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CHAPTER 15
"Have you lost your mind?" Arvo had shouted three days earlier, when he first heard the news from his son. He'd been so irate that he'd almost forgotten to hand over the cookies Signe had sent him out with to Jake's construction site. Snow prevented any outside work today, but there was plenty yet to do inside, for Jake never hired help. Too much chance of someone getting hurt and suing, he figured, plus he'd yet to find someone who met his own high standards of workmanship.

"A brand-new snowmobile for a twelve-year-old?"

"It's legal, you know that, Pa, long as she stays on private property."

"Yah, but it shouldn't be, not for these new models that go fast as blazes. On Signe's old one, she couldn't get in much trouble. How fast does this one go? And how much did it set you back? Plenty, I know that."

"Where's those cookies Ma said she was sending over?" Jake peeked around his dad, looking toward the pickup. 

"Forget them cookies, Jacob! You have gone plumb crazy giving a brand-new snowmobile to a twelve-year-old girl who cusses you out every time you talk to her!"

Jake looked…what? Guilty, Arvo thought.

"And twelve is too young. Everyone knows that. Unless you go with her, and, by golly, she ain't goin' to let you do that! And she ain't even gonna want old `Grampa' to go with her snowmobiling. She's a kid. She's going to want to take off by herself. At whose know what miles per hour."

"Katie's not much into speed. She's kind of cautious—you've seen that, Pa."

This reminder calmed Arvo down a bit. It was true. Katie was no daredevil. Not a sissy or a coward, no sir, not by any means. But cautious, yes. Careful.

"But it's such a big present! Even for Christmas, I'd say it's too much."

"Early birthday present." Jake headed for the truck to get his cookies.

"Damn early!"

"Yah, well, I gotta get back to this." Jake waved at the building he was working on. Taking almost a whole cookie in one bite, and clutching the bag of the rest of them in the other hand, he turned away from his accuser, almost ran away, in fact.

**

Although it wasn't Jake's weekend, he'd planned to be there, of course, to witness the receipt of his gift, but once again he was called out of town to do some repair work for a client. Without clients in the surrounding bigger towns and in the city, Jake would not have had much business. Sadly, Signe reflected that Katie would enjoy the surprise much more with the giver gone than if he had been present, obligating her to thank him. How can she hate him so? How could anyone hate Jake? 

Deciding to focus on watching Katie with her new, gleaming purple and silver machine—was the child petting it? Yes, she was!—Signe stopped fretting about her son and smiled and smiled, looking, Arvo thought, very fetching, like the "old Siggie." 

Arvo had, of course, reconciled himself to Katie having the snowmobile and had taken his own machine out Saturday while the girls were watching a DVD to make trails for them on his acreage. He'd brought out Signe's old snowmobile, rarely used last winter as she'd developed an antipathy to the cold weather, and readied it for Deanna, along with Signe's helmet.

"Are you sure you don't mind me using yours, Mrs. Maki?" asked Deanna to be polite, knowing the answer and bouncing on the soles of her feet in excitement. "I never did this before, you know."

"Katie will show you, dear. She's ridden my snowmobile before. She's careful and she's good."

Katie shot her grandmother a look of appreciation.

As if life could get any better than having a new purple snowmobile, Katie was one of many grateful recipients of a fresh snowfall that Sunday morning, and Grampa's twenty-five acres, now covered in new, abundant snow, were beckoning to her like a huge new friend. Plus, the anticipation of introducing Deanna to the joys of this activity made Katie's face more animated than either grandparent remembered having seen it for many years. As the youngest child, a girl with two big brothers, Katie had rarely sampled the pleasures of showing someone else how to do something fun. 

Arvo told Katie to put on her helmet, start the machine, and ride it around in a circle under his watchful eyes. She noted the easy start with just the key, instead of having to pull the cord, and then the heated handlebars with an extra jolt of joy but decided not to comment on them, since, after all, Deanna didn't have that luxury on Grandma's old snowmobile.

"Remember, you don't go any faster than I told you, young lady. I want your promise. I know you always keep your word." She did do that, Katie did; she always kept her word, and she gave it to her grandfather now, adding, "I don't want to go too fast anyway, Grampa, because Dee wouldn't be able to keep up on Grandma's old snowmobile." Turning to her friend, she said, "I'm sorry you don't have a new one to ride, too, Dee."


"Are you kidding?" said Deanna. "I 'm per-fect-ly satisfied! I always wanted to try this."


"Let's see you go now, Deanna," said Arvo. He started to pull the cord to start the engine for her, noting her slender arms, but then decided to let her try it. Successful on the first pull, she grinned up at him, and he nodded approval. "Now just squeeze the handlebars to go, and let up on them to slow down. If you let go of them all the way, you'll stop, but if you need to stop faster, use the brake." He pointed it out.


After Deanna's demonstration, Arvo pronounced himself content to let them go, reminding Katie to give them a call on Signe's cell phone in fifteen minutes or so just to check in.







**


"What are the little maggots up to today? Why isn't anyone on duty?"


"It's just a snowmobile ride, boss."


"Can't we make an accident happen?"


"Naw. You know how the old goat is… He made the trails for them. Katie is a stick-in-the-mud. She won't try anything dangerous. Deanna—that little bugger—we might could do something with her except that she's on Signe's old machine. Give it up, boss. They're gonna have their fun today. It's not worth our time to try anything—as short-handed as we are."


"Nothing of any importance is likely to happen here today, then. Let's go."






**

Since Deanna was a speed-lover, it was fortuitous that Katie and not she sat on the new, fast machine. More of an adventurer than Katie, Deanna also would have liked to try the areas beyond the trails laid out by Arvo's snowmobile, and what with unexpected bumps and dips there, she would have been very likely to take a tumble. Snowmobiles can tip over more easily than an inexperienced rider might think, especially old, light ones like Signe's. But Katie set the pace and led the way, and Deanna followed, and no mishaps marred the ecstasy of flying through the gorgeous white-cloaked scenery, sunshine brilliant on the snow, vivid blue sky above, and clean, cool air in—praise God!—close to double digits.


On the last circling around, about a quarter of a mile from the cabin, Deanna signaled her companion to stop. With helmets on and the roar of the machines, they couldn't talk while riding. They both let go of the handlebars and came to a gradual stop. Deanna turned the key to shut off the engine and walked over to Katie, who turned off her purple beauty as well. She had decided to name it "Beauty." She patted its side fondly, as if it were a horse.


"I thought we could get off for a while and walk a little around here. It's so beautiful," said Deanna, turning her head around at the pine trees in their winter dresses, the bare branches of the maples and oaks and poplars sheathed in glistening snow, and the blue, blue sky above.


"Sure. After I call Grampa." Katie punched the speed-number on the cell and reported in, then hopped off her machine. The girls' rear ends had been vibrating for quite a while, and it felt good to stand and walk on stationary ground.


After a few seconds of surveying the dazzling scene, Deanna said, "I can't help it. I've got to scream, it's so beautiful!" And she did.


Katie laughed outright. "You are so crazy."


"Look, Kate. Look at that huge tree."


"A Norway pine." Arvo had taught his granddaughter how to distinguish the Norway from the white pine. The balsam was easy—a typical Christmas tree.


"It's just…majestic."


"Yeah."







**


"Why don't you walk closer to that lovely tree?" suggested the girls' guardians in unison.







**

They walked closer to huge snow-laden tree and regarded it for a while in silence. And in the silence they heard breathing…panting.


Deanna suddenly darted in the direction of the sound, around the other side of the tree, and startled the big dog lying in a blood-spotted circle of snow. One of his wounds had recently opened up.

Mac growled and prepared to defend himself, but the human creature was very small and soft-seeming. When the creature spoke, Mac heard the same gentleness in her voice that he had heard in his God's voice. The growl died in his throat, and he began to feel hopeful.


"Oh, you poor puppy," crooned the girl as she reached a hand out for him to sniff. After a moment he licked her small hand.


Katie was there now—another small, soft creature. Hope rose still higher.


Katie was impressed. "He looks like a wolf! A big wolf." She took note of Mac's handsome wealth of fur, deep chest, and piercing amber-yellow eyes, and repeated, "He looks like a wolf." 


"Yes, but he's just a precious puppy." Deanna's sweet-talk was most effective. Mac stretched his head closer to her. Katie hunched down on his other side to look him over. She really liked his looks. His fur made her want to touch it, so she did. He licked her hand as well. Usually she didn't care for that, but the wild beauty of this huge dog had wooed her enough to make his lick welcome.


"And he's hurt." Deanna pointed to the bloody leg and the spots in the snow. "Come on, puppy. See if you can get up and come with us." She got up and patted her thigh.


"Don't call him a puppy." Katie was annoyed. She cursed, then said, "He's like a wolf. He's no puppy."


Deanna didn't care about that. "Come on, come on," she repeated, still patting her thigh until the dog limped over to her, holding the broken leg up high, and then both girls coaxed him on as they headed back to Arvo and Signe's house, leaving the snowmobiles, not even thinking whether they would be safe there. The allure of the purple "Beauty" was no match for the wolf-dog in Katie's mind. People have different ideas about what constitutes canine beauty. Katie had found hers.

Hope burned steadily in the Mac's heart, though grief was there, too, an image of his God's beloved face vivid in his mind, along with a constant memory of that sacred smell of his God and the sound of his God's beautiful voice still in his ears. Maybe these small creatures would find his God for him.







**


The guardians watched the little tableau along with Mac's warrior protector and his companion, the canine specialist.

"We won't need reinforcements," said the warrior. "Our enemies have taken the day off." This last was said with a smile.

"They took the most important day off, didn't they, brother? The first essential step has been accomplished without a battle!" The doglike face of the canine specialist crinkled with triumphant laughter.  Some angels had the faces of perfect men from every race, and others had a sublime version of animal faces from the bird genus and mammal genus,
although all had the bodies of perfect men, with the huge feathered wings
 that had served as the prototype for the wings of birds in the earth's creation.






**
As Grampa waited in the driver's seat, the girls lured the big dog into the truck. Arvo realized right away that he wouldn't be able to handle Mac without the girls' help.

"You in the market for a dog, Deanna? After the vet gets him fixed up, we can put an ad in the paper to try to find his owner, but I don't think we're gonna hear anything. He's been on his own for a while." Tags were missing from the dog's collar.


"I sure wish I could, but our apartment won't let us have more than one pet, and we've already got Blueberry."


"Well, he could be a good dog—not for hunting, a' course, need a Lab for that, but I miss having a dog around. But Signe… Yah, well, maybe we can ask around… Somebody might want him." 'Course, Arvo thought, I'll already have a lot invested in him, what with having to pay Sunday emergency fees at the vet's.


"Grandma's scared of big dogs," explained Katie to Deanna. She was sitting beside Mac and fingering his huge tufted ears, which was just fine with him. Mac would be a good name, came the thought. "I think Mac would be a good name," she said as she stroked his head. She wasn't used to stroking animals. Not that she was afraid of them, but none had ever caught her attention before to the extent that she wanted to pet them, not even Julie's golden puppy. "I like him," she added.


"No point in naming him, Katie. We can't keep him. You know your grandma. And your mom sure wouldn't want him."


"I want to keep him, Grandpa. I like him. I don't mean at my house—Mom wouldn't let me bring him home, of course. But you keep him here, and I'll see him every other weekend that way."


"Oh, Katie, you don't know anything about dogs. I didn't think you cared about animals. And your grandma—"


"But this dog is different. He's like a wolf." She gazed fondly at Mac and sighed. "I really like him. He's so big."


Arvo did miss having a dog around the place. And there was the investment at the vet's. "Well, maybe I can talk to her…"






**

He skipped lunch, taking a walk instead before returning to work. He fed on the memory of how she had looked sleeping there that night, so unaware of him, so unknowing about her future, to be linked with his for a short while. Adrenaline made him walk too fast, and some curious looks warned him to slow down. The mopes, he called them to himself—how ignorant, how inferior to him, they were. How boring their lives. He had a glorious event to look forward to. They had nothing. He wanted to spit on them.
Back in his bedroom, he lay down on his unmade bed in his clothes and kept the remembered image of the girl in front of his closed eyes until he fell asleep.







**
Back home Monday evening, Jake microwaved a cup of coffee, poured from the afternoon pot, and flopped into one of chairs that faced the TV, grabbing the remote and checking different channels for something interesting. Aaah, a special on Alaska and its history. He liked that kind of thing. But thoughts of his daughter and ex-wife could not be stayed, and he hardly heard the program.

He wondered if Katie was home alone tonight, what with Ryan and Josh so often being out till late. Or maybe Katie was at the Northern Lights. Either alternative, Katie at home alone or Katie at the bar, was a depressing thought. And she had been so up and down lately with him that it was almost worse than when she was acting terrible all the time. Here he had thought the attacks were over and maybe they could build on that, and then she had lashed out and…

"Shut up!" he remembered, and "Scumbag!" It had been hard, very hard, to take that after the period of relative harmony when she had mostly ignored him. Why, she had even talked kind of nicely to him about the Florida vacation that Sunday when he was taking her back to Pam's. She had told him about swimming and getting a tan. Of course, seeing her brothers at the house had ruined it, but things had been very…good before that. 

Then back to the old ways of her treating him like dirt, like her worst enemy, like the most awful person in the world. Yes, it would have been easier if she had never let up. Then he would have been prepared for it. But he had let his guard down, and then…oh, it had hurt, no point in denying that.

It was embarrassing, too, with nosy Julie butting in and seeing it all and thinking who knows what about him. The whole thing had been downright…depressing.

The emptiness of this big house, kept clean by maid service once a week and Jake's own disciplined habits the rest of the time, was depressing, too. He thought of his brother Matt's home, with the laughing wife and the two little sons tumbling around with their young Oregon cousins. In the quiet he heard the furnace humming.

**

"Matt marries a sweetheart like Jolene, and you end up with the wife from hell. Why? Because you deserve nothing better."

**
It was a familiar thought, one he believed was his own and had accepted it for so long that it was indeed now his own. 

"I don't know what's wrong with me that I never could talk to a nice girl like Jolene. Had to wait till Pam came along to do all the talking for me. Why couldn't I have talked to someone else? Like that, what's her name, Nancy. Or Marlee? She was a great girl, and I think she liked me." He remembered his scar, then pushed the thought of it away.

**

"She did like you! Oh, she did! Marlee wanted you to give her just a little encouragement, but you were too stupid, too bashful to do it. You could have had a wonderful life with Marlee. Wonderful, wonderful. You really missed it. And now it's too late—too late for anything good for you, you stupid, stupid, stupid…"

**
"Nothing wrong with this house," he said aloud, changing the subject. He had learned that talking aloud would drown out thoughts, and he was weary of telling himself how stupid he had been and was and ever would be. May as well let Katie do that for me, he thought with a wry chuckle.

**

"Katie hates you because Pam has turned her against you, and then you act so wimpy, Katie doesn't respect you. Don't you hate Pam for turning Katie against you? Don't you hate Katie for—"

**
No, I don't hate Katie! Of course I don't hate Katie! I love Katie and always will!

**

"Pam turned her against you. She—"

**
"I don't hate Pam, either."

**

"But Pam, that rotten—"

**
"I like my house. I like my paintings." His gaze traveled around the walls admiring again the paintings of deer and moose, ducks and geese, fish and wolves and bears. He had taught Katie the names of the different animals in the pictures. She liked the wolves best. Jake would pick her up from day care when he finished working, and they would spend the evening together while Pam stayed at the Lights and the boys stayed at their grandmother's, and Jake taught her to sing her alphabet and to count and to do a somersault.

Thinking of those days, he remembered the feel of her little-girl arms around his neck as she kissed him good night, and his eyes grew wet. 

He jerked himself out of the reverie. "I'd better see to that furnace."

The bright green furnace situated several yards from the house was shaped like a big doghouse, with a tightly closed door that would open for logs to be shoved inside. Underground pipes brought its heat into the house, where the electric furnace took over. Glancing out the window, he saw smoke coming from the furnace's chimney pipe. Not too late. The fire hadn't gone out yet. Good. Once the furnace was started for the cold season, it was best to keep the fire from going out. The water that circulated around the housing of the fire needed to stay hot. 

Pulling on his heavy jacket and gloves, he went to tend to "Big Bertha," as he called the stove. As he threw logs from the pile under the sheltered support next to the furnace into its mouth, where flames still leaped on a bed of charred wood, another horror-movie scene from his marriage presented itself to his mind, and, again he ignored the warning against viewing it. He had paid his ticket, and he would watch the show.

It had been a cold February night like this one, about six years ago, when he'd returned from Big Bertha to the kitchen, intent on another cup of coffee, happy to see Pam's car still in the driveway—maybe she would be staying home tonight—and Pam had waylaid him from the living room, walking up close and putting her hand on his arm.

"Jake," she had said, in a businesslike tone, "I want you to get out." The pupils of her pale blue eyes were contracted, and her cheeks were flushed. He had stared at her, uncomprehending, feeling like a swimmer in the lake suddenly seeing a shark's fin. He'd never seen it coming. Six-year-old Katie had been playing upstairs in her pink and white bedroom. The boys were at an after-school football practice. Snowmobiles hummed in the distance so loudly that the sound filtered through the closed windows. It was a weekend, and the "city people" were there in force. The bar would be jumping. Pam had no intention of staying home that night; she had simply delayed her departure to give him her order to "get out."

"Oh, close your mouth, Jake! You look like that stupid Disney dog, Goofy. I'm not in love with you anymore. I'm in love with someone else." Her tone was resentful. He still couldn't take it in.

He knew she slept around. It was one of those "ways" of hers that he'd adjusted to. But he didn't understand the "in love" part. He knew she'd never been "in love" with him—she'd just wanted to sleep with him. Katie had been the only reason for marrying, both for her and for him. And now, apparently, it wasn't reason enough to stay married.

"Goofy!" she'd repeated, imitating his open mouth and surprised expression. "I swear you look just like him." Pointing upstairs to their bedroom, she'd added, "You can start packing any time."

A slow reactor at all times, Jake made no personality change here. He did think to close his mouth.

"Well?" Pam tightened her red-lipsticked mouth and widened her eyes. "What part of `get out' and `start packing' didn't you understand, Jake?"

"You met someone…someone you want to, uh, move in?" Because in the past, just "meeting someone" had never meant moving Jake out.

"He wants to marry me," she said proudly. "We're in love."

He made sure to keep his mouth closed as he relapsed into speechlessness again.

"Oh, Jake! Stop it! You're not going to make me feel guilty. I have a right to be happy, don't I? And you're just not making me happy."

"What did I—"

"Nothing!" she screeched. "Nothing! You didn't do anything, but I'm not in love with you, and I shouldn't have to live with someone I don't love. Especially when someone I do love wants to marry me." She leaned her back against the nearest wall, the top of her auburn head under a picture of a leaping fish, and glared at him. "Do you understand?"

And finally he did. He nodded. "Yeah, Pam. I understand. It's who you are. I'll be glad to be free of you." Speaking so calmly, without emotion, made the words sting in a way that shouted, angry words would not have done. He saw that and was glad. Some of his shredded dignity seemed to inch back up to cover him. "What about Katie?"

"Oh, we'll do a joint custody thing; I know you want to keep Katie in your life. But she's my only daughter, and I want her, too. We'll do joint custody. Say, you get her every other weekend. Something like that."

She'd changed her mind about Jake moving out when she saw the lakefront home she had long admired go up for sale. Shortly thereafter, she'd married the new man in her life, a drinker and a gambler by the name of Lee Stanley. He'd ignored Katie, a relief to jealous, protective Jake. Thinking back on it now, he wondered if maybe Pam had really been "in love" with the man. When his inattention spread to her as well as her child, she'd been hurt, angry, and about a year later had told him to "get out," too. Someone new had moved in, followed by someone else, and, amazingly, someone else, but she'd stopped marrying her roommates.

Shaking his head again to get rid of the Pam-thoughts, he looked up at the starry sky and let the pleasing pattern of the small and large splatters of silver wash over him for a few minutes. 

I wonder…if there might be someone for me, sometime. Thirty-six isn't that old. Then he quenched the hope, figuring to end the pain now instead of letting it fester. But I'll never know, 'cause I'd be a double fool to try again. Face it, Jake: you're just not good with women.

**
"Well, now, what more is there for us to say? He's said it all himself."

"Yep. Old Jake the Jerk—"

This conversation was abruptly halted as a burning, blinding oval of light descended where Jake stood by the door of the furnace that he had just shut. The two demons scrambled away in terror as an angel of awesome proportions, the originator of the light, spread his wings and created a scene for Jake to witness.

Jake's wonderment at the light (he couldn't discern the angel in it) gave place immediately to intense interest in the scene coming into focus before him. He saw a group of people having a summer barbeque on the grounds of a log house built something like his house, but it wasn't his house. Yet, it was the type of house he liked best and would always build. Unlike his place, flowers bloomed everywhere here, in pots and on the ground, amongst bushes and around trees and rocks.

 He heard the sizzle of burgers on the grill and the voices of conversation among those sitting on lawn chairs and the man at the grill, someone of Jake's own height and build. The man's back was toward Jake. He could have been his brother, Matt, if not for the hair, which, like Jake's, was darker than Matt's towhead. 

He saw an unfamiliar couple appearing to be very much interested in one another. Wait—there was something familiar about them. But as he peered more closely, a veil misted out their features and he saw only their outline. He had to smile at their obvious affection. Newlyweds, probably, he thought.

Hey now! There were his parents! Laughing away. Ma was downright giggling. Ah, that was good to see! She'd been so down lately.

A young woman approached the chef, tickling his ribs and getting a tickle in return, but he couldn't make out her face at all. She turned to call to someone, and…

"Katie!" he almost shouted. It was Katie answering the young woman's call! A little older, she was, with a serene expression on her pretty face. Oh yes, he could see Katie's face quite clearly. 

Then he watched her run to the grill, to the man tending the burgers, and the man turned toward her, affording Jake a look at his profile—Jake's own profile—as he put out a hand to ruffle the girl's hair, and she tilted her laughing face up toward him, and he heard her say, "Dad…" in a voice of affectionate familiarity as the vision slowly faded.





**
"What the—" Jake stumbled back to an upturned log and sat upon it, staring into the darkness where the image of Katie smiling at him—at him—had been.

"I couldn't have been asleep," he murmured. "Not standing up like that. But it must have been a dream… something I was wishing…?"

It can happen, came the thought. If you can believe it…it can happen.
 If you can believe it, it already has happened. Don't give up hope. Don't give up hope. Don't give up hope.





**
Back in the house, Jake turned the TV back on and found the still-running program on Alaska. He had forgotten the vision. But he felt good. He felt…hopeful. As he gave his attention to the program, he remembered the fun of talking about Alaska with Matt when they were kids planning to live there, and the memory of that shared interest made him feel almost as if Matt were watching the show with him. That night his sleep was sweet.




**

"Will it happen?" said Jake's guardian wistfully. "I wonder, will it happen?"

His companion spread a wing around the guardian's shoulders. "At least we know It's possible. Our brother did a good job of showing that, didn't he? Magnificent job." After a moment, he brought his comforting wing back to its normal position, cleared his throat, and said, "Not to change the subject, bro, but isn't it amazing how fast these humans forget most of the spiritual manifestations they witness?"

"Personally," said the guardian, "I never got over how Peter and the others forgot seeing the Lord make that bread and fish multiply.
 He even let them help!
 After that, I wouldn't be surprised at anything any of them forgot." 
CHAPTER 16

The man was happy today. A day had been selected, and it was very soon, they told him. When he pressed to know the date, they started talking about how talented he was, and how it was such an honor for them to help him. And then they assured him that they would give him a couple of days' warning before the special day of the commencement of Phase 1.


So he was happy, though still restless inside. Phase 1 would be interesting and would lead to Phase 2, the crowning achievement of his life. And then he would repeat Phase 2! And repeat it again! He would never tire of it, he was sure of that.


The voices petted him and praised him. He didn't remember the days when there was another voice, a still, small voice.
 In many of his decisions as a youngster, he had felt like the table in a ping pong game, feeling the ball go back and forth until he determinedly shut out one voice, always the one that was strongest then. Now that voice was almost entirely gone from the theater of his mind, just a backstage whisper, easily ignored. The other voices expressed admiration for him. The strong voice expressed love, but he cared more for admiration.


In his teens he had once opened a Bible at random and saw one verse seemingly darker and more prominent than the rest of the page: 

For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life, is not of the Father, but is of the world."

"The pride of life" claimed his special attention. After several seconds of deep thought, totally gone from his memory now, he had said aloud, "So what?"


Now he lay back on the thin mattress on the cheap fold-up bed he had bought especially for her and thought about the aftermath of Phase 2, how rewarding it would be. He liked spending time here in the tiny cabin that had been bought for one purpose only. For that noble, grand purpose it would be used, and then…he would never return to it.


He fingered the rope, the bottle of chloroform, tapped the camcorder, checked the other implements, and then slept. In one dream he saw his mother, that foolish woman, expecting him to care about her pain when she had taught him from babyhood to care only about himself.





**

The envelope was addressed to Deanna in an unfamiliar hand. Immediately, as was her fashion, she ripped it open without taking a moment to wonder what it was or who had sent it. As the pink, green, and white confection emerged, she saw "To My Lovely Daughter" and "Happy Birthday." In shock, Deanna slowly sat down.

"To my Lovely Daughter" meant…it was from her father? She peeked inside and saw the scrawl, "Love, Dad." Late though it was for her birthday—a whole month late— it was nevertheless the first birthday card—or card of any type—that she had received from him in the four years he'd been gone. There had been no phone calls, no contact at all. Deanna knew her mother had made one attempt to locate him, hoping for some child-support money but didn't have the funds or the energy to pursue the search.


Blueberry jumped in her lap, and she absentmindedly stroked his satiny body as she read and reread the sentimental verses about what a wonderful daughter she was. How in the world would he know what kind of daughter she was? It was insane, this card.



She left it propped open on the kitchen table, which was where Annie spotted it when she came home.


"What's thi—?" Her voice broke off as she realized what it had to be. Deanna was in the living room watching TV. "Dee?" she called out.


"Yeah!"


"What—?"


"Yeah, I know. Weird, huh?"


Picking up the obnoxious object between two fingers, as if holding a soiled diaper, Annie approached the girl, who continued to watch the TV screen.


"He has his nerve! And where in the heck is he, anyway?"


Deanna shook her head, still seemingly absorbed in the show.


"Was there a return address on the envelope?"


Deanna turned to face her. "You know, Mom, act-u-ally"—she drew the word out, a habit she'd taken on when she wanted to emphasize something—"I didn't even look. I mean, who cares?" Her tawny brown eyes were round with exaggerated curiosity as to who could possibly care.


Annie's face still showed the same shock that Deanna knew her own had held earlier. She added helpfully, "The envelope is somewhere on the table."


Annie went back to the kitchen and returned, somber-faced. "No. No address. It's postmarked Kansas City."


"Like I said, who cares?" Deanna patted the sofa next to her. "Sit, Mom. Watch the movie. Cary Grant, nineteen forty-eight, the kind we love. Forget the card. I have already."


"I'm sorry, Dee."


"Not your fault. Well, maybe…for marrying him. Why did you marry him, Mom?"


"I thought I loved him, of course." Her voice was a bit snappish.


"I've wondered if I was really his kid. He never acted like he was at all interested in me."


"Deanna Lynn! I'll have you know I was a virgin when I married your father, and I was completely faithful to him. Of course you're his! How could you—?"


"Well, I don't look anything like him."


"You do, too!" Annie said in amazement. "Your dad was a good-looking man, you know." She shook her head ruefully. "I guess that's the really the reason I married him. I was…pleased that he liked me. I thought I was in love. All the girls thought he was so cute, and he chose me."


"I guess he just didn't want to be a father."


"No, Sweetie-Pie, I guess he didn't. He was stupid." Annie ruffled her daughter's silky golden brown hair, so like her own, just a tad darker. "He wasn't a bad person, but…he wasn't good, either. He got tired of being married, and being responsible for a family…. And he was selfish in a lot of his ways." Thinking of their marital sex—you couldn't call it lovemaking—Annie winced. "Quite selfish sometimes." Tell her about that. No, don't! The two thoughts warred only briefly, the second being obviously in harmony with love for her child.


Deanna frowned as she said, "Do you really think I look like him?"


"Yes, Dee, you do. But you aren't like him, not inside. You're like my grandmother, actually."


"Gran?" Deanna's eyes opened wide. She'd heard many loving stories about her mom's beloved paternal grandmother who'd died before Deanna was born.


"Yes, dear. You're a lot like Gran. In so many ways."


Happy now, Deanna leaned back and looked at the TV. "Let's watch the rest, Mom, okay? I'll fill you in on the commercial. I put that frozen lasagna in the oven and set the timer."


Annie said a silent Whew!. Deanna was pretty sharp, and Annie had been afraid the girl would know that something about her dad's reason for leaving was being held back. She didn't want to tell Deanna, or anyone else, about it. She was hoping to take that piece of information to her grave. The appearance of the birthday card made her nervous, but maybe nothing would come of it. She devoutly hoped so. 


As she meditated on the situation that night, lying awake in bed, she wondered what might happen and tried to plan a response for whatever might happen, feeling terribly, deeply lonely. It was all on her shoulders—making a family life for Deanna all by herself, no relatives or even close friends to help out. And now this to worry about.

**


"What a poor excuse for a mother you are. What a poor excuse for a wife you were. What a poor excuse for a woman! For a person!" The demon sprawled on Annie's chest as she lay on her bed had seen her unhappy expression and, guessing her thoughts, had played on them in the old familiar way. 

The cat saw something dark and ominous and decided to sleep in his other bed, with his other person. 

**

I've been a failure in so many ways, thought Annie. She began to count the ways, to walk her Hall of Shame: Annie O'Shaunessey, a continual disappointment to her mother, a barely passing student, unpopular with other kids because she was so shy and lacking any discernible talent or ability or even charm of personality. Nothing much to look at, as her mother always pointed out, although she had caught the eye of handsome Roy Mallon, a fact that almost gave her some pleasure in remembering until she replayed the scene in which he had said good-bye.


And then she replayed that scene again and again until she felt too sad to cry.

**


"Get out!" Someone's prayers for "those who need comforting" gave Annie's guardian just the power he needed to grab the demon from her chest and hurl it away.

The demon fled, its skin badly singed by the angelic hand. The guardian bent his dark head over his charge. "Annie! Think about your dad! Your grandparents, Annie! There have been people who loved you! And Deanna—she loves you as much as any child ever loved her mother." His voice was loud and clear, and Annie heard it. 

But the memory of Mother's voice continued louder still in Annie's mind. 


"I'm going to need some help here," called the guardian.


"It's coming. Just do your best to steer her through Wicca and out the other side," came the instructions from the Holy Spirit, present everywhere at all times.


"But what if I can't get her through to the other side?"


"You know the answer."


"Believe for the best, and obey."


"Now come home, and rest for a while, good servant.
"







**
Annie had been faithfully reciting "affirmations" for herself every morning and every night. And she had stopped overeating. This morning she hesitated before leaving for work as she caught sight in the bedroom mirror of some…loose material in the seat of her slacks! 


"Oh my," she said aloud. "Why, these things are positively baggy."


Gathering the excess material in each hand, she pulled the pants tight against her hips, standing sideways to the mirror, exulting.


Too bad Dee had already left for school, so she couldn't share the joy. "Well, she said I was losing weight." With a big grin at her image, she added, more loudly, "And she was right!"

Jubilant, Annie stripped the baggy pants off her slim-hipped self and looked in the back of the closet, where she had stashed her older, smaller-size clothing.

"Haven't worn this baby in a long time," she said, pulling out a dark-brown pair of slacks that greatly complemented her coloring and that she had sorely missed wearing. "I wonder…"

She hated to try them on and find them still a bit too tight. Making a decision, she dropped them on the bed and ran to the bathroom. The scale sat in the corner, having been moved only for cleaning in many months, maybe a year. But now she would weigh, and then if the news was encouraging enough, she would try the slacks.

She eyed the scale warily. It was like an old enemy pretending to have changed, to have become friendly, but she didn't trust it.


After wavering a few minutes between the options of trying on the slacks or trying out the scale, she chickened out of both and selected a skirt and jacket that had been too small for a shorter period of time than the slacks had been.

**
Gordy Johnson was a thirty-two-year-old, very good-looking widower who had adored his wife, or so he said, and could be expected to do the same with a new one—something he'd dropped hints he might be looking for. No one had known his wife because he'd moved to this area shortly after her death, but he said he was related to the Brownsville Johnsons, a family many in town had known when they were the Cold Stream Johnsons, before they'd moved, and that gave him a welcome reception that his behavior had done nothing so far to dampen. He was a farmer who was land-rich and cash-not-so-rich, like many others; went to all the high school sporting events, concerts, and plays; stayed loyal to the Twins and the Vikings no matter what; and viewed the most important dates of the calendar to be in May, when the fishing opener came, and November, when deer season started. The harshest thought ever held about this pleasant young man was that he had a bad memory for the affairs of other people and hence was an unsatisfactory conversationalist.

Gordy's somewhat under average height caused a few young ladies to reluctantly eliminate him from their sights, but the young man himself didn't appear to care if his eyes were level with a pretty girl's or even quite a bit below. 


When he returned after his last visit to Brownsville, which had been longer than usual, those who were, unlike Gordy, skilled conversationalists speculated on whether he'd "met someone" or if he was still prey for local girls. Most unexpectedly, Annie Mallon, the new, slim Annie Mallon, was the first to find out the answer.


Annie had been absentmindedly thinking about whether her new (that is, new-used, from the resale shop) red purse was too red when she bumped into a display in the grocery store where she'd stopped in for a granola bar before returning to work and brought it crashing to the floor despite her automatic "Excuse me" and "Oh, I'm sorry" to the thing. Gordy had just rounded the corner with his single steak and a bag with one baking potato when the crash came. Springing to Annie's rescue, he began reconstructing the pyramid while making good-natured jokes to put her at her ease. They had never actually met, though, of course, sightings had been made. She'd noticed him. He'd not noticed her. But he appeared to be noticing now.







**

"Dee!" Breathlessly. "Dee, are you here?" Annie charged through the apartment door.


"Yeah, Mom. What?"


"I—I—met someone…. Gordy something. We've seen him…where? At the band concert. Remember this guy"—Annie fumbled hanging her jacket up in her excitement and had to readjust it so the shoulders were where they belonged on the hanger—"dark hair, and he was wearing a blue jacket, and he smiled at us, but I see he didn't remember me at all, but I remember him… He had a nice smile." She turned from the closet to find her daughter grinning fondly at her.


"I don't really remember."


"He was very…cute, Dee. Handsome, really."


"No… I don't remember…"


"Well, he just asked me out!" Annie's tone was triumphant.


"A date!" squealed her daughter.


"Yes. My first. Since your father."


"Oh boy. I need to sit down."


"Me too."

**


"Don't put all your hopes into a man, Annie. Let Me be your Man. I love you more than anyone else. Come to Me first. Other relationships will be sweeter if you come to Me first." The Heavenly Bridegroom
 pleaded in vain. The excitement of it all kept Annie's thoughts preoccupied with…the excitement of it all. She couldn't hear God's Invitation.







**

"Annie, wow! You've lost weight, girl!" Emily whooped admiringly. The old favorite dark brown slacks and top showed just how much less of Annie there was.


Rhonda sauntered up and draped an arm around the shorter woman. "This is my role model, Emily! Annie, help me be like you!"


"Oh, you look fine, Rhonda."


"No, you look fine! And I want to look that way, too."


Moving away from Emily and the two customers who were approaching the counter, Annie motioned Rhonda to follow. The customers were together, she could see that, and Emily would be able to handle them by herself. They looked like a mother-daughter duo, though it was never wise to assume something like that, since a comment along those lines could cause real rage from the older party who was in fact a friend only ten years older than the other. But Emily had learned not to do that. Annie had witnessed the event that had taught Emily not to do that, wherein two women who had entered the store laughing with each other had left in a tense silence, the younger one not sure why she was feeling guilty and the older one on her way to a very bad mood for the rest of the day and maybe the week.

When Annie had lured the curious Rhonda out of their hearing distance, she whispered, "I've been doing those affirmations and the meditations, and I just don't have as much of an appetite."


"Really? I'd better be a little more diligent with that. 'Cause you look great."


"Rhonda, thank you so much for inviting me to the group. They've made a huge difference in my life. The affirmations about, uh, financial prosperity? They're already working. I got a check yesterday from an uncle's estate, an uncle I barely remember. F-five hundred dollars."


Rhonda was impressed. "Yeah, I think I really need to be more diligent on those affirmations."


"And guess what else."


"You're not really going to make me guess."


"No, I can't wait for that. Do you know who Gordy Johnson is?"


"A hottie. I've seen him."


"He asked me out. For tomorrow night. Dinner."


"Nooo!" Rhonda's screech attracted some attention, and Annie frowned sternly at her. "Sorry… but…he's really cute."


Annie suddenly looked uncertain. "I wonder why he asked me out."


"Because you're a hottie, too, Annie!"


Annie's light golden-hazel eyes stared into Rhonda's green ones as if looking for the key to a translation of what had just been uttered.


"You are!" Rhonda steered her still uncomprehending friend toward the glass doors of a display where the light gave a reflection. "Look." She jabbed at Annie's midsection. "You have a waist. I wish I had a waist!"


"But what…what will I say to him? On this, um, date."


"Ask him questions. I'll tell you at lunch. I guess you do need a little help with this. After all"—and Rhonda spoke this last to herself—"a waist isn't everything."


Suddenly the store came alive as one customer after another caused the front doors to jangle, and the two women hurried back to the counter.
**


Home from work the next day, Annie hurried to the bathroom to fluff out her hair. Her wool cap, necessitated by the freezing February weather, had smashed her hair down a bit, but it was thick enough to rebound without difficulty, and she undid the knot at the back of her head, letting do its natural wave thing to her shoulders. She put on the expensive dress she'd found at the resale shop. All the really nice clothes there were apparently donated by rich, small women—maybe after they had become less small— and Annie had lost enough weight to fit into them.

Gordy would be ringing her doorbell soon. Deanna was working on her homework—good girl—and looked up to nod at her mom and give her a thumbs-up. "You look so great."


"Thanks, Dee. I-I feel kind of bad about leaving you alone tonight. Remember to keep the door and windows locked, and you don't open the door for anyone but me. Promise?"


It was the usual routine. Deanna promised.

"Are you heating up the casserole?"


"Hot dish," Deanna corrected. "Casserole" was the word from Annie's California childhood, but "hot dish" was the term around here, and Deanna was stickler for using the right terms. "Yeah, Mom. Don't feel bad. I'm glad you have a date." She turned her most benevolent look on her mother, who received it like a flower would the sun. Now she could really enjoy herself. Deanna was glad she was going out.


Blueberry rubbed against Annie's leg.


"You fed him, didn't you?"


Deanna frowned. "Come on, Mom, you know how The Berry is—always hoping for some new taste treat. Of course I already fed him. Twice!" She directed a stern look at the cat and imitated the host of the Survivor TV show: "I've got nothing for you!" 


The bell rang. Deanna ran to the door. "Oh!" she said at the sight of Gordy. "I saw you at the Makis' place." She remembered seeing him walking with Katie's much taller grandfather on one of her visits there.


"That's right." He smiled his gorgeous smile and said with warmth, "How are you, Deanna? I didn't know that Annie was your mom. But Arvo told me about you, what a great girl you are."


While Deanna was absorbing the compliment, Annie walked out of the bathroom and let Gordy scan her with his admiring eyes. "You look so beautiful," he said.


"Thank you." She blushed.


His grin widened.


Deanna thought they were cute. "Have fun," she ordered. 
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