotions was interesting. Pain and grief had blanketed her for so long, she
almost felt bare. 


Taking her order to go, she glanced at
the table near the fireplace where she and David had once sat. An ache rolled
through her. Healing had begun and new life had started, but what or who would
be in her future?


 Sidestepping through those
entering the shop, she sipped her coffee, flinching when the hot liquid burnt
her tongue. Her hand flew to her mouth and she closed her eyes.


“You okay?”


The voice sent tingles down her spine.
David. She swallowed hard before she looked. 


Blue eyes stared at her, then looked away. “How was your trip?” His voice tinged with
irritation.


“Good.” Why was he irritated?
She tried to relax her face, keep herself under control. “Did you get my
messages?” 


“Yeah, sorry, I’ve been busy.” He
glanced over her shoulder as though impatient.


Two could play this game. She flipped
her hair as though she didn’t care. “I guess you have.” 


He pulled out his wallet and fumbled
with his money. “I better get going.” 


She pushed open the door and blinked
back the tears. From good day to bad in less than sixty
seconds. She didn’t think things could get any worse, until her side
throbbed. 


 


###


 


Nadia scuffed at the dirt in the Yamins’ back yard while waiting for Ruth’s response. Maybe
she could figure out what was happening.


Ruth threw a wilted plant into the
trash bag and took off her gardening gloves. “I don’t know. Sounds like you
need to talk to David. I can’t imagine why he would treat you like that. Do you
want me to call him?”


“No.” Nadia pushed the hair over her
ears. “Thank you, but I guess this was not meant to be.”


“Don’t give up that easily. Keep praying.
Next time you see him, ask him.” 


Nadia slumped against the picnic
table. “Maybe I am supposed to be lonely.” 


“There is probably a logical
explanation.” Ruth joined her. “God always has a plan, even though we can’t see
it sometimes.”


“Lately seems nothing good.”  


“It may look that way, but he is
always good and his ways are always for our best.” Ruth gave her a gentle hug.


“But I became Christian and get back
to the States and my world falls apart.”


“Not a chance. The world’s been falling
apart since the fall of man. Besides that, God promises to be with us through
the difficulties, not as we go around them. He wants us to trust him even when
things don’t make sense. There is a lesson to be learned in all of this.”


“Let me know when you figure that
out.” Nadia picked at a sticky spot on the table’s top with her fingernail
wishing everything could be scraped away. 


“Somewhere you both got your wires
crossed. We’ll find out what happened. I’ll pray for you both.”


 


###


 


A week later, Nadia blew her raw nose
as she sat on the clinic examination table. Life seemed to be going downhill
the minute she became a Christian. First the mess with David, and now she was
sick. The last three days had been miserable. Whatever nasty bug she had caught
wasn’t going away on its own, and she couldn’t afford
to miss another class. Plus she was getting tired of the dirty looks from her
classmates every time she coughed or sneezed. She fell back on the pillow,
rolled to face the wall, and prayed no one she knew would see her—especially
David.


The door opened behind her. Expecting
the nurse again, she sat up and straightened the legs of her jeans. She looked
up. 


David stood in front of her. 


No hello, how are you, or poor baby. Nothing. He just stood there looking at her like she was an
alien from a foreign planet. Didn’t she have enough problems? Crawling under
the table wasn’t an option, so she pulled her hair forward and put her hand in
front of her face.


“Nurse Brown said you’ve had this for
three days.” He flipped open her chart.


She stared at his shoes. Maybe he
wouldn’t notice how bad she looked. “Yes. I feel terrible.” 


“Your temperature was 101.” His voice
held no emotion.


The nurse came in, closed the door,
and sat at the computer ready to take notes. David put his stethoscope in his
ears and placed it against Nadia’s back. “Take a deep breath.”


She complied, which resulted in a
coughing fit.


He stepped back. “Looks like you’ve
got the crud.”


“That sounds professional.” 


“There’s a bug going around campus.
Are you allergic to any medications?”


“No.” 


“Good, I’ll write you a prescription.
Take your medicine and rest for a few days. You’ll be fine.” He took a deep
breath and addressed the nurse. “Do you mind if I talk with the patient for a
minute alone?”


The nurse raised her eyebrows and
glanced at Nadia. 


She sniffled and nodded. “Is okay.”


Sending a frown toward David, the
nurse opened the door and left it open. 


David sat on the stool next to Nadia.
“I need to apologize about how I acted before I left town and for the other day
at the coffee shop. I really am sorry.”


She refused to make eye contact.
“Okay. Is there anything else?”


“I’m not following you.”


“Do you have something else for your
apology?” Her voice was a bit sharper than she intended.


He huffed out air. “Excuse me. I’m
not the one who went back to an old boyfriend.” His voice had taken on an edge
of its own.


Nadia’s jaw dropped. “What are you
talking about?”


“Don’t play innocent with me.” 


“I do not understand. You are
the one seeing someone.” 


“I don’t have a clue what you’re
talking about.” He shoved the stool to the corner. “Maybe we should talk when
you feel better.” 


Nadia swallowed hard to keep from
crying. “Maybe.”


He scratched on the pad and ripped it
off. “Here take this. Call the clinic if you don’t feel better.” Without
another word, he turned and walked out the door.
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Nadia nursed her body and her wounds.
The only time she had seen David was across the aisle at congregation—not that he
would even glance her way. Why did she still care for him? Because he was
wonderful, handsome, sweet, loving…. She shook her head, forced away the flood
of positive memories. She couldn’t care anymore, he was seeing someone else. 


Dinner at the Yamins’
house would be a good distraction. Thank goodness she felt better than last
week, at least physically. She parked in the Yamins’
open garage and closed the door. Ruth made her promise to take cover since the
night would be so cold. 


Ruth gave her a quick hug, and nudged
her toward the kitchen. “You look so cute. I’m glad you wore the shirt I
bought. How are you feeling?”


“Okay.” Nadia really couldn’t complain
about anything, other than David. 


The doorbell rang. Voices came from
the hallway, one Isaac’s, the other … David. She glared at Ruth. “Why is
he here?”


“I thought maybe you two should talk.
Please give him a chance.”


“Ruth!” Nadia ran to the back deck,
shut the door behind her, and contemplated leaving. She couldn’t believe Ruth
had set her up. 


The back door opened, and David stood
in the doorway. “Are you feeling better?” 


“Yes.” He didn’t move, just stood
looking at her. Why was he so blasted cute? She sought to make him feel as
wounded as she felt. “How is Jacqueline?” She spit the words out like poison.


“She’s fine.” He didn’t flinch, even
sounded nonchalant.


The nerve of
some people.
“Excuse me.” She pushed him out of the way, and marched back into the kitchen.
Gathering her things, she tossed a look toward Ruth. “I appreciate what you
tried to do. David may seem like a nice guy, but he is like all the rest. I
will not stay with him here.” 


“Oh, Nadia, please don’t leave.” Ruth
turned and wiped her hands on her apron. “I cooked your favorite dish, and the
chicken wings have Isaac’s special marinade.”


Her mouth watered at the thought. “Why
do you tempt me? I do not want to be here with him. I do not want to be in same
town, or even the same country.”


“Don’t you think you’re exaggerating?”
Ruth had the audacity to look amused.


“No.” Not sure what to do, she put
down her things and plopped into a chair. Her stomach rumbled at the thought of
the good food, and churned at the thought of David. Then again, why should she
run? He was the one two-timing.


 


###


 


David leaned on the deck rail and
rubbed the back of his neck. Nadia looked better than ever. Thinking of her
with someone else tore at his gut. Shame there wasn’t an anesthesia for
heartache. “I suspected Nadia might be here tonight.”


Isaac didn’t look up from the grill.
“You did, did you?” 


“Yeah, it’s not like Ruth to miss out
on a matchmaking opportunity. But things aren’t working out.”


“Don’t look at me. I just do what I’m
told.” 


“Isaac, are they ready?” Ruth peeked
through the doorway. “I’ve got everything on the table.”


“Just took the last one off, my love.
We’ll be right there.” He prodded David toward the door. “Too
late to back out now. It would be a shame to miss
Ruth’s dessert. She made your favorite. Homemade apple pie.”


“You guys don’t play fair.” He took a
deep breath and stepped into the house.


Isaac took his seat and bowed his
head. “Let’s pray. Father, Adonai, we ask for
your blessings on this meal. Help us to be the Christian men and women you
desire. Help us to love one another, to forgive, and to look for
the best in each other. In the name of your Son,
Jesus. Amen.” 


Ruth passed the wings to David. “How
are things in the medical world?” 


He shrugged. “Busy
and interesting.” 


“Do you like the shirt I bought
Nadia?”


David glanced over, his gaze resting
only a moment. “Yes, she looks nice.”


“She looks wonderful in teal, don’t
you think?”


Nadia’s face reddened,
and her eyes narrowed at Ruth. The look could have broiled a steak.


David tugged at his collar. 


Isaac passed the cucumber and tomato salad
to Nadia. “How is Bethany?”


“Always
interesting.”


“David,” Isaac asked, “did Nadia ever
tell you about the purse snatcher?” 


“Yes.” David’s voice was flat.


Isaac picked up a chicken wing and
gave Ruth a look that said, I told you so. 


 


###


 


Nadia kept her gaze squarely on her
plate. She wanted salt, but the shaker sat closest to David. No way she would ask him. “Ruth, could you please pass salt?” 


David picked it up and gave it to
Ruth. “Could you please tell her she can ask me herself?”


Nadia glared at David, then smiled her best for Ruth. “Could you please tell him
not to tell me what I can and cannot do?” 


Isaac sighed and shook his head. 


Ruth put down her fork. “Nadia, how is Gideon?” 


David choked, coughed, and grabbed his
napkin. 


Nadia ignored him. “I did not believe
how much I missed him. He is a Christian. The time was wonderful. He even said
he loved me.”


“Oh, Nadia, that is wonderful. We’ve
been praying for him for years.”


David stared at Ruth. “You knew
about him?” 


“Well of course. We hoped God would
heal their relationship.” 


He looked as though he was going to
say something. Instead he blew out his breath and shook his head.


“Anyone up for
dessert?”
Ruth picked up the apple pie.


“I think I’ll skip dessert.” David
pushed back from the table. “Or maybe I’ll take it to go.” 


Nadia threw down her napkin. “Do not
leave on my account. I was just leaving.”


Ruth set a piece of pie on David’s
dessert plate. “Come on, both of you, at least have dessert.” 


He moved his chair back to the table.
“Well, since you did make it especially for me.”


“Thank you, David.” Ruth patted his
shoulder, and addressed Nadia. “How about you?”


“Fine, I guess I can stay for one
piece.” She hated to see him get the dessert. “I would not want to be rude.” 


Ruth held up the carafe. “Coffee anyone?” 


“Yes, thank you.” Nadia shot David her
best evil look. If only her eyes could throw flames, she’d melt him. “I will
take black.” She smiled at Ruth. “This pie is wonderful.”


“I’m glad you like it. David, is your
pie okay?”


He gulped down his last bite. “Yes,
great. Thank you for dinner.”


“Are you leaving already?” 


“Yeah,” he stood, his gaze resting on
Nadia. “Don’t want to catch a cold from the chilly air.” 


Nadia hurried to finish. “I must go
too. Food was wonderful and very good to see both of you.” She made sure David
noticed the omission of his presence.


Isaac followed Nadia as she made her
way to the kitchen. “Do you want me to drive you home?”


“No, thank you.” She grabbed her
belongings, making sure her voice was loud enough to carry into the other room.
“I would like to see anyone mess with me tonight. In fact, I dare them
to try.” 


Nadia didn’t make it three streets
before a red light stopped her. David’s truck pulled in the next lane, his arm
resting out of his open window. She couldn’t get away from him. “Why do
you follow me?”


“I’m not following you. I’m on my way
home.”


“Oh yes, then why did you not pass?
You are not hard to miss in that big black truck of yours.” 


“Trust me. I’m not doing this because
I want to. Ruth asked me to make sure you got home safe.”


The light changed, and she sped in
front of him. The next light turned red as she approached. She wanted to scream
when he pulled next to her. “Must I see you on every street?”


“You would be so lucky.”


She prayed for a quick green. “Would
you just not talk to me?” 


“Hey, you talked to me first. I don’t
get where you get off having an attitude.”


“Me! You are one with attitude.” 


David wagged his finger at her. “You’re
the one who took off to a different country to stay with some guy.” 


“Oh yes, what a sin, going home for
vacation, forgive me. And do not even pretend like you noticed. Does not seem like you were too lonely while I was gone.”
The light changed, and she sped into her apartment complex. 


His tires squealed as he pulled in a
parking place. His quick footsteps followed behind her. 


Nadia whirled to face him. “Excuse me,
mister. Where do you think you go?”


“This conversation is not over!”


“There is no conversation.” Taking off
her gloves, she quickened her pace. “You better leave or I will sic Bethany on
you.” 


He huffed out a breath. “I know all
about your little romantic affair.”


She spun on her heels and placed her
hands on her hips. “What? You are crazy!”


“Seems like everybody
knew about him but me.” 


“Who?”


He moved close enough she could feel
his breath on her skin. “Gideon.”


“Gideon? Romance? 
Ew! Oh yes, we had a hot and
heavy vacation in downtown Tel Aviv apartment.”


David covered his ears. “I don’t have
to listen to this.”


“Yes, was so much fun.
I just love getting romantic.” She got closer, smacked his chest with her
gloves. “Do you not know every girl dream guy is her ... brother?” She let the
word hang in the air.


He stepped back. “What?” 


Nadia put her key in the lock and
opened her door. “Yes. Gideon is my brother. Idiot! I can
not believe you think I was that kind of girl.” She had him and
she knew it. She let the steam build. “And you! Pot calling
kettle black. Do not plank eye me.”


“Plank eye?”


“Jesus said not to talk about someone
with toothpick when you have plank hanging out of your eye. As far as I know, you
do not have sisters. What about this Jacqueline person?”


Confusion clouded his face.
“Jacqueline?”


“Yes, Jacqueline. I know all about
her. I stopped at clinic when I did not hear from you and Joel told me about your
romantic fling. At least did not take you long. Of course we never had DTR
talk.”


“DTR?”


“Define the relationship.”


David stared at her for a moment and
then broke out in laughter.


She stomped her foot. “I cannot
believe you laugh at me!” She turned, slammed the door, and put on the chain.


He banged on the door. “I’m not
laughing at you. Nadia, come on, let me in. I can explain.” 


“Go away or Jedi will attack.”


“Oh yeah, I’m scared. He might fatally
wound my ankle. Please open up. I need to talk to you.”


Nadia slumped to the floor, her bottom
lip quivering. “I not want to talk with you. Go away.” 


“You don’t understand. Jacqueline is
not who you think she is. Please give me a chance to explain.”


“Well, unless you are related, it does
not matter who she is.”


“Come on, open up. I need to see you.
I’m not leaving here until you know who Jacqueline is. We’re not related. She’s
my patient and a married theology professor. I’ve been working to diagnose her
illness. She’s kind of like a second mom and a Christian.” He paused, “Nadia,
listen to me, please hear me. There is nothing and no one in my life but you,
if you’ll still have me.” 


Her heart skipped. She raised to her knees and opened the door until it caught on
the chain. “Your patient?” 


He knelt down, his hand resting
against the door frame. “Yes and nothing more.”


“Oh. I thought by way Joel talked,
that she was. Why did you think I see someone?” 


“I came to your apartment after
break—”


“You came to my apartment?” She
sighed. Now it made sense. 


“I talked to Bethany, and I guess my
mind wandered when she told me you went to stay with a guy named Gideon.”


“I guess my mind wandered too.”


“Please, let me in.”


She rose to her feet and took off the
chain. 


David remained on his knees. “I’ve
been a jerk about a lot of things. Will you forgive me and give me another
chance?”


“I do not know. I have this thing with
hot guy name Gideon.”


David stood and stroked her cheek.
“That’s okay. I’ve got someone on the side too.”


She gave his hand a playful smack.
“You are such smart aleck.” 


“I learned from the best.” He leaned
over and kissed her, a soft brush of his lips against hers. 


“Nice.” She pulled him inside. 


“I ... missed ...” David said between
kisses. “you ... so ... much.” 


“I guess explains ... why you not ...
answer phone calls.”


He stopped pulled her toward him,
kissed her ever so gently. “I’m sorry. I had a lot of things going through my
mind.”


Bethany, sprawled on the couch, let
out a dramatic groan. “Come on, you two. That’s disgusting. Get a room. Better
yet, I’ll go to mine.” She brushed past them. 


David tugged at his collar. “Sure did
get warm in here.” 


“Very.” Nadia couldn’t stop grinning.
“Want some ice water?”


“Yeah, hold the water.”


Nadia pushed him onto the sofa and
with a quick turn was off to the kitchen. 


She returned and handed him his drink.



He drained the glass. “So, what
happened while you were in Israel?”


She swallowed hard and sat next to
him. No way, she could tell him everything. Tears welled as gratitude
overwhelmed her. “Something wonderful happened. I accepted Yeshua
in my heart.” 


His eyes moistened. “I prayed I would
be able to hear you say those words.”


 


###


 


Nadia scrubbed her face and ignored
Bethany’s tapping foot. 


Arms crossed over her chest, her
roommate leaned against the open doorway of the bathroom. “I can’t believe
you’re going out with him again.” 


“Was a misunderstanding, and you were
big part.”


“Me?” Bethany tried to pass off
looking innocent. “Whatever do you mean?” 


“You know.”


“Hey, he treated you like a jerk
before you left. I didn’t see any harm in making him squirm.”


Nadia wrung out and threw the
washcloth over the shower curtain rod. “I know were being protective, but
please, do not do me favors, okay? I handle things my way.” 


“Yeah, you do things your way, but
I’ll still tear his face off if he hurts you.” 


She choked on a laugh as Bethany
huffed down the hall. Life was definitely getting better. 
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The next evening, Nadia scooted beside
David and rested her back against his chest, his breathing deep and relaxed.
Easy-listening music played from the stereo. Jedi snored next to them on the
floor.


David draped his arm over her shoulder
and kissed the top of her head. “Do you wonder why we are here?” 


She smiled at the sound of his voice. “All the time.”


“I’m glad you transferred.” 


“Me too. Why do you
think we are here?”


“I don’t know. But I believe
everything is created for a purpose, just like a writer does with a book.”


“That is weird thought. What do you
think is your purpose?”


He played with her hair, sending warm
tingles down her back. “I don’t know about forever. But right now, tonight, to
be with you.” 


Her head spun at his touch. If only
times like this could last forever. If only some things could be totally
erased. “Do you wonder sometimes about past?”


“The past? Yeah, but we
can’t change that. And either way, we’re here for a reason.” 


“I guess.” She nestled closer wishing
she could distance herself from her memories. “But why do you think bad stuff
happens?”


“I guess we won’t figure out most of
that until we’re in heaven. Lots of things in my life seemed bad at first, but
helped make me who I am today. Kind of like a refiner’s fire.”


“Seems some
people get more fire than others.” She swallowed the unwelcome emotion.
“I would prefer a fairy tale life.” 


“Wouldn’t we all? But, even fairy
tales stories have bad stuff.”


“I like the happy endings.” She
adjusted to face him. His smile tendered her heart, gave her hope for the
future.


He put his hand under her chin and
drew her closer until their lips touched in a long kiss.  


Nadia pulled back and tried to steady
her emotions. “Hmm, maybe need to keep working on that.”


“The kiss or
the happy ending?”


“Perhaps
both.”



His next kiss sent tremors to her very
toes. 


He stood and cleared his throat. “I
better go.” His face red, he stopped at the door. “Dad and his girlfriend are
coming to town. Would you join us for dinner? I’d love for them to meet you.”
He opened the door and cool air breezed around them, yet sweat beaded on his
forehead.


She shivered and moved closer. “Okay.”


“Good. I’ll call tomorrow and give you
details.” He kissed her and closed the door behind him. 


Nadia showered,
her thoughts on David. His hasty exit tumbled her emotions. She put on her
nightclothes and turned down her bed.  


Bethany stood in her open doorway. “We
need to talk. You’ve been out every single night. I don’t ever see you anymore
without David.” She said his name like it burned her tongue.


“Pretty neat, huh?”


“I don’t know.” Bethany sat on Nadia’s
bed and picked up her pillow. “You guys seem to be moving pretty fast. Maybe you
should back off a little bit. Don’t want you to get hurt.” 


“I will be fine.” 


Bethany studied her. “So have you
slept with him?” 


The heat rose to Nadia’s cheeks. “That
is not your business … and no we have not.”


“He’s not pressuring you, is he?”


“No, not in any
way.”


“That’s good. Weird,
but good.” Bethany stood, threw the pillow back on the bed. “Let me know
if he steps out of line, and I’ll have a few friends visit him.” She
turned and walked back to her room.


Nadia stared at herself in the dresser
mirror. David had never touched her inappropriately. Maybe he wasn’t attracted
to her. She turned off the light and crawled into bed. What if the past kept
her from intimacy? What if she couldn’t give herself to someone? What if he had
his own issues? Ugh! She was plagued with what-if’s.


She allowed her mind to wander, what
it would be like to be with him, to be with a man. Frustrated and fearful, she
held her pillow close until the morning light peeked through the window
curtains and the alarm clock mercifully called her from bed.


Nadia spent her morning sulking. She
couldn’t focus on her teachers, couldn’t study, nothing was on television, she
wasn’t sure what to think about David, didn’t even want to think about the
relationship progressing into anything physical. At lunchtime, she called Ruth
and drove to their house. 


Ruth met her at the door. “I’ve got a
salad ready. What’s going on?”


Nadia barely focused on the barrage of
questions as she sat at the kitchen table.


Ruth took several bites of her salad and
put down her fork. “You didn’t come to stare at your food. Is everything okay?”


Nadia studied the floral pattern on
the edges of her plate. “Is embarrassing.”


“I promise not to blush.”


“About David.” 


“Everything
okay with you two?” 


Nadia twirled a strand of her hair
with her finger. “Yes…”


“But?”


“I am confused.” She sucked in air
before she drowned in her thoughts. “Okay, now I am Christian and David is
Christian. And I did not grow up that way. I am confused about how to behave. Plus,
I have never been with a man that not want to get me
in bed by second date, or something worse. I must know, are there rules or
something I do not know about, or does David not want me?” 


Ruth eyes crinkled with a sympathetic
smile. “Nadia, I can assure you he wants you. In case you hadn’t noticed, the
boy practically drools every time you’re around. He’s trying to live his life
to please God. Plus I know he would never want to hurt you.” 


Nadia caught herself chewing on a
nail. She forced her hands to her lap. “I want love and to love someone.” 


“I know you’re nervous and that’s
perfectly understandable after what you’ve been through, but God will guide
you.”


 “Yes, but…” She picked up her
napkin, shredding the corner with her nervous fingers. “If dating gets more
serious, I am afraid.”


Ruth’s eyes were full of compassion.
“God wants to be with us in every area of our lives. He will help you, even in
that one. Intimacy goes far beyond physical contact. What is more intimate than
learning about someone and finding out their hopes and dreams?”


Nadia collected the remnants of her
shredded napkin. She didn’t want to ask the next question, really didn’t want
to know the answer. “Must I tell him what happened?”


“Yes, but only when you’re ready. You
can wait, and as your relationship progresses, you do need to be honest. Don’t
rush. You’ll know when it’s time.”


A wash of dread covered her. What if
he didn’t want anything to do with her? What if things changed? “Will you
pray?”


Ruth squeezed her hand. “I do, and I
will. I promise.”


 


###


 


David ignored everyone in the gym,
rode the exercise bike for thirty minutes, completed four sets of flies, bench
press, squats, and finished his workout with one hundred sit-ups and pushups. He
wiped the sweat dripping off his face and neck, caught his breath, and walked
through the gym until he found his roommate. “Got a minute?”


Pete set the forty-five pound
dumbbells on the floor and sat on the workout bench. “Sure, what’s up?”


“Remember that discussion we had about
you and Julie?”


“Which one?”


“You know.” David kept his voice low. “Accountability.”


“Things getting a little heated?” 


“It’s tough.”


“No kidding.” Pete wiped his face with
a workout towel and followed him to the locker room. “Okay, I’ll be your
accountability partner.” He cleared his throat. “Ahem. Lecture One. Pray a lot.
Make sure you don’t put yourself in a position where things can go too far.
Pray some more. Keep hands from roaming. Pray a lot more, keep your thoughts
focused. Lots of exercise. Pray again and take lots of
cold showers. And definitely, pray. Last, but not least, did I mention the need
for prayer?”


“Yeah, I know. Seriously, I don’t want
to do anything to hurt my relationship with Nadia. I’ve blown things before. I
don’t want to mess up again.”


“I know where you’re coming from.”
Pete put his hand on David’s shoulder. “I’ll be praying. And I will be glad to
hold you accountable. Why do you think I work out all the time?”


David laughed partly from
embarrassment and part from frustration. “I don’t know if working out will be
enough. This could take the Navy Seal training routine.”
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Nadia kept her body still but stared
out at Ellie’s back yard. Leaves danced and skittered along the grass, almost
in time with the soft music playing on the radio. Nadia still felt a little odd
allowing someone to paint her, but spending time with Ellie made it all
worthwhile. 


An itch attacked Nadia’s cheek. She
tried not to move, but it only grew stronger. Moving her hand to her face she
scratched with abandon.  


“Honey, it’s okay.” Ellie chuckled and
put down her paint brush. “Anytime you need to stop, you let me know. My hand
could use a rest. How about we take a break and get some hot tea? Next week,
we’ll try and finish your portrait.” 


“That would be great. I must go soon.
David and I have dinner with his dad and girlfriend tonight. I am very
nervous.” 


Ellie led her to the kitchen. “Don’t
you worry. You’re a lovely young woman. You’ll do
fine.” She handed the cups and saucers to Nadia and set several varieties of
tea on the counter. “Now if we only had some of Ruth’s cookies. She sent me
home with some last week, but I ate them all.”


“Bethany eats ours.”


“Ruth and Isaac are special people.” Ellie
filled and set the teapot on the stove. “They really care for you.”


“I am glad God brought us together. I
do not know where I would be without them. Probably lonely,
miserable, and lost. But, I still do not understand.” Nadia leaned
against Ellie’s kitchen cabinets. “I understand bad things happen to people
that are bad. But why would someone who loves God still have bad things happen?
You know, like the Yamins losing daughter, and David
losing his mom.”


The phone rang, and Ellie excused
herself. 


Nadia moved the whistling teapot and
turned off the stove. Maybe there weren’t answers to her questions. Maybe she
would never understand. 


Ellie returned. “That was my son,
Salvador. He’s taking me to dinner tonight.” She prepared their cups before
sitting at the small wooden kitchen table. “I guess you can tell Salvador looks
different than the other kids. He was a direct gift straight from heaven.” 


“He is adopted?”


“No. He’s ours.” Ellie sipped her tea for
a moment. “You were asking some questions about why bad things happen. Let me
share what I’ve learned. When Roger and I married, we wanted children. But
after several years of trying, we weren’t sure if we would ever be blessed.


“After the war ended, that’s World War
two for you young ones, we became missionaries on a lovely pacific island. The
village had the sweetest people. They didn’t see any need for God. Their
traditions, rituals, and beliefs had served them for generations. We kept
praying, helping them in any way possible, and hoped someday their hearts would
open. One night, our village was attacked. It was terrible. They killed many. I
thought Roger was dead. Several of the women were taken as captives. I was one
of those women.


 “I couldn’t believe God would
allow something so horrible to happen.” Ellie looked directly at Nadia. “But
during that time, I discovered he loves us even in the worst circumstances,
even when we don’t understand, and even when we cannot see evidence of his
love. God is loving and trustworthy in all circumstances.”


“How did you escape?”


“Only with
God’s help.
By the time I returned to our village, I had been gone almost a full year.
Thankfully, Roger survived his injuries and God had opened his heart to receive
me back, regardless of my condition. When I returned, I was pregnant, bearing
the child of my captors.” Ellie gave Nadia’s arm a comforting squeeze. “Two
months later, our delightful, loving child, Salvador was born. Through God’s
power and grace, I was able to forgive what happened.”


Nadia’s skin prickled, she stared into
her teacup and blinked back the tears. She couldn’t imagine surviving, much
less forgiving something so horrible. She shuddered at the thought of having a
child from her rape. “How could you forgive?”


“Forgiveness isn’t easy, and yes, took
time. I had scars on the inside and out.” Ellie rubbed her wrists. Faded traces
of scarring still remained. “Every time I noticed those scars and looked at
Salvador, I was reminded of what happened. But God can heal pain and take away
our nightmares. I prayed and prayed, and then I wrote everything down on a
paper, not to wallow in self-pity, but to give them to God once and for all. I
talked, prayed, and yelled. Then I set the stack of papers on fire and watched all
my pain, concerns, fears, and worries rise in smoke to
his heavenly throne.”


“Did that really help?” 


Ellie’s smile spread in contentment.
“Oh, yes. Every time Satan tried to come with negative thoughts, I had the
memory of the smoke and ashes, and that my problems had been given to God. God
healed my wounds and gave us much more than we could imagine. Because of
Salvador’s birth and our love for him, the villagers opened their hearts to
Christ. And when Salvador became a man, he became a missionary, ministering to
those whose parents had taken me captive.”


Trying to still her wildly beating
heart, Nadia wrapped her hand around her cup. 


“Honey, when I first met you, I saw
something in your eyes.” Ellie’s veined, soft hand rested on hers. “Now that
you’re a Christian, I can see you’re beginning to heal. But you must take
advantage of everything God offers. His Word tells us he is able to do
exceeding, abundantly above all we ask or think according to the power that
works in us. It’s his power working in us which gives us the ability to
go through the fires of life and come out stronger, wiser, and fuller of the
knowledge of him. Yes, bad things happen, but God will turn the bad into
amazing, wonderful things for us and his kingdom.” 


 


###


 


Back at her apartment, Nadia sat at
her desk, remembering, wanting to remove every bad memory, sin, thought, or
action. Words flew onto the paper as she wrote and emptied all the dark
crevices. She sat back in her chair, studied the pages, and added more. When
finished, she sunk to her knees and began to read aloud to God. She cried,
prayed, yelled, and screamed. 


Her list complete, her tears spent,
she stood over the kitchen sink. Continuing in prayer, she lit a match, watched
as the papers caught fire, the words shriveling, the pages turning white to charred. Standing in God’s presence, she soaked in his love
and healing. Her past now released and given to God, the smoke now gone, his
peace remained.
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David wasn’t ready to say goodnight. He
leaned against the siding of Nadia’s apartment building and waited as she
unlocked her door. “They think you’re wonderful.” 


She turned to face him. “I had a great
time. I like your Dad and Kathy.”


He took a step toward her, and cupped
her soft face in his hands. She was even more beautiful when she smiled. “I
want to ask you something. Will you come to the mountains with me during
Thanksgiving week?”


“I … I do not know.”


Sensing her discomfort, he pulled her
close. “Don’t worry, Pete and Julie are coming. You and Julie will stay
together in one bedroom. Pete and I will be in other areas. No funny stuff. I
just want to spend some time with you, away from school.”


Her body remained stiff against him. “The whole week? But the Yamins
invited us for Thanksgiving dinner.”


“Pete and Julie are going to her
parents’ house for Thanksgiving Day. We can come back in time for the meal with
Isaac and Ruth. What do you think?” When she hesitated, he brushed his fingers
across her cheek. “I promise you’ll be safe.”


 


###


 


Nadia rested her head on David’s chest
and willed herself to relax. She was an adult, she could make her own
decisions, but right now, at this moment, she wished someone would tell her
what to do. 


He kissed her forehead. “You can call
Julie and talk to her if that will help you feel more comfortable. I promise
you’ll be safe.” 


She leaned her head back to look at
him. “You promise?” 


“There haven’t been any sightings of
Bigfoot for the last year and no Loch Ness monster either.” He kissed her.
“Nadia, you’ll always be safe with me.”


His smile sent her tension away. “I
will go.” She nestled against him. Why couldn’t life always be like this?
Wrapped in a hug with someone who you cared about, and someone who cared for
you? 


“I can’t wait to get to know more
about you.” 


At the sound of his words, her chest
tightened. She forced herself to breathe. Why did she agree to go? 


 


###


 


The next day, Nadia twirled her pen
and tried to concentrate on the lecture. David’s comment from last night still
made her shudder. How could she tell him more without revealing too much? 


Bam!


She dropped her pen and whirled around
in the direction of the sound.   


Nervous laughter erupted in the
classroom as the young, female professor approached the student whose book had
dropped. 


The professor stood over him. “Mr.
Kirk, I suggest you take your naps on your own time.” 


The bleary-eyed student picked up the
object. “Sorry. It won’t happen again.” His apology didn’t sound sincere.


“See that it doesn’t.” She turned and addressed
the class. “Now for the rest of you. Don’t forget the
test will cover everything we have gone over since the beginning of this
semester. Look over your lecture notes. I’m sure most of you’ll be ready. Mr.
Kirk may have a tougher time.”


The student grinned, took out a
recorder from his jacket pocket, and held it up for the class to see. Laughter
rippled through the auditorium. 


The professor shook her head. “Class
dismissed!” 


Nadia didn’t get her pulse back in the
normal mode until she returned home. Would she ever calm down? 


She flipped on the computer. Grateful
to see Gideon on-line, she typed him an instant message. 


 


NadMin: May I ask
question?


GidMin: Hello to you
too. Sure. J


NadMin: Today a loud
noise scared me. Will I ever stop being afraid?


GidMin: With God’s
power we can conquer anything. Perfect love casts out fear.


NadMin: I should
never b afraid?


GidMin: No, some
fear is healthy to keep us from getting hurt. We need not fear what comes from
the enemy.


NadMin: the enemy? like guys who hurt me or terrorists?


GidMin: Sort of, but
I mean our spiritual enemy. Satan is like a roaring lion on the prowl. BUT as
God’s children we are safe with Him, regardless of what the enemy is doing. No
matter what happens, we end up safe forever in heaven.


NadMin: I like that.


GidMin: Yes, it is
wonderful.  I am sending a prayer to keep you safe. BTW, Caleb has been
coming by every week. We have had very interesting discussions.


NadMin: I bet!


GidMin: I am
learning much. It is good for me. Hopefully, it will be good for him. Pray I
say and do the right things.


NadMin: I will. I
better go, but I must tell you one more thing. David and I r
going to mountains.


 


The cursor blinked slowly on her
screen. She bit her lip. What would he think? 


 


GidMin: Do you think
that is good idea?


NadMin: His roommate
and girlfriend are going 2. I will stay with her in one bedroom and guys will
be in other.


GidMin: From all
you’ve told me, David is a great guy, but 2 couples in a cabin in the mountains?
It’s, you know. Just be careful and take your Bible.


NadMin: I promise,
big brother. J


GidMin: I’m serious,
Nady. I don’t want to see u hurt.


NadMin: Me neither.
I want to do things God’s way. And so does David. Pray for us ok.


GidMin: I will and
by the way, I’ve met someone. 


NadMin: What’s she
like?


GidMin: WOW!


NadMin: That good,
huh? I will pray for you. Better go. Tell me more later.
Good night. Love you!


GidMin: Good night
little sis. Love you 2!


 


She turned off the computer and rested
her head in her hands. No need to fear, she would always be safe in God’s arms.
Smiling, she closed her eyes.


An hour later she woke, the imprint of
the computer keyboard on her face. She turned off the light, crawled into bed.
Tomorrow she would leave for the mountains with David. The thought of being
alone, away with him, revealing too much slinked through her veins and forced
her eyes wide open.
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Nadia’s stomach fluttered like a
thousand butterflies caught in a windstorm. David would pick her up in three
hours. She folded the clothes she was taking, and packed them in her suitcase. 


Her talk with Pete’s girlfriend,
Julie, did raise her comfort level higher. But alone in the mountains in a
cabin with David, well, was scary. Would they run out of things to talk about?
How rustic was the cabin? Were there spiders or snakes? Would he still like her
after spending that much time?


“Did you pack anything interesting?”


Nadia jumped at the sound of Bethany’s
voice. 


“A little
nervous, huh?”
Bethany glanced toward Nadia’s luggage. “Or did you pack something you didn’t
want me to see?” 


“No.” She closed the suitcase. “Just
camping and hiking clothes.”


“Well, tell David to keep his hands
off you or he’ll deal with me.” Bethany plopped on her bed. “You
two getting serious?” 


Nadia shrugged.


“Have you told him what happened?”


“No.” 


“Maybe you should.” Bethany leaned
back and studied the ceiling. “I’ve been thinking. I figure if you told him,
you could gauge better what kind of guy he is. Find out before you get in too
deep.”


Her happy butterflies nosedived into a
heap on her stomach floor. She wasn’t ready. Ruth told her she could wait. Not
now. She couldn’t. She didn’t want to cry. “Watch for David. I need a
shower.”


 


###


 


Nadia could barely stay awake, after
last night’s sleepless night and her jumpy nerves, she
was too tired to move. Pete drove safe and steady in the right-hand lane on the
busy interstate. She rested her head on David’s shoulder and stifled a yawn.
Pete and Julie were engrossed in another discussion about something medical.
Nadia closed her eyes.


“Hey,
sleepyhead.”
David nudged her.


She closed her dry mouth and tried to
summon up enough fluid to swallow. “I was just resting.”


“You snored.”


How embarrassing. She sat up. “Really?”


“Yes, but it was a very sweet snore.”


She was almost too relaxed to blush.
But she knew she did.


He squeezed her shoulder, moved her
back against him. “I’ll wake you when we get there.”


“Sorry, I am not much company.” 


“You’ve had a long week. We’re on
break. I don’t mind. I’ll probably snooze myself.”


She closed her eyes again, but
couldn’t tune out Julie discussing her latest clinical rotation. 


“Their relationship was a shambles.”
Julie continued. “He hadn’t been honest with her and it tore them apart.”


“What did the counselor suggest?” Pete
asked.


“He had to be open with her so she
could trust him. They talked through the abuse he had endured with his
alcoholic father. I think it was freeing for him to get it out in the open. You
could see her hostility vanish when she realized his anger wasn’t directed at
her. It was amazing to see them both open back up to one another.” 


“Trust is important. So is there
anything you need to tell me?” 


“No….”  Julie’s voice softened. “Other
than I love you.” 


“I love you too.”


Nadia knew she had to tell David the
truth. But she didn’t want to lose him, didn’t think she could take another
heartache. David was different. He wouldn’t hurt her, but did he really know her?
Would he care if he knew? 


David’s arm rested on her shoulder.
Could she risk telling him about her past, telling him she loved him? God
please help. Let him care enough to not run away.  


 


###


 


David rested his eyes, but listened to
the discussion in the front seat. He had to be honest with Nadia. She needed to
know he loved her. But love comes with no guarantees outside the heavenly
realms. Broken hearts were not fun. God, I’m going to tell her tonight.
Watch my back, cover me, I’m going in.


Nadia’s eyes remained closed, her
breathing rhythmic. He stroked her hair, kissed her on the top of her head
where she nestled against him, wanted to pull her toward him, hold her close,
and never let her go. 


 


###


 


Stars filled and dotted the night sky,
the moon bright painting the world in a soft hue. A longing trembled within
Nadia so strong it reeled her senses—that longing to connect, to tell David the
truth. She breathed deep the cool air seasoned with fall leaves and chimney
smoke as she lay on the soft and warm blanket, David next to her, his arm only
a few inches away. After the long ride and dinner with Pete and Julie, they
were finally alone. 


Nadia swallowed hard and focused on
the sky. “The stars are very beautiful.” 


He rolled to his side, his head
resting in his hand. “Yes, you are.” The sparkle in his voice matched
the one she imagined in his eyes. “I’m glad we could get away this weekend.”


“Me too. I see why you
love coming. Mountains are very peaceful. But why did you call this a cabin?”


“Because it
is.”


She stretched back to look at the
clapboard home nestled on the hill. Julie and Pete sat on the front porch;
their muted voices carried soft in the night air. “David, this is a house. I
pictured logs. Your grandparents built a beautiful home.”


“I guess we always called it a cabin
since it’s up on the Blue Ridge. Dad had it remodeled, but left the front the
same so it wouldn’t be interesting to passersby. I’ve got lots of old
pictures.”


“Show me sometime.” 


“Maybe we can run to the storage
building one day while we’re here.” David’s fingers feathered
across her lips. “You’re so beautiful.” His warm breath played along her
neck. “I love you, Nadia Minsky.”


Her heart fluttered, melted in her
chest. She stroked his cheek, ran her hand through his hair—his presence so
right, so good. The longing returned to tell him, show him, just how much she
cared. 


They kissed and feelings long tamped
down unleashed and ran rampant as passion rose. A memory flashed, mangled the
moment. She squeezed her eyes shut and tried not to tremble.  


David pulled her closer and wrapped
her in his arms. “Are you cold?” 


“Please, no.” She pulled away and rose
to a seated position. Her stomach churned, knotted, cement forming in her gut. 


He sat next to her. “I’m sorry.”
Concern etched his voice. “I didn’t mean to come on so strong.” 


She pulled her knees to her chest,
wrapped her arms around them. “We must talk.” He had to know. What would he
think? Would he believe her or wonder if she was at fault? If only she had
fought harder, ran faster, screamed louder. 


“What’s wrong?” He brushed the tear
falling down her cheek. “I do love you.” 


Nadia curled against him, her head
resting on his warm chest. “You may not.” 


“Whatever it is, I’ll still love you.”



She shivered more from what she must
say than from the chill of the night. He needed to know. She needed to be the
one to tell him. But, would he still love her? 


“What? You can tell me.” David’s
tender voice only made it harder to talk.  


Her tears fell on his chest, the
moisture soaking into his shirt. “I went to meet friends.” Her voice quivered.
“When I arrived, my date had left.” 


He planted a soft kiss on her
forehead. “You don’t have to tell me anything. It’s okay. I love you.”


She struggled for air, couldn’t
control her shivering. Had to get control.  “I
went to the beach. I thought I might find them.” 


“I still love you.”


“You do not understand—” 


“Nadia, whatever happened, it doesn’t matter.”
He pulled her closer, rubbed her arms. “I still love you.”


“It will matter.” Her body shook,
jack-hammering her teeth. “It will matter … they raped me David. They raped
me.”


 


###


 


An invisible thousand-pound boulder
slammed David’s chest. Oh, God … no … His heart shredded, ripped into
agonizing pieces. How could anyone attack her? Pulling her close, he
desperately tried to shelter her in his arms. Her body trembled with her cries.



His throat clamped shut, and he
swallowed to release the pressure. He wanted to yell or hit someone … something
for attacking her. 


He still loved her, had to tell her
again. The words were true and never had more feeling. “I still love you,
Nadia.” His voice thickened, stuck in his throat.


“But … I am damaged…” The words wisped out, laced with pain.


Holding her close, he whispered over
and over his assurances of love. Her crying slowed, and he shifted to face her.
“Nadia, look at me.” He pulled up her chin and wiped her tears. “I still love
you. There’s nothing anybody else did, or could do, that can change that fact.
I love all of you. You’re everything I’ve always wanted. You aren’t damaged,
you’re perfect. You’re beautiful. The past is over. You’re here with me. I’ll
protect you. I’ll always love you. I still love you.” 


Unshed tears rimmed her eyes as she
searched his face. She burrowed under his arm. 


He didn’t know how much time passed
until her breathing became shallow and she seemed to drift to a light sleep.
Afraid to move, afraid to disturb this moment of peace, David cried out in
groans too deep for words. 


 


###


 


Nadia didn’t want to move. The cold
night air against her back and the warmth of David’s arms surrounded her. She
couldn’t seem to get her eyes open. He said he loved her, but would he when he
had time to reflect? 


She didn’t want to move.


His body remained tense and she could
tell he wasn’t asleep. She dreaded the morning. He would be like the others.
Adam had left. Gideon became distant. Even her friends avoided her, the
situation awkward and painful. 


As though sensing her thoughts, David
shifted and brushed his lips against her hair. “I still love you,” he
whispered.


Pulling away, she rose to her feet,
couldn’t look him in the face. He would leave and nothing would be left of her
heart.
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Nadia tugged the soft yellow blanket
up to her neck. She shouldn’t have told David. He wouldn’t understand, wouldn’t
want damaged property.


“What do you think of the Blue Ridge?”
Julie brushed through her red hair shimmering in the dim lamplight.


“The mountains are beautiful.”


“Pete and I would love to find a place
up here to get away from the worries of the world.”


“Sounds nice.” Nadia rubbed
at the ache in her forehead. Why did she tell David? Why couldn’t she be back
in his arms, safe from the worries of the world? 


“Are you okay?” Julie put down her
brush and snuggled in her covers. “You know, David’s crazy about you.”


“I hope.” God, please let him still
love me.


“You sure you’re okay?”


“Just tired.” So very tired of the past. Nadia adjusted and willed herself
to focus. “How long have you been with Pete?” 


“We met as undergrads.” Julie’s
expression went dreamy. “I was in the lab one day when my experiment took a bad
turn. He helped put out the fire. I never thought I’d meet someone like him.”


“You two are made for each other.”
Nadia pulled the covers closer to her face. Did she just ruin the chance for
her happiness by telling David?


“I had pretty much given up on love
when I met Pete. I was so tired of the jerks. You just get to a point where
you’re not sure you can trust anyone. God was the only one who was safe, so I
figured I would put even the dating thing in his hands. About that time, Pete
showed up.” Julie turned off the light. The room took on a soft, warm glow from
the nightlight near the door. “You two met in an interesting way, didn’t you?”


“Nose diving to the concrete is not
exactly glamorous.” 


“I guess David thought differently.” 


Nadia blinked back the moisture building
in her eyes, tried to keep tuned into the conversation here and now. “What will
you do after you graduate?”


“Besides being Mrs. Peter Miller, I’ll
go into nursing. That is, until we have a family. How about you? Do you know
what you want to do?”


She wanted to know David would still
love her. She wanted to erase the past. 


“Nadia?”


“Oh … I am not sure.”


“I’ll say a prayer for you tonight.
Sleep tight.”


“You too.” Nadia flipped
her pillow and pulled her covers higher. Yes God loved her, but would David?
The morning couldn’t come soon enough, and yet did she want to face him or
watch as he walked out of her life? She tossed onto her back, pushed the covers
away, and stared at the ceiling. 


 


###


 


The words blurred on the page. David
closed his Bible and leaned back on the couch. From the bathroom came faint
sounds of Pete in his unsuccessful attempt to sing, and the soft murmurs of the
two girls from the bedroom down the hall. He flipped off the light and sank to
his knees. Why, God? Why her? Why anyone? Why?


Hot fire blazed through his veins. Her
imagined screams ripped through his mind. Images flashed, exploded, tormented.
He clenched his fists, gagged on the foul moisture surging up his throat.


The coffee table jolted as he jerked
to his feet. He plunged out the front door, down the porch, behind a tree, and
fell to his knees, hideously ill.


David steadied himself against the
tree and kicked leaves to cover the mess. If he could yell or hit something,
maybe it would remove the weight suffocating his chest. 


He trudged back to the house and
paused to listen outside the girls’ room. No sound. It took all his strength
not to rush in and hold her in his arms. 


In the den, he stared into the darkness.
He yanked off and wadded his shirt, threw it against the wall. Why did it
have to happen to her, to anyone?


He marched down the hall, and stopped
again at her door. 


 


###


 


Nadia bit her lip and forced herself
not to cry. If she let the tears flow, they might not stop. Maybe
if she went and talked to him, just looked in his blue eyes, maybe then she
would know if he really loved her. She slipped from beneath her covers
and put on her robe. 


The wood floor creaked. She stopped,
turned around, and sat on the edge of the bed. What if he did love her? Would
she be able to give herself freely? God, please fix me and make me whole. 


She pushed off the bed, side-stepped
the creaking plank, and rested her hand on the doorknob. Tears escaped, rolled
down her cheek, and fell to the floor. 


She sank to her knees. Father, God,
hold him. Love him. Love him through me.


 


###


 


David clenched his fists, rested his
forehead against her door. Regardless of what happened to her, he loved her.
Nothing would change, nothing could. God, please let me be part of the good
that comes from this. 


He swallowed the emotion rising in his
throat. Let me be the one to hold her forever. He turned his head
upward, whispered. “God, I still believe. Oh, God, help my unbelief.” 
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David stepped onto the front porch,
zipped his backpack and pulled the straps over his arms. The smell of burning
leaves scented the morning air. What would happen with Nadia? She never said she
loved him. A rock stuck in his throat at the thought of losing her, the thought
of what she had to endure. 


“What are you taking?” Pete tromped
through the front door and leaned against the porch railing.


“Water, snack,
and a first aid kit. How about you?”


“Dr. Cohen,
always prepared.” 


David attempted a smile. “The way you
hike, I should be bringing materials to make a cast.” 


“Why do you think I’m marrying a
nurse?”


“You’ll need all the help you can
get.” David picked a stray splinter off the rail. “I am happy for you guys.
You’re definitely marrying above yourself.” 


“Thanks.” Pete studied him for a
moment. “You don’t look too good.”


“Just a rough
night.”


“Anything I can do?”


David shook his head. “Pray.”


 


###


 


Nadia buttoned her jacket as she followed
Julie out the door. She dreaded seeing David. Would he make eye contact, or be
like the others once they knew the truth and avoid her?


Julie kissed Pete. “I forgot to tell
you, Mom and Dad said they would let us have their sofa after we’re married.”


“Great. Now all we need is everything
else. Ready to hit the trail?”


Nadia followed David. She wanted to
ask him, wanted to know. Did he still love her? “You okay?” 


“Yeah.” David kicked
a rock with his foot. “Did you sleep okay?”


“Like a baby.” She omitted the part
about being one with horrible colic.


David stopped and turned toward her.
“Nadia, I love you.” His voice a throaty whisper.
“I’ll always love you. What happened doesn’t matter. I still love you.”


Warmth whirled and danced within her.
She wanted to shout for joy and throw herself in his arms. Someone really loved
her and really knew about her.


“Hey, you guys coming?” Pete yelled.


She couldn’t fight off the lump in her
throat. The words that ran through her mind didn’t seem to find the exit. She searched
his eyes for understanding.


David’s shoulders slumped and he
walked away. 


Nadia caught up and took his hand. He
stayed at a fast pace, and she couldn’t get his attention. 


“We’ve both got our beds and
dressers.” Julie continued her discussion with Pete. “We can keep the best
ones, and I’ve got a few more things we can use.”


“Yeah, I’ve collected a few things
myself.”


Julie turned, her eyes narrowed and a
slight smile played across her lips. “Peter Miller, you’re not bringing that
fish are you?”


Pete scrambled over a boulder and
reached to help her. “Billy has to come.” 


Julie ignored him and walked around
the boulder. “I’m not putting a fish on my wall.” 


“Come on, Jewels. I broke the lake
record when I caught him.”


Nadia considered digging in her heels,
making David slow down and look at her. 


Julie stopped. “It’s a fish. Fish don’t
belong on walls. They belong in the frying pan.” She turned and walked away
once more, leaving him standing there, mouth agape. 


“How can you say that about Billy?”
Pete ran in front of Julie and moved a branch aside so she could pass. “Billy
is no ordinary fish. He was a legend with fishermen all over the Southeast.”


“Is that supposed to impress me?”


“Yeah, Julie,” David chimed in as he
held the branch for Nadia. “You gotta let him bring
Billy.”


“Oh my goodness, you two are a pair. Okay you can bring it on one
condition.”


“What?” Pete asked.


Julie stopped and hugged him. “He can
hang on the wall, in a closet.”


“Poor Billy,
stuck in a dark closet.”


“Yes, but because of this great
sacrifice you’re making on my behalf. I’ll—” Julie whispered in his ear between
giggles. 


 “Okay.” David cleared his throat
and glanced at his watch. “I think we’ll give you some space. Don’t mind us.
We’ll go this way.”


Nadia squeezed David’s strong hand as
he led her down the steep trail. Okay, if he wouldn’t stop, she could wait. She
almost let out a giggle. Somebody knew and still loved her. She filled her
lungs with pine scented air as fallen leaves and pine needles crunched under
their hiking boots. The trail leveled off alongside the river, the clear water
flowing over rocks worn smooth from constant friction. 


David pointed. “We’ll cross here.”
Boulders and rocks provided the needed stepping stones across the river. He
bounded across, turned, and waited.


She hesitated. “Is very deep?”


“Probably not
more than three or four feet in this section.”


Nadia stepped cautiously to each rock,
regained her balance, and stepped to the next. She waited to steady herself.
The final leap to shore seemed further. “Are you sure?”


“Here, I’ll help.” 


She took his hand and launched toward
him. Her right foot landed safely, but her left foot caught on a root. She
couldn’t regain her balance, and the ground rushed toward her. 


David grabbed her and pulled him to
his chest, his shoulder taking the brunt of the fall. 


At the sound of his groans, she jumped
to her feet. “Are you okay? What must I do?” 


He struggled to his feet, dropped the
backpack, and rubbed his shoulder.


“Your bad shoulder! Do you need a
doctor?


“I am a doctor.” He brushed off the
pine needles stuck to his denim shirt. 


“I know, but you are hurt.” 


“No, I’ll be fine.” 


She gently rubbed his shoulder. “What
can I do?”


His eyebrow raised and a smile tugged
on his lips. “A kiss might help.”


She grinned and kissed his shoulder.


“My neck kinda
hurts too.” He pointed to his neck with a little boy pitiful look.


Nadia stood on her tiptoes and kissed
his neck.


“But you know where it hurts the
worst?”


“Where? As if I do not know.”


David pointed to his lips. “Right here.” 


“Just as I
suspect.”
Nadia gave him a quick peck on the lips and thumped her hand against his chest.
“You are fine.”


“You’re pretty fine yourself, Miss Minsky.”


“Last night you said I was perfect.”


“That’s still a given. And so is the
fact I still love you.”


Inside she danced. Wanted to sing,
jump up and down. She feigned indifference. “My, it is getting late.”


He blinked hard and stared at her.
“It’s 9:30 in the morning.”


“Wow, that late? We must get going.”
She started up the trail and yelled over her shoulder. “Please remember
backpack.” She hurried as the trail took a hard right. “And I love you too!”


His footsteps thudded behind her. She
turned and waited behind a rock outcropping. 


He skidded around the corner almost
bumping into her. “What did you say?”


“Wow. You move very fast for hurt
guy.”


“Nadia what—”


She put her hand over his mouth and
whispered. “I said I love you.” She gazed into his beautiful blue eyes. “David,
I have loved you since the date at the park.”


“I loved you sooner.”


She skimmed her fingers through his
soft hair. “Did not.”


“Did too.” His eyes
pleaded. “Please say it again.”


She pulled him closer and kissed him until
her toes curled. “David Cohen, I love you. I really do love you.” 


They settled at the river’s edge.
Water splashed and played across rocks and boulders in the river as sunlight
flitted through swaying trees. A small branch trapped between several large
rocks collected leaves and debris. Nadia couldn’t reach it. “David, could you
kick that rock so water can run free?” 


His eyes shimmered as he moved the
rock releasing a tangle of leaves and pine needles. “I love you, Nadia Minsky.”


“I love you too.” She wondered if she
would ever tire of saying those words. Picking up a pebble, she studied the
facets of gold shimmering in the sun. “My brother said it is like seeing life
in a new way once he became Christian.”


 “I’m glad you found God.” David
squeezed her hand.


“I am grateful he did not give up.”


“God wouldn’t do that. He knew you
needed time.” David cupped her face in his hands, kissed her. A kiss that took
her breath away, made her head lose every thought. When she regained her
senses, she couldn’t stop smiling. Life couldn’t get any better. 


He stood held out his hands to help
her up. “I want to show you something downstream.” 


David led her down the small trail. A
fallen tree blocked the path, and they detoured through the woods until they
came once again alongside the gurgling river. 


“We’ll have to come back in the
spring. The mountain laurel and azaleas are beautiful.” He put his hand to his
ear. “Can you hear it?”


“I hear birds, river—”


“Keep listening. But be careful, the trail
gets a little tricky.”


A squirrel scampered across the trail,
and with a quick swish of his tail he disappeared up a tree. She struggled to
keep up with David’s fast pace as they climbed over rocks and fallen trees down
the steep trail. She could hear it now, the sound of rushing water. “A waterfall?”


“It’s great.” He stopped. 


She skidded, but couldn’t quit her
forward motion. She tumbled against his back, and to keep from falling wrapped
her arms around him.   


He glanced over his shoulder. “Can’t keep
your hands off of me, can you?”


“Did you do that on purpose?”


“It worked.” 


She giggled and raised her hand. “I
should smack you.” 


David grabbed her wrist. 


Flashes of the past sucked away her
air. She jerked away, reading the realization in his eyes.


“I’ll never do anything to hurt you.”
He opened his arms, and she rested against his chest. Memories washed away with
the sound of his beating heart and the rushing water. If only they could stay
in the mountains forever, away from the past, away from the troubles of the
world.


 


###


 


Nadia couldn’t believe their trip was
almost over. Two hours from campus, they stopped at a convenience store. Still
drowsy from resting next to David in the back seat of the car, she stretched
her legs and yawned. He took her hand and led her inside for drinks and a
snack. 


She waited in the bathroom as a young
mother attempted to tend to her three very active small children. A dull ache
throbbed through the pit of Nadia’s stomach as she listened to the children’s
sweet questions and comments. Children like she could never have.


She blinked hard and rushed outside.
Leaning against the brick building, she tried to calm herself. 


“Nadia?” David stood
next to her. “Are you okay?”


She kept her head down, couldn’t look at
him. “Just needed air.” 


“How about I get you a soda and some
crackers?”


“Yes, please.” When he left, she took
deep breaths, pushed away the memory of the doctor’s prognosis. The damage
may have left you unable to bear children. 


 


###


 


David waited at the soda fountain
watching in amusement as a young mother balanced a toddler on one hip while
getting drinks for her two other children. He stepped in to help when the
little one squirmed out of her grasp and crawled away at high speed. David
grabbed him just before he ducked under the snack display. The little guy
laughed and squealed in delight.


The mother smiled in relief. “Thank
you for your help.”


“No problem.” David started to hand
him over, but the other two took her attention with a tugging match over a bag
of chips.


Her gaze stayed on David as she took
her children by the hand and led them to the counter to pay. “I’m so sorry
about this. I just can’t thank you enough.” 


He followed, still holding the little
one. “My pleasure, I love kids.” When she finished paying, he stayed with her
making sure they were buckled safely in the car. The little one blew him a kiss
as they drove away.


 David chuckled to himself as he
scooted next to Nadia in the car. His humor dried up when he looked her way. “I
forgot your drink.”


She grabbed his arm before he could
get out. “No. It is okay.”


“Are you sure? You don’t look too
good.” He felt her forehead. No fever. “Is your stomach queasy?” When she
didn’t answer, he pulled her close. “Let me know if I can get you anything,
okay?”


Nodding, she turned away.


“I love you.”


“I…” her voice cracked, “love you
too.” 


All he could think to do was pray.
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Nadia groaned as she waddled to the
sink. “I think stomach may explode.” 


Ruth handed Nadia a clean dishtowel
and turned toward the mountain of dirty pots and pans. “Unfortunately, that’s
one of the drawbacks to Thanksgiving meals.”


“I may fall down face first on the
floor, I am so sleepy.”


“Tell you what, let’s get this cleaned
up and I’ll let you have the couch. The guys are enjoying the football game, if
they haven’t already fallen asleep.” Ruth scrubbed and rinsed a pan. “I can’t
believe you didn’t tell him you loved him right away.” 


“I wanted to, but my brain shut down.”


“Ah yes, I remember those days.” 


“When did Isaac say he loved you?”


Ruth blushed. “I told him first.”


“You did?”


“That’s for another time.” Ruth dried
her hands and turned toward her. “Now tell me what happened with you two. I
want to know everything.”


“Everything?” 


Ruth plunged her hands in the
dishwater. “I’ll take whatever you tell me.”


“I have nothing to hide.” 


“I knew that, kind of. Okay I was
hoping—”


Nadia laughed and told her the good
parts.


“That is so sweet.” Ruth sighed. 


Nadia dried the last pot and put it in
its proper place in the cabinet near the stove. “Did I ever thank you for
inviting David to dinner that night? Without you, we would not be together.”


“You’re very welcome. But I think God
gets the credit. As I recall, you weren’t happy with me. We certainly didn’t
have to worry about overeating that night. Oh, I’ve got to tell you something.
Ellie and George are dating.”


“Really? Wait, you
probably helped them.”


“Me?” Ruth batted her eyelashes. “Of
course, I did. They’re perfect for one another.”


“Those two will probably go on a
whitewater raft trip.” 


“Don’t laugh, they’re talking about
it.” Ruth pointed to the kitchen chairs. “Let’s sit before I fall over.”


“I hope George can handle Ellie.” 


“He’s five years younger. He should be
fine.”


“He should be twenty years younger to
keep up with her. She’s still talking about doing a wheelie on my scooter.”


“Oh dear, I better pray at a higher
intensity.”


“Can I ask you something?” Nadia
leaned forward, her arms resting on the table. “Now that I am a Christian, why
do bad things still happen?”


“Whether you’re a Christian or not,
life is tough. The advantage we have as Christians is we are God’s, and God is
bigger than any problem we encounter.”


“I know, but I am still afraid sometimes.
I worry. And, I am meeting David’s friend Jacqueline next week. What if she
does not like me?”


“Jacqueline will love you.”


“I hope, but I still worry.”


“The more you
spend time with God, the easier it is not to worry.” Ruth leaned forward and rested
her head in her hands. “Remember what Paul said? For I am convinced that
neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the
future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all
creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ
Jesus our Lord. There isn’t anything too big for God.”


Nadia wrung the dishtowel, the worry
still chewing at every brain synapse. “I need prayer.”


“What’s wrong?”


“I still did not tell David one
thing.” Tears bit at her eyes. “About children.”


“Oh.” Ruth sat back in her chair,
empathy deepening her expression. “Okay, maybe we can sort through this. The
doctor said you may not be able to have children, it’s not a definite.
Plus, you and David haven’t been dating long. Do you want to tell him?”


“After
watching him with children?” She nodded. “It did not matter as
much before, but now that I have someone to love and I know he does love
children.” Her vision blurred as she tried to focus beyond the moisture building
in her eyes. “I finally get a chance for happiness, and now is destroyed by
more garbage from past.”


Ruth placed her hand on Nadia’s arm.
“If this continues to weigh on your mind, you need to tell him. Be honest. God
has a way of turning what looks impossible into a possibility.”


“But what if he leaves?” She choked
back her fears, didn’t want to lose him. Maybe she would wait. See what
happened. Wait until the first of the year. By then she would know if they had
a chance and if telling him would really matter.


 


###


 


The next evening, Nadia glanced around
the Burns’ dining room taking in the shades of blue, white, and cream. White
cutwork plates hung against the blue walls and a large blue willow soup tureen
set on the sideboard. A tiny crack ran up the side of the tureen as if it had
been broken and glued back together long ago. Evidence maybe of the three sons
Tom and Jacqueline had raised.


The fingers of Nadia’s left hand
started to lose feeling. She pulled her hands from her lap, past the edge of
the soft blue damask tablecloth. In her anxiety, she had wound the matching
napkin around her hand so tightly it had cut off circulation. She smoothed the
napkin over her lap and studied David. He and Tom were intent in their
dissection of the latest college basketball game. 


Jacqueline entered and placed a silver
basket of rolls on the table. This was the woman who David loved and admired.
How do you compete with a beautiful woman who has the affection of the man you
love?


“May I help?”  Nadia asked.


“Thank you, but you’re our guest. And
besides, it’s all here.” Jacqueline sat down and placed her own napkin over her
lap. After a few seconds, she cleared her throat to quiet the men. “Tom, would
you say grace for us please?”


Tom bowed his head and prayed a short
but heartfelt blessing over the meal. 


At the “amen,” bowls of
delicious-smelling food passed around the table. Nadia took some of everything.


The conversation between David and the
Burns flowed freely as Nadia tried the different foods on her plate. The
mouth-watering flavors comforted her nerves, and she ventured to enter the
swirl of conversation. She glanced at Jacqueline. “Your home is beautiful. I
love tureen. I have Blue Willow teapot back in Israel. Was my grandmother’s.”


“Thank you. It was a wedding gift.
It’s not as nice as it once was, is it David?”  She smiled and winked at
his way.


David’s smile looked like a little boy
caught with his hand in a cookie jar. “That was not all my fault.” 


“We had David watch the boys one
weekend,” Tom said. “You were what, a sophomore or junior?”


“Sophomore.” A hint of red
began to creep up David’s neck.


“Jacqueline was speaking at a
conference, and we needed some time away,” Tom continued. “The boys were 13, 15,
and 17, and they talked David into renting a scary movie.”


David shifted in his chair. “How was I
supposed to know a thunderstorm was moving in?” 


Jacqueline patted his arm. “Would you
like me to tell the version the boys told me, or would you like to vindicate
yourself?”


“Fine, if you want to humiliate me in
front of Nadia.” David leaned forward, his face etched in dramatic intensity.
“It was a dark and stormy night. The movie was coming to the end and the killer
was about to strike, when something banged against the back door and it flew
open.”


His animation grew. “The boys
scattered, grabbing wildly at anything to defend themselves against an
attacker. Cowering behind me, the boys and I moved as one toward the kitchen.
In the darkness, we could see someone, or something, crouched by the kitchen
table. Someone screamed and the next thing I knew, objects were flying and the
intruder lay in a heap on the floor.”


Nadia grabbed his arm. “Who was it?”


Tom burst out laughing. “It was
Stephen’s football shoulder pads and helmet draped over a kitchen chair.”


David shrugged. “Hey, if it had been
someone, he wouldn’t have had a chance.”


 


###


 


The next
morning David stood in Jacqueline Burn’s office doorway. “So what did you
think?” 


Jacqueline
grinned as she set down her pen and moved papers aside. “Nadia is wonderful.
You have excellent taste.”


He knew his
smile was huge. He sat in the chair across from her desk. “Thanks. I want to
ask her to marry me.”


She squealed.
“Oh, this is so exciting! When are you going to ask her?”


“Over
the holidays.
Will you come with me to pick out a ring?”


“Are you
kidding?”


He waited
expectantly.


Her eyes
widened. “Oh, David, I would be honored.”


“I want to do
this right, something that she will be proud of for the rest of her life.”


“This is so
romantic.” She wiped the tears. “I’m sorry, I’ve just ... you’re so special to
us. We feel like you’re one of our own sons.”


He cleared his
throat “I kind of consider you my adopted mom.”


With that, she
enveloped him in a motherly hug. 
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“I cannot believe you beat me.” Nadia
crossed her arms and leaned back on the sofa. Still in shock she lost a game
she had played practically every Hanukah of her life.


“It’s about time I beat you at something.
Hand over the chocolate chips, woman, they’re mine.”


“You will never take them alive.” She
stuffed a handful in her mouth.


He gaped at her. “I can’t believe you
did that.” 


Nadia choked on her laugh and grabbed the
dreidel. “I will put away until next Hanukah, then you are in big trouble buster.”


“Okay, that’s it.” David stood and
towered over her. “Close your eyes.”


“What?” His mischievous smile gave her
goose bumps.


“I’m the winner and you cheated me out
of my prize. Close your eyes.” He raised an eyebrow. “Trust me.” 


Her heart pounding in anticipation,
she put her hands over her eyes. 


“Okay, you can open now.” He handed
her a huge Christmas stocking stuffed with wrapped gifts. 


“This is my first stocking.” She
handled it as though precious cargo. 


“We celebrated Hanukah, now I want to
celebrate a little bit of Christmas.” His dimple deepened with his broad smile.
“Go ahead, open them.”


She reached in and took out several
gifts. “You wrapped them yourself?”


“I’m a better doctor than wrapper.” 


“Good thing.”


“Hush and open.”


Nadia giggled and laughed as she made
her way through the small gifts. The pile of ripped wrapping paper mounted on
the floor. “This is so fun. Chocolate truffle is my favorite so far.”


“You didn’t like the ball I bought for
Jedi?” 


“Of course. But it is
hard to beat chocolate.”


“Bummer.” He sighed
dramatically. “I don’t know if you’ll like the last gift. It’s not chocolate.” 


She dug her hand deep inside the
stocking and grasped the small box. Her fingers trembled at the size, shape,
and velvety feel. 


David knelt on one knee and took her
hand. 


Her heart squeezed. Was he going
to…? She tamped down the thought. Why would she even think that way? 


He kissed her hand, dropped it, and leaned
over to pick up a handful of discarded paper. “If you don’t like the earrings,
you can take them back.” He stood and tossed the debris into the trash can.


Before she could open the box, he got
back on his knee and took her hand in his. “Nadia, I know we haven’t known each
other that long, but I have never known anyone like you, and I’ve never loved
anyone as deeply as I love you. Nadia Minsky, I love
you. Will you marry me?”


After an intake of breath, she opened
the box and gazed at the ring inside. The marquis-cut diamond sparkled. Never
had she seen something so beautiful or so perfect … so unlike her. Her heart
thudded to a stop. She could say yes, just go on as though nothing was wrong. 


No, she couldn’t, she didn’t deserve
happiness with someone like David. Something would always be wrong. He deserved
better, someone pure, someone who could give him children. “I am sorry, David.
No.”


“Why?” He rose to his feet, his eyes
pleading. “Nadia, we can work through what happened. I love you. I want to spend
the rest of my life with you. We can make this work.”


Her throat tight, she handed back the
box and contents. “I must tell you one more thing. Please do not call or see me
for few days while you think.” She moved to the door, stared at the floor. “I
cannot have children.” 


Air rushed from his lungs. “Are you
sure?”


Tears coursed down her cheeks, she
nodded. 


“Nadia, I—”


She placed her finger against his
lips. “Please go.”


The door closed behind him. She
slipped both hands to her face and ran to her bed. The cry came from deep
inside, tearing and ripping her soul. 


Nadia tossed and turned, stared at the
clock for the thousandth time. David’s shocked expression stayed in her memory.
There was no one to talk to. Bethany wouldn’t be back until tomorrow, and it
was way too late to call the Yamins. She couldn’t
think of any more prayers. Continued begging seemed pointless. 


Darkness pulsed around her as though
taunting her unhappy state. Throat parched and raw from crying, she flipped on
lights as she squinted her way to the kitchen. The room seemed as stark and
bare as her womb.


 


###


 


David’s thoughts ripped inside his
head, trying to make sense of all that happened. He had spent days fasting,
preparing, and praying about whether or not to marry Nadia. Did he misread
their relationship? All his life he had prayed for a woman
and finally found her—someone he could have children with and grow old
together. He never considered. Never thought she couldn’t have children.



Did he love Nadia enough to never have
children? Was her answer something deeper? Maybe she didn’t really love him, or
then again, maybe she was just afraid. 


He couldn’t deny children were a big
part of his plan. What if that wasn’t God’s plan? He rubbed his forehead until
the skin felt raw. Why couldn’t there be writing on the wall? Some big neon sign saying Marry Nadia. Four in the
morning, and he still prayed and searched for answers. David’s eyes felt like
they had been scratched with sandpaper. Maybe he’d call Jacqueline and Tom in
the morning, maybe even his dad. 


A thought jolted. Tom and Jacqueline
weren’t his parents. His dad wasn’t even his birth father. He had been adopted
by John Cohen, loved on and semi-adopted into Tom and Jacqueline’s family. That
was it! He and Nadia could adopt. Somewhere children needed them, needed the
love they could give. 


Not caring about the time, he dressed,
grabbed his keys, and ran to his truck.


David banged on Nadia’s apartment
door. “Nadia, it’s me. We need to talk.”


After a few minutes, the door opened
and Nadia’s pale face and red-rimmed eyes stared at him. 


He reached toward her, stroked her
cheek. “I know you said wait a few days. But I’ve been up all night. It doesn’t
matter if you aren’t able to have children. We can adopt.” 


She blinked as though her brain
couldn’t conceive his words. 


He stepped inside and took her
trembling body in his arms. “I love you. We can work through whatever comes our
way.”


“How can you be sure?”  


“Because if
we’re meant to have children, we’ll have them, one way or another.” He tipped her
chin to look at him. “Now, I need to ask you a question.” He led her to the
couch, sank to his knee. “Nadia Minsky, I love you.
Will you be my wife?”


Finally, her eyebrows raised, moisture
forming in her eyes. She swallowed, coughed. “Are you sure?”


“I’ve never been more
sure about anything in my life. Remember, I was adopted by my dad.
You’ve kind of been adopted by the Yamins, and me by Jacqueline and her family. Maybe God was showing
us both how with his power all things are possible.”


Trembling, she accepted the ring,
placed it on her finger, and wrapped him in her arms. “I love you David Cohen.
Yes!”


He smoothed the hair from her
forehead, cupped her face in his hand, searching her face, he whispered, “You
really said yes.”


 


###


 


The next morning, Nadia cranked up the
music and danced. Her side didn’t even hurt. She had called Ruth, Isaac,
Gideon, and Elisabeth. Ruth’s scream still rang in her ears. She couldn’t
believe she was going to be Mrs. David Cohen. If she squealed one more time,
she was afraid the neighbors would call the police. 


She turned down the music when the
front door opened. Bethany was home. Jedi ran toward Nadia, his tail wagging in
triple time. She picked him up and helped Bethany with her luggage. “So how was
your holiday?”


“Okay. Kind of
boring though. I’m glad to be back.” Bethany threw her suitcase on her
bed. “How was yours? I’m sure you and David have some interesting stories.” 


“Maybe.”


Bethany feigned a yawn as she unloaded
her belongings. “Your romance is about as exciting as a G-rated movie.” 


Nadia smiled. “Well ...”


“Okay, what’s up?” Bethany sat next to
her and nudged her with her elbow. “Did things get hot and heavy without me?”


“I would say the rating improved.”


Bethany humphed. “Oh, so you’re up to a PG rating?”


“Better than
that.”


“Okay, now we’re getting somewhere.
Tell me everything.” 


“No, not like
that.”
She put down the dog and twirled her ring.


“Wow!” Bethany held Nadia’s finger up,
the light reflected splashes of tiny white dots along the wall. “That is one
big diamond.” 


“Not bad?”


“This must have cost him a fortune.”


“Even better, I get David.” 


“Ugh, I just thought it was bad with
you before. You’re not going to start baby talking with each other, are you?”


“Davey wavey
is pewfect.”


“I think I’m gonna
be sick.” Bethany grabbed her makeup bag.


“Oh come on, are you not happy for
me?”


“Yeah, I am. It must be real.” Bethany
smiled ruefully. “Especially since he keeps coming back after
my death threats.”


 


###


 


The next afternoon, Nadia followed
David through the oak doors of the near-empty chapel. Unintelligible whispers
carried in the tranquility. Two art students sketched the beauty of the
stained-glass windows and their colorful shadows.  


“It is so big and beautiful.” She
gawked at the gothic architecture as they sat on the back row. “I love the
windows and arches.” 


He shifted on the pew to face her. “Do
you ever think about prayer? I mean, my parents, grandparents, and all the
people who have lived on this earth, what happened to their prayers?”


“I am not sure.” 


“What if prayers are not bound by our
concept of space and time? What if they’re floating through eternity like the
ripples made by pebbles thrown in a never ending pond? The prayers never ending
until time ends.” 


“That is a neat thought.” She rubbed
the goose bumps from her arms.


“Did you know I was praying for you
before I even met you?”


She wanted to kiss him. “You were?”


“All the time. Many of those
prayers were prayed right here in this chapel. I never would have imagined they
would have traveled overseas to find you.”


“I wish I prayed when I was young.” 


David brushed a stray hair behind her
ear. “You can make up for lost time. God’s glad you came home to him, and I’m
glad you want to be home with me.” He kissed her.


Heat rose to her face. They were in a
church. “You sure we can do this here?”


“God brought us together, I’m sure he
won’t mind if we show him how appreciative we are.”


She couldn’t think of anything
sweeter. 


 


###


 


The following morning, Nadia greeted
Ellie into her apartment with a warm hug. “I am glad you called. I missed you.
How was your trip?”


“Honey, we had the best time.” Ellie
came inside carrying a large wrapped poster-sized package. “Sixteen of us widows
descended on the Biltmore mansion for two full days. Fortunately, one of my
friends is rich. She paid for the hotel room and the tickets. That woman just
blesses the support hose right off of me. My photos should be back next week,
and I bought a book. You’re welcome to come by the house to see.”


“I will. And how is George?”


“Honey, he is so fine, and I do mean
fine. I could just eat him with a spoon. Don’t ever think God doesn’t love you,
even when you get older like me.” Ellie sat on the couch and rested her present
against the coffee table. 


“I do not think you will ever be old.”


“Good point. I’m not old, just mature.
Never mind, scratch that one. Life’s too much fun to get stodgy. You’ve got to
enjoy each day.”


“That does not seem to be problem for
you.”


“Used to be but living through hard
times will do that for you. Makes you either get up
and get moving or sit and solidify. Oh well, enough about me.” Ellie handed her
the package. “I finally finished your portrait. I hope you like it.”


“I am sure I will.” Nadia gasped as
she removed the wrapping paper. “Ellie, it is beautiful.”


“Having a beautiful subject helped.”


“Not me.” A happy shiver ran up her
spine as she viewed the painting. “The garden. How did
you know?”


“I saw it in a dream.” 


“It is Elisabeth’s garden. Oh, Ellie, how beautiful.”


“Elisabeth is your aunt in Israel,
isn’t she?”


“Yes.” Nadia’s voice shook and
trembled. “Looks like I am back there.” She pointed to the wicker chairs in the
portrait. “Ellie, I stood right here when I accepted Christ as Savior.”


“Oh my, I’ve got goose bumps.”


“You cannot imagine how much this
means to me.” Nadia enveloped Ellie in a hug and rested against her warm
shoulder.


“You’ve been given a new life with
David. Enjoy every moment.” 


“I must admit, I am little nervous.”


     
Ellie
pulled away and gazed into Nadia’s eyes. “I didn't live this long without
learning a few things. Let me give you some advice for marriage. Don’t put your
past in a dark room and wallow around in there until you feel lower than a
bucket in a well. Stay honest in your marriage. If you don't mention your fears
to David and you enter your marriage bed dreading the very thing that God
created, walls will start coming up on the first day.”


     “Talk to God,
and talk to David.” Ellie patted her arm and squeezed. “You don’t have to give
David gloomy details, but do let him know when those memories are trying to
block intimacy. Satan would be on smoke cloud nine if he could mess up your
marriage. But I want you to remember God prepares a table for us in the
presence of our enemies. If God can prepare a table, he can prepare a bed. The
enemy will be so upset that he’ll come around less and less. Make David and
yourself happy. Make Satan miserable. It's as simple as that.”
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Nadia grinned and handed Ruth another
tissue. 


Ruth sniffled, tucked Nadia’s last
stray hair behind one of the tiny seed pearls which accented her upswept hair.
“Oh, Nadia, you’re gorgeous.” She stepped back and released a joyful sob. “I’m
so sorry,” Ruth blubbered. “I just can’t stop crying.”


Ruth wiped her eyes before the tears
fell on Nadia’s ivory, silk wedding gown. 


     “Is okay.” Nadia couldn’t have prayed for a more perfect
spring day, the sky a gorgeous blue, the flowers in full bloom, the temperature
perfect for a garden wedding. She had found her ivory and silk wedding gown at
a great price and didn’t even need alterations. “No, no, it’s not just okay.
It’s better than okay. It’s wonderful.” She turned to blow her own nose.


“Am glad you here. I wish Momma could
be here to see me, meet David, to share in happiness.”


“Sweet girl, she knows.” Ruth helped
wipe her face. “We can’t let your makeup run now, can we?” She took Nadia’s hands
in hers. “You have been like our daughter. I know you are going to be happy
together. Always remember, we will be here for you.” They embraced in a long
hug. 


Ruth blew her nose one last time and
checked herself in the mirror. “Oh, my. I better get a
hold of myself. Can I borrow some of your makeup?”


Nadia handed over her cosmetics bag.
“I cannot believe the day is finally here.”


Bethany, who had remained unusually
silent, straightened the long train on Nadia’s dress. “Now are you sure you
don’t need some advice for the honeymoon?”


Ruth busied herself adjusting Nadia’s
strap.


“No…” Nadia held up her hand. “I think
we will be fine.”


“Well, if you change your mind, you
have my cell number. Call anytime.”


“Bethany, no offense, but I do not plan
on calling anyone.”


Her roommate shrugged. “So when do I
get to step on a glass or smash something?” 


“Let me explain, David will break
glass. Is custom signifying the destruction of the temple.
But some say, once he is married, it is the last time he is able to put foot
down. Then Rabbi will say, may love be as difficult to
break as putting piece of glass back together.” 


“Okay, just make sure he grinds that
puppy to dust.”


The wedding coordinator stuck her head
in the door. “Is the mother of the bride ready?”


Ruth gave Nadia’s hand a final squeeze
and followed the coordinator out the door. 


Nadia did a quick nervous glance at
her dress since Bethany kept staring at her. “What? Is my veil crooked? Is
makeup okay?”


“Calm down, everything is in perfect order.
You’re a beautiful bride.”


She resisted wiping at her nose. Was
something stuck on her face? “Why you look like that?”


 “I was just remembering another
wedding I was in a long time ago.” Bethany stooped and adjusted Nadia’s train.
She stood abruptly and grabbed Nadia’s hands. “You know you can call me
anytime, day or night if you need anything. You know that right? You
promise you’ll call?”


“Bethany, I really think we will get
the hang of honeymoon without assistance from you. We will be okay.”


“I don’t just mean about that.
Although I’ve been told—”


“TMI. Too much information!” 


“Okay, seriously though, I know David
is a great guy, but remember I am always here for you.” Bethany hugged
her tight, then grabbed her bouquet and smiled at her. “Let’s go get you
hitched.”


Nadia picked up her flower bouquet and
floated out the door. She couldn’t stop smiling. Never had she imagined her
life would have been filled with such happiness. Not because of who she was
marrying, but the hope which had taken her from despair and anger to a new
life. A new life with her Savior and a new life with the man she loved. 


 


###


 


The long months of tedious planning
were over, and the time had come. The years of prayers, hopes, and dreams were
finally coming true. David had found her. No, God had led her to him and they
were going to be together, forever. He took a deep breath, counted, released, another deep breath. 


He gasped when he saw Nadia. He had
never seen anyone so beautiful. A lump rose, and he swallowed hard. Too late,
tears rolled down his cheek. He ignored them, not wanting to take his gaze from
the vision walking toward him.


 


###


 


Nadia locked her gaze with David’s,
vaguely aware of the friends and family who had gathered to witness their union.
Ruth and Isaac escorted her down the garden pathway. Nadia’s legs seemed to
move of their own accord as she drifted toward the Chuppah.



Her
head swam as she circled around David seven times. With each circle, she could
sense their oneness growing stronger. After she finished, she took her place
near David.


The
Rabbi began. “Welcome, family and friends. David and Nadia are happy you are
here to share and celebrate this, their wedding day. We bless this marriage
under a Chuppah, the Jewish symbol of the new home
being consummated here. We will also light the unity candle, a Christian symbol
of two people becoming one in marriage.” 


She
smiled at David, couldn’t believe this was really happening, that she could be
this happy, that a man like David would really want
and love her. 


The
Rabbi gazed heavenward as he continued. “Blessed are You, O God, for giving
life, sustaining us, and bringing us to this joyous time.” He scanned the
crowd. “Blessed are you who come here in the name of God. Serve God with joy.
Come into God's presence with song. O most awesome, glorious, and blessed God, grant your blessings to the bride and groom. David and
Nadia, have you come here freely and without reservations to give yourselves to
each other in marriage?”


Her
glance toward the Rabbi lasted a brief moment. The only eyes she wanted to see
were David’s—those beautiful blue eyes.


As
their vows drifted heavenward, Nadia prayed she would remember forever the joy
of the moment. 


David
slipped the ring on her finger, his hand lingered on hers.


“Now,
in the sight of God and man,” the Rabbi continued, “with this commitment you
have made of your love, I declare your marriage to be valid and binding, and
declare you, David and Nadia, to be husband and wife.”


David
kissed her with a sweet, tender kiss that filled her heart with joy. He held
her against him and whispered in her ear. “Nadia Cohen, I love you. I still
love you, and I’ll always love you.” He smashed the glass with his foot and
ground it into fine particles. 
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Heart full but terrified, Nadia placed
her arms around David’s neck as he carried her across the threshold of the
honeymoon suite. He set her down, kissed her tenderly, and turned her toward
the room. “What do you think?”


Their suite, housed in the sixth floor
turret at the Biltmore Inn, offered sweeping vistas of the Blue Ridge Mountains
and the surrounding woodlands. The sunset colored the wispy clouds in hues of
pinks, purples, and oranges. She leaned against him, his warmth covering her
back. “David, this is very beautiful.” 


He held her against his chest. “Close
your eyes.”


Heart fluttering, she did as he
requested and waited. 


“Father, thank
you for Nadia.”
David’s quiet voice floated against her ear. “Thank you for bringing us
together. Wrap us in your love as we love one another. Take away her fears.
Help me be the man she needs. Amen.” He kissed her neck. “You’re trembling.” He
turned her to meet his gaze. “Please don’t be afraid. I won’t ever hurt you.
Please trust me.” 


 She did trust him. She wanted to
please him and give him all of her and not hold anything back. How could she
explain? How could she tell him she didn’t know what would happen in the
darkness. Would the memories come back? She wanted to be fresh and new. “I need
a shower.” She held him tight and kissed him. “Wait for me.”


Nadia turned the water as hot as she
could stand. She scrubbed every inch of her trembling body. God please help
me. Make me whole and clean.


After her shower, she stood in front of
the mirror horrified. Her scars were a deep red. Why didn’t she tell David?
Would he be sickened at the sight of her? She grabbed her hair dryer and put
the setting on cool. Maybe the cold air would take down the swelling.


“Please, Father, please don’t let the
scars show tonight. Please Father, help me. God, help me be brave. I want to be
a good wife. Please, help me Father. Please show me how to love David.”


 


###


 


David changed and lit the votive
candles on the nightstand. He smiled at the hum of the hair dryer. His wife was
in the bathroom. Wow, he was actually married. 


He stopped at the sound of Nadia’s
voice. Did she call him? He walked to the bathroom, tapped on the door, and
opened.


Nadia, dropped the still-running hair
dryer, grabbed a towel, and covered herself.


David forced a smile. “I’m sorry, I
thought you called me. I’ll be out here when you’re ready. No rush.” He closed
the door behind him, staggered to the bedside, and sank to his knees. Nadia’s
beautiful stomach and hip were covered in scars. Red, deep,
and jagged. He swallowed hard to keep from losing the contents of his
stomach. Clenching his fists, he let loose an internal yell. 


God, why? 


He raked his hands through his hair,
digging his fingers into his scalp. Tears came from deep within, tearing at his
chest, his heart turning in on itself, ripping apart. 


Coughing, he tried to get a hold of
himself. She didn’t need to see him like this. He needed to be strong. Leaning
against the bed, he prayed for Nadia, for him, and their relationship. The
words rambled, begged, and pleaded. 


A touch on his shoulder jolted him. 


Nadia, wearing a long silk white robe
and gown, stood trembling in front of him. 


His heart wrenching, he wiped away her
tears and then his own. “Oh babe, I’m so sorry for what you’ve been through.”
His voice broke, and he fought to regain control. He stood, pulled her to his
chest, wishing he could take away her pain. “You are so beautiful.” 


“I heard you praying.” Her voice was
barely a whisper.


He held her tight, wanted to draw her
into the safety of his chest. “Why didn’t you tell me about the scars?”


“I was afraid.” 


God, please help her to never be
fearful while she is in my arms. He tipped her head up, and glided
his thumb across her chin. “Don’t be afraid. Nadia, you’re beautiful. I love
who you are on the inside, and I love who you are on the outside.” Hot
tears stinging his eyes, he kissed her. “I love you, Nadia Cohen.” 


“I love you too.” Her slender fingers
traced along the scar on his shoulder left by surgery from his football injury.
“Does this still hurt?”


“No. Not anymore.” He swallowed hard
at the look in her eyes. “Yours still hurt, don’t they?”


Her gaze fell to the floor. She nodded
and placed his hand on her hip. “This one stays very sore.”


“I’ll never hurt you.” 


“I trust you.” Her words quivered. “I
must tell you one more thing. David.” Tears pooled in her eyes. “I was virgin …
when…”


David fought the rush of hot fury and
tamped down his anger at the animals who violated her.
He held his finger to her lips. “You still are. No one can take that from you.
There’s nothing God can’t restore, whether freely given or taken by force.” 


He cupped her soft, beautiful face in
his hands. “You’re new to me. You’re perfect, beautiful, and I love you.”


 


###


 


They slid under the sheets, and he
held her close against him. The shadows from the candles danced on the ceiling.
David gently kissed her lips, her face, and her neck. 


The shadows…


Dark shadows moved toward her. The
memories continued to haunt. Please, God help me. 


She just wanted to be with David. She
didn’t want to go back to the past. “David, you have to keep me with you. Let
me know it is your hands that touch me.”


His gaze met hers. Pain shot through
his eyes. “Nadia, we can wait.”


“No. I want to be with you. I want all
of you. I want to be part of you.” She slipped out of her robe and gown. “Make
me part of you.” She wiped the tears falling from his face. “I love you.”


He kissed her again. Gently, softly, tenderly. “I love you, Nadia Cohen.” His
voice never stopped talking; telling her how much he loved her, how much he
cared. He never left her for a moment, and she never left him. In the night,
they became one, and she fell asleep in his arms, united forever in God’s love.


 


###


 


“Good morning, Mrs. Cohen.”


At the sound of David’s gentle voice,
Nadia’s eyes fluttered open. Sunshine streamed through the sheer curtains. She
stifled a yawn. How late did she sleep? 


David knelt next to the bed, his face
eye-level with hers. “You are so beautiful.” He kissed her, then
pointed to the table already set with food. “Breakfast is ready when you are.” 


Good grief. Did she sleep
through food being delivered? She pulled the covers around herself as she
struggled to sit. 


He grinned and handed her robe to her.
“Don’t worry, I had room service stop at the door, and I brought the trays
inside. I didn’t want anything to disturb your sleep.”


“I must have slept like rock.” Nadia
covered her mouth with her hand hoping to shield him from her morning breath.
David looked more incredible than ever. Why didn’t she wake up early so she
could look and smell all fresh? 


“I love you, Mrs. Nadia Cohen. You are
incredible, beautiful, and amazing. Thank you for being my wife.” The love in his
eyes, the gentleness of their night together, soothed, melted, and poured
healing into the core of her being. 


Feeling like a little girl, all clean
and fresh, she giggled. “I love you too, Mr. Cohen.”
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Nadia stared out the car window as
coastal clouds and evening shadows cloaked the world in tones of gray. The
closer they came to the beach, the harder her pulse thumped in her ears. She
should have stayed home. 


Why couldn’t she and David just keep
having fun without dealing with anything from before? Couldn’t he have had a
seminar somewhere in some middle-of-the-states flat land where memories
wouldn’t chase her? 


Everything had been great the last
four months, not a glitch she and David hadn’t worked through—until now. He
didn’t push her to join him at this seminar, she had been the one who thought
it would be a good idea, thought she was strong enough. 


She needed to do this; she couldn’t
keep ducking places where memories might return. Road signs warned in less than
fifteen minutes they would arrive in Wilmington, North Carolina. The coast. Where memories of sand and
waves threatened to drag her back to the past.


David took her hand and gave it a
gentle squeeze, “Are you okay? You’ve been really quiet.”


“Yes, just watching scenery.” Scenery
shrouded in yesterday.


“Tomorrow after my seminar, we can
head to the beach. This will be the first time you’ve been to one in the
States, isn’t it?”


Nadia swallowed hard, willing herself
to tamp down the past. “Yes.” She didn’t want to tell him where she had been
attacked. Never wanted him to look at a beach the same way she did. 


David’s hand moved to her shoulder and
rubbed. “Nadia, we don’t have to actually swim if you’re not comfortable in a
swim suit. Since school is back in session, the beach should be pretty quiet.
We can just wear shorts or jeans and walk, or sit in a chair and watch the
waves, or do some shopping in downtown Wilmington.”


The one-piece bathing suit she bought
would hide most of her scars. The cover-up would hopefully be long enough to
veil the rest.  Nadia turned toward him and mustered up what she hoped was
a bright smile. “We will have fun.”


He smiled back, but his smile was
tinged with worry. “I’m glad you came with me.”


“Me too.” She snuggled
in close, willing the warmth of his embrace to remove the chill in her soul. 


“My folks and I used to come here
during the summer months. Dad and I body surfed and played football. Mom sat
under an umbrella and read novels, and every now and then she would charge out
in the water and join us.”


David continued talking about his
early days, glancing over, prodding her to share. His diversion tactics worked,
and soon he had her chatting and reminiscing about sweet younger times, before
her innocence was stolen. 


Nadia coasted, enjoyed dinner and
their evening together. Loving him and his embrace, but knowing beyond the
curtains of their hotel room the ocean called her to return.


She lay in David’s arms watching the
rise and fall of his chest. Should she wake him from his deep slumber? Warn him
of the gathering storm? Deciding against that, she slid from his grasp and put
on her robe.


She pulled back a corner of the
curtains and watched as distant lightning dove into the water, electrifying the
air and the sea.


Five stories below, the surf pounded
the beach.


Everything had been so good, so right.
Why did her heart now flutter with fear? Healing had come in various ways, and
yet there seemed to be a final layer to peel back and release. She knew God was
calling her to go deeper into trusting Him, a literal walk through of the final
area that had branded her soul for so long. She prayed for strength and asked
that nothing would stand in the way. 


In the stillness, she remembered all
God had brought her through and all the answered prayers. Nadia crawled back
into bed. In the morning while David was in his seminar, she would visit the
beach … alone. 


No, not alone. Never again would be
she alone. God would be with her. And with that knowledge, she drifted off to
sleep.


 


###


 


Warm breath played next to Nadia’s
ear. “Good morning, sleepyhead.” She squinted in the morning sun and focused on
David’s handsome face.


“I’ve got to go. But I’ll be back to check
on you during breaks.” David kissed her forehead. “I love you, Nadia.”


His minty fresh toothpaste breath made
her smile. “I love you, too.” She reached up, touched his face, his lips. “I
always will.”


He kissed her fingers. Concern etched his
face, and his hand stroked her cheek. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


“Yes, fine. I may go walk the beach
later. Sunshine always helps.”


“Stay close so I can find you.”


“Always.”


“Order room service if you need to
eat, or pick up something at the restaurant downstairs.” David’s enflamed kiss
tempted her to pull him back into bed. “Hold that thought for tonight.” His
grin made her heart skip. 


After he left, Nadia waited, praying,
preparing herself for the next steps. Groaning, she got out of bed and got ready.
She ignored the sunscreen wishing instead someone made an aloe-type ointment
for old wounds. Throwing on her red cover-up over her bathing suit, she stuffed
a beach towel and Bible in a bag. 


Fortunately, David had made enough
coffee for her to have a cup. Nadia sat as she sipped her drink. Breakfast
would wait, but the past demanded immediate attention.


Ready or not, it was time. Taking a
deep breath, she grabbed her things. Other than a few businessmen and families
with young children, the hotel halls and lobby were quiet. She could do this,
think about happy things and happy times with friends and family, like when she
watched a dolphin play in the surf or built sand castles on the beaches of Eilat. She’d immerse herself in the beauty of the morning, walk
the beach, and let all those old memories just wash away. 


She pushed open the door leading to
the outside and followed the wooden boardwalk to the beach. Her steps were firm
if not a touch wobbly. Today, she would walk through that final healing.


Bright sunshine had removed the
shadows, and an early morning breeze swirled between cool night air and the
promise of a warm day. Salty air cleansed her lungs as she inhaled. A sea gull
played in the air currents. 


The water moved, undulated blue,
clear, and inviting, waiting to cleanse rather than condemn. How had she never
noticed this before? Only God. 


The beaches were quiet. An older
couple sauntered past holding hands and talking in hushed tones almost as in
reverence to the morning. She wanted that intimacy with God—and David—nothing
standing in the way between either relationship.


Stepping off the wooden steps, she
took off her sandals and immersed her feet in the roughness of the sand. The
grit sunk deep, clung to her, taunting that she’d never be whole. Why did she
come out here?


Her scars throbbed in time with the
rhythm of the waves. Did the water know? Did the water watch that night as
those men stole her dreams? Why didn’t healing just happen instantaneously,
removing all bad memories, all the nightmares forever? 


Why didn’t she wait for David? Yet no
person can protect someone from their memories. No one could take away that
pain.


No one except
God.
So much healing had taken place. 


Focusing on the horizon, she willed
herself to move toward the water. 


Behind her, the sound of running
footsteps made her breath catch. A wave of dizziness forced her to stop. A man
and woman jogged past, their breath labored, seemingly unaware of Nadia’s
existence.


Sun rays warmed her skin, but still
she wrapped her towel around her and hurried forward. The cold growing in her
soul would not win. 


Nadia stumbled forward. 


Her hands stopped her before she face-planted into someone’s sand creation/creature. She
backpedaled for a better view.


A crouching
dragon.
How appropriate. She plopped down in the sand hoping to fend off her
lightheadedness. Pulling her knees to her chest, she prayed, asking God to take
from her mind that time on the beach when those men ripped apart her soul. 


The dragon stared at her with eyes
open, sculpted teeth mocking her. Why did she have to land here? The waves
lapped at its tail, making the creature almost seem alive. She froze, unable to
escape. Just like that night.


A man’s laughter and whistle shattered
the silence. Nadia jerked her head searching for the source of the sound. A
young man and his dog played in the surf. 


She was safe. Slowly her clenched
chest relaxed and released her held breath.


A squeal of laughter drifted on the
breeze. Two small children ran toward the ocean. Their harried mom followed
behind carrying towels and toys. 


Nadia lowered her chin gazing at her
feet, dug her toes into the sand. Would she and David ever be blessed with
children? Would they adopt, or would God work a miracle in spite of her wounds?



Oh Father, God …. 


The plea came soul-deep, without
words, without knowing what to pray or how to pray. She wanted to enjoy the
time with David, not be sidelined or incapacitated by the past. Not worry about
what might happen later. 


Nadia forced herself to focus on the
ocean, to watch the waves rising and falling. Like the ocean had
lungs—breathing and living, washing away yesterday’s sorrows. 


She didn’t have to listen to old lies.


Verses that had become dear to her,
promises of God’s presence and peace came to mind. The words came from within,
soothing through her soul. 


When you pass through the waters, I
will be with you; and when you pass through the rivers, they will not sweep
over you.


Nadia pulled out her Bible flipping to
notes she had made. She glanced up at the rising sun and spoke the words
of comfort. “The Lord my God is
with me, He is mighty to save. He will take great delight in me. He will quiet
me with His love. He will rejoice over me with singing.” 


The sand dragon glared at her, mocking
her renewed strength. She gave the creature a defiant kick. “Has God not
commanded me? Be strong and courageous. Do not be terrified. Do not be
discouraged, for the Lord my God
will be with me wherever I go. Todah El Shaddai.”


Splashes nearby drew her attention.
The man threw a stick in the surf for his waiting dog. Without a care in the
world, tail wagging with the speed of a helicopter, the man’s furry companion
dove in the water, and in only a few minutes emerged with his prize.


God, please help me to dive into
deeper healing. Help me to deal with anything standing in the way.


The breeze flipped the pages of her
Bible, resting on more verses she had underlined. “Thank You Father, for hope
and freedom that comes from you. For I will watch in hope for the Lord, I wait
for God my Savior; my God will hear me. Todah
Elohim.”


A big wave ballooned, leapt forward,
and grabbed the dragon’s midsection tearing away the top layer of sand. A
rivulet of water shot forward, pulling teeth from the open mouth, realigning
his dangerous expression to comical.


In that moment, it was as if her past
was ripped away.


She didn’t need to fear what happened
so long ago any more than fear a sand creation. What happened was over and
done. Those memories were nothing more than a drooling toothless sand dragon. 


Nadia stood and took a flying leap
onto the creature’s head. The waves lapped at her feet, dancing with her in
delight as she stomped every trace of the monster from the shore. 


“Thank you, God. No matter where we
have come from, what we have gone through, you are sufficient, you are our
never-ending hope. Please, any time those bad memories come back, remind me of
this day.” 


Not caring who watched, she turned
heavenward, bowed in a curtsy and held out her arms. As though prompted by
music, she danced in a silent waltz, covered in God’s grace, enveloped in His
love, and forever safe in His arms.


 


 


“... the eyes of the Lord are on those who fear Him,


on those whose hope is in His unfailing love.”


(Psalm 33:18 NIV)


 


The End
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Dear Reader
~


 


Thank
you for walking through Nadia’s journey. God’s love runs deeper than any of our
hurts, disappointments, and heartaches. Our past cannot be erased, but with
God’s touch comes healing, restoration, and renewal. 


 


May
you also find the eternal hope in the safety and love of God’s strong arms—He
is the answer. 


 


My
prayers are with you,


 


Lisa


 


Lisa
Brewer Buffaloe


www.lisabuffaloe.com
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~


 


Lisa
Buffaloe is a writer, speaker, radio host for Living Joyfully Free Radio,
happily-married wife, and mom. Lisa’s past experiences—molestation by a
baby-sitter, assault, rape by a doctor, divorce, being stalked, cancer, death
of loved ones, multiple surgeries, and eleven years of chronic illness from
Lyme Disease—bless her with a backdrop to share God’s amazing love. God’s love
is unending and through Jesus Christ we find healing, restoration, and renewal.[bookmark: _GoBack] 


 


Visit
Lisa at these sites…


www.LisaBuffaloe.com


www.livingjoyfullyfree.com


www.Twitter.com/lisabuffaloe


www.Facebook.com/lisabuffaloe
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Other books by Lisa Buffaloe ~



 

~ Prodigal Nights ~


Find out what
happens to Nadia’s roommate after college.



 

After a nasty divorce, Bethany Davis returned to
college and lived up to the low standards set by gossips. Her dad's stroke has
now brought her home, and Bethany finds herself in a dilemma--how can she get
beyond her past, learn to trust again, and live a "good" life?



 


 

~ Grace for the Char-Baked (Novella) ~



 

With
“Char” as a nickname, Charlotte Wilson’s cooking skills are considered more
incendiary than culinary. Charlotte is the last person on earth who should run
a bake sale. But when her plans of running in a charity marathon are side-lined
by a broken foot, her old flame’s suggestion becomes a challenge amidst her
friend’s simmering doubts.



 


 

~ Living Joyfully Free Devotional~


Finding Freedom, Hope and Joy



 

Each page is a stepping
stone, a place to pause and ponder, a field to run through, a mountain to
climb, a river to dive into God’s Living water. A picnic on the Bread of Life with The Bread of Life. Time along a garden pathway in the sun to be Son-kissed
by God’s Son. God invites you to live joyfully free. Explore how you can
start today.
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