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To Sarah, Austin, Fiona, Ashley, Katie, and Jillian 
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The diamond was small. Even smaller than he remembered. David Brooke sat at his desk in his office at the Hollyhill Banner and stared at his mother’s ring. Out in the front office Zella was banging on her typewriter, and in the back the press was spitting out pages of ads and filler items for the next Banner issue.

The rumble of the press was a good sound. It meant nothing was broken. Praises be, Wes was able to work again and keep the cantankerous thing running. Jocie shouted something to Wes in the back room over the noise of the press and then laughed. David couldn’t hear what she said, but that too was a good sound. Jocie laughing, happy, being herself.

She’d be laughing at him if she caught him staring at the diamond, wishing it bigger. He was supposed to be working on his editorial. That was the excuse he’d given for shutting his office door, but he wasn’t really worried about the editorial. He could crank out a couple of paragraphs about the new Christmas decorations the city council had  finally approved and that had just been hung on the light poles along Main Street. Plastic green wreaths with red berries. At night under the streetlights, they were almost pretty. Then if that wasn’t enough words, he could throw in something about the Christmas parade coming up on Saturday.

The parade was supposed to kick off the 1964 Christmas shopping season in Hollyhill. The Main Street merchants were having sales and giving away peppermint sticks and sugar cookies to entice the townspeople to buy from them instead of driving to Grundy or Lexington to shop in the big stores. At least the town had waited until after Thanksgiving to start pushing the gift buying.

Not that everybody had waited. Zella had informed him last week she’d had her shopping done for weeks. Weeks.  Then she’d given him that look that made him feel like a goofy ten-year-old, and asked, “What are you getting Leigh?”

When he stammered something about having plenty of time to go shopping, she narrowed her eyes even more and said, “Honestly, David. Sometimes I think you’re hopeless.  You can’t just go out on Christmas Eve and buy Leigh a box of those awful chocolates you have to stick your fingernail in to see if they’re even eatable and expect her to be happy.  After all, you’ve been dating for months. If going to church or out to eat at the Family Diner can count as dating.”

“We went on a picnic once.” David didn’t want Zella to forget his one attempt at a romantic outing. “

Right.” Zella rolled her eyes at him. “In the cow pasture behind your house. That had to be the highlight of the poor girl’s year.”

“Tabitha’s baby was due any minute. We had to stay close.”

“And Tabitha’s baby is how old now?”

“Three months next week.”

“Exactly.” Zella glared at him.

“Leigh hasn’t complained. She says she likes walking in the park and watching the Hollyhill Tigers play basketball.”
 


“And taking Jocelyn shopping or babysitting Stephen Lee. Of course she doesn’t complain. She’s too nice for that.  Maybe too nice for her own good. But I tell you, David, she’s a treasure. And it’s time you opened your eyes and saw that. She deserves something especially nice for Christmas.”  Zella poked her finger toward his chest. “From you.”

“You’re right.” Agreeing with Zella was sometimes the quickest way to get her off his case. “I’ll go shopping next week.”

“None of those knit gloves and hat sets. Something romantic.” Zella’s face changed from stern to dreamy as if maybe she was mentally leafing through the last romance novel she’d read for ideas. “Some perfume. Not that cheap stuff, but the kind they have behind the counter at the drugstore. Chanel Number 5, maybe. Or a gold locket. Ooh, that would be even better. Real gold, mind you.”

“How about some gold-colored house shoes? Leigh says the floor in her apartment is always cold.” David tried to make a joke.

Zella hadn’t been in a joking mood as she looked at him with disgust. “You are hopeless. I don’t know what Leigh sees in you.”

“Neither do I,” David had agreed.

But Leigh did see something in him, and he was glad.  He wanted her to keep seeing something in him in spite of the fact that he was too old for her and hopelessly impaired when it came to being romantic. That was the reason he was  staring down at the ring between his thumb and forefinger.  He shined the top of the diamond on his sweater sleeve.  That made it glisten a little more, but it didn’t make the stone one bit bigger.

David hadn’t thought it looked all that small the last time he’d seen it on his mother’s finger before Gordon Hazelton had closed the casket to take her body to the cemetery six years ago. He’d thought they would bury the ring with her, but later Gordon had handed him his mother’s rings and watch in a small brown envelope and told him not to worry about the bill for the funeral until the next week. As if one more week could make that much difference in how much money David had in the bank.

Money. The Bible said a man wasn’t supposed to worry about money. David had preached sermons on how Christians were supposed to trust the Lord to take care of their needs. And hadn’t Paul told Timothy in the Bible the love of money was the root of all evil? Not money, but the love of money. Enough money to keep a man and his family out of the poorhouse was a good thing. A blessed thing. 

David looked at the stack of bills on the corner of his desk. Hospital and doctor bills for getting Stephen Lee into the world. A bill from Gary’s Garage to fix the brakes that had gone out on his car. And then they’d gotten up last week to find a puddle of water in front of the refrigerator.  Wilson at the Appliance Center down the street said it was past fixing with no chance for any kind of thirty-dollar patch-up repair. David had let Wilson talk him into a new two-door model instead of waiting and trying to find a used refrigerator. They had to have a way to keep Stephen Lee’s milk cold. So somewhere he’d have to find money to pay for that.

Aunt Love had told David not to worry about Christmas,  that a new refrigerator could be all their gifts. But naturally enough, Tabitha wanted to buy her baby something, and Jocie at fourteen might have outgrown believing in Santa Claus, but she hadn’t outgrown Christmas presents under the tree on Christmas morning. He doubted Leigh had either. She might say she had, if he asked her. She’d say that awful box of chocolates or those gold house shoes would be perfect. She was that kind of woman.

That was why he wanted to surprise her with a ring.  Surprise everybody, he supposed. Nobody thought he’d be ready to plunge into an engagement yet. He wasn’t sure he was ready. They’d only been dating a few months. She claimed to have had her eyes on him longer than that, but David hadn’t been paying attention. He’d been resigned to living out life alone after Adrienne had left him years ago. But then he’d already been living life alone before she left. They’d never had any kind of real marriage of the mind or soul.

Now if indeed the Lord was giving David a second chance at love and a happy marriage, he didn’t want to drag his feet and let Leigh slip away. For weeks he’d been praying about it every morning on his prayer walks. Was it right for a man into his forties with two daughters, a just-born grandson, and an elderly going-senile aunt to ask a young woman like Leigh to share his life and take on those kind of responsibilities?

The Lord hadn’t made things easy for David by saying yes, it’s okay, or no, it’s not. Or maybe David was afraid to listen too closely in case it was an answer he didn’t want to hear. He wanted to climb up the stairs to Leigh’s apartment and have her throw open the door and give him that smile that made him feel like a teenager again. He wanted to smell the fresh apple scent of her shampoo when she leaned her  head on his shoulder while they watched some silly show on television. He wanted her beside him for the rest of his life. He loved her. He hadn’t told her that yet, but he was going to just as soon as he figured out how and when.

So he’d driven all the way to Grundy to go to a jewelry store there. He couldn’t very well walk up the street to the Jewelry Center on Main and ask Rollin Caruthers about engagement rings. The news would be all over Holly County before the hour was gone. And he wanted to be the one to give Leigh the news, not some guy off the street leaning on the counter in the county clerk’s office where she worked.

It had been a long time since he’d been in a jewelry store to buy anything. He’d had his watch repaired by Rollin, but he hadn’t looked at any prices. Rings had gone up since he’d bought Adrienne the one she’d picked out after he came home from the war. He had more money then with his accumulated soldier’s pay and his mother supplying room and board for Adrienne and Tabitha. He’d hoped the ring would make Adrienne happy, but he never was able to do anything to accomplish that.

That diamond had been twice, maybe three times, as big as the one in his mother’s ring. Adrienne had stopped wearing it after a couple of years. She said it didn’t fit right and that she would get it sized sometime. That had never happened, but she took the ring with her when she left Hollyhill and him behind. She probably hocked it first thing. Tabitha might know, but what difference did it make now? That ring had never meant anything.

David wanted the ring he bought now to mean something, but the clerk in the Grundy jewelry store had sized him up on sight. A middle-aged man without much money in his pockets. “We have payment plans,” the clerk had  suggested when David asked him the price of one of the rings. “You’d have to be approved for credit, of course.”

“I didn’t ask about a credit application. I asked how much this ring cost.” David had stared straight at the man until he had to uncurl his upper lip and give David some prices.  All of them completely out of David’s range.

“And is this ring for your own fiancée?” the clerk asked as if he was having a hard time believing any woman would be interested in marrying David.

“A man usually buys an engagement ring for his own fiancée,” David answered.

“That is the customary practice.” The man slid his glass case shut, locked it, and dropped the key in his pocket almost as if daring David to ask for another price. “Perhaps I could make a suggestion. Many of our older couples come in together to allow the lady to choose her own ring.” The corners of the man’s mouth curled up in another fake smile as he looked at David and went on. “After all, we’re not exactly teenagers, are we? We don’t have to get carried away by the moment.”

David stared down at the rings in the case a moment longer before saying, “You could be right.” He didn’t get the man’s name. He didn’t want the man’s name. As he’d driven back to Hollyhill, he wondered if he could call Rollin Caruthers and arrange for him to show him some rings in the back room where nobody could see David ring shopping.

 But that wouldn’t solve the not-enough-money part of the problem. He could wait, try to save up some money before Valentine’s Day or whenever, but he didn’t want to wait. His mother would be glad he took her ring out of the envelope and put it to use. She’d have liked Leigh.  The diamond wasn’t big, but it was a diamond. And it had  symbolized a good marriage for his mother and father. He could get it reset. Not in that store in Grundy. That snooty clerk would probably whip out a magnifying glass to see if he could locate the diamond. No, he’d just have to swear Rollin to secrecy.

Jocie knocked on his door and called, “Hey, Dad. You got that editorial ready?”

David jumped as if he’d been caught napping. He tried to drop the ring down into his shirt pocket, but missed.  The ring hit the floor and bounced. He dove under his desk after it as Jocie pushed open the door. His chair crashed into the wall and his shoulder banged against the side of the desk. A fat file of newspaper clippings slid off onto the floor, scattering papers everywhere. Then somehow his foot got tangled up in the telephone cord, and the telephone knocked his coffee cup over on its way off the desk. Coffee started dripping down onto his legs. At least it wasn’t too hot.

“Oh my gosh!” Jocie said. “Are we having an earthquake?” 
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Jocie had never been in an earthquake. She’d lived through a tornado going over her head and had been right in the middle of a house burning down, but she didn’t have any experience with an earthquake. At least not yet. The way her year was going, anything was possible.

She touched the doorframe. The building didn’t seem to be shaking. But why else would her father be diving under his desk while everything on top of it was falling off on the floor?

“Don’t be silly.” Her father’s voice coming from under the desk sounded cross. He backed out of the kneehole of the desk to peer over it at her. His hair was mussed and his cheeks were red. He grabbed his coffee cup to set it up, but the coffee was already spilt and streaming across his desk toward some letters. “We’re not having an earthquake. I just dropped something.”

Zella came up behind Jocie. “That has to be the understatement of the year. What in the world, David?”

“I just knocked off a couple of things. No need to get in a panic.” Still on his knees behind the desk, Jocie’s father  tried to corral the coffee with his hand. “It might help if one of you would go get some paper towels.”

Jocie put her hand over her mouth to keep from giggling.  Her father looked so funny trying to hold back the coffee with his hand, but he wasn’t smiling. Not even close. Jocie decided to run for the towels and let Zella ask what was going on.

Her father must not have been in a question-answering mood. When Jocie got back with the towels, he was chasing Zella out of his office before she could pick up even one of the papers scattered all over the floor. “I made the mess. I’ll clean it up.” He grabbed the paper towels out of Jocie’s hand.

“Well, fine and dandy. I’ve got more than enough to do without picking up after you anyway.” Zella straightened her dark-rimmed glasses and stomped back to her desk.

“You okay, Dad?” Jocie asked as she watched him mop up the coffee. While Jocie and Wes sometimes made a game of getting Zella steamed up, her father never did. He said he owed her too much for helping keep the paper out of the red when he first took over as editor of the Hollyhill Banner.

“I’m fine. Clumsy, but fine.” He looked up at Jocie. “Now get out of here and let me get this mess cleaned up.”

“You don’t want any help?”

“No.”

“What about the editorial?”

“I’ll bring it back when I get it finished.”

“Sure, Dad. Whatever you say.” Jocie backed toward the door.

“And watch where you step.”

“Yes sir.” Jocie carefully stepped between the papers on the floor.

“And shut the door when you go out.”

When Jocie pulled the door shut behind her, Zella looked up from her typewriter to say, “He’s certainly in a mood.”  She sniffed and jerked a pink tissue out of the box on the corner of her desk to blot against her nose. Then she patted the black sausage curls on her head to be sure they were all in perfect order as usual.

“Yeah. You think him and Leigh had a fight or something?”

 “No, Leigh would have told me,” Zella said, but she looked worried. She took almost total credit for finally getting Jocie’s father to notice Leigh Jacobson. In return, she expected Leigh to keep her up-to-date on whatever was happening between them. Zella still hadn’t gotten over finding out that Wes had caught the couple kissing before she knew the romance had progressed that far. The first real tiff was something she definitely should know about.  She reached for her phone.

Poor Leigh. If there had been a fight, Zella would badger her for every detail. Jocie started to run out the door and down the street to the courthouse to warn Leigh, but Zella would already have Leigh cornered on the telephone by the time Jocie got there.

Besides, even though Leigh was definitely a softie, she had a way of handling nosy people. She’d had plenty of practice out at Mt. Pleasant. Church people thought whatever their preacher or his family did was their business and they didn’t mind grilling his new girlfriend about anything and everything. Leigh spent the better part of some Sundays blushing, but Jocie had noticed Leigh didn’t answer any questions she didn’t want to answer. So maybe she could handle Zella’s third degree. Jocie went on through the door back into the pressroom.

Wes looked up from moving some papers off the press.  His white hair was sticking up in all directions as usual and he had an ink smudge on the side of his nose. Every time Jocie saw him in the pressroom, a thankful prayer took wing in her heart. For weeks after he’d used his body to shield her in the middle of that tornado last summer and ended up with a tree crushing his leg, she hadn’t been sure he’d ever be back to his old self, helping with the paper, riding his motorcycle, telling zany Jupiter stories. But he’d finally gotten the last cast off his leg the week before. He was still limping. But he could walk. He could climb on his motorcycle. He could ride. He could keep the press running and Jocie laughing.

“What’s going on up there?” Wes asked. “The Martians invading?”

“Martians? Where did you come up with that? It was your Jupiterians come after you, but we refused to let them have you.”

“They wouldn’t have took me now anyhow,” Wes said with a sad shake of his head. “They’d have took one look at me and seen I’ve done been earthed.”

“Earthed?”

“That’s right. It’s the number one most dangerous threat to space travelers, especially us guys from Jupiter. Old Mr. Jupiter, he wants to find out all about earth and what makes the gravity so strong down here that folks stick to the ground so good. So he lets some of us come on down here to try to figure things out and send back reports, and by jumping juppie, that gravity sometimes reaches right out and grabs us too. Then we’re earthed. Stuck tight to the ground. Mr. Jupiter can’t transport us up no more.”

“Good,” Jocie said. “I don’t want you transporting up anywhere.”

“You don’t have to worry.” Wes leaned over and tapped on the shin of his leg. “This here rod in my leg would set off all the transporting alarms. Earth metals mess up the Jupiter magnets that hold the ship together. Why, once when this guy tried to carry home an Earth penny as a souvenir for his kids, you know, we pretty near fell out of the sky before he owned up to it and threw that penny out a window. Now it could be they’ve come up with better magnets since I fell out of the spaceship all them years ago, so they might be able to transport me up—leg and all. That is, if I hadn’t been earthed.”

“Do earth people ever get jupitered?” Jocie asked.

“Sure,” Wes said. “That’s what’s happened to those people down at your space center. The ones trying to figure out how to go to the moon and all. Course they’ve got a long way to go before they get things figured out, so I don’t think Mr. Jupiter has anything to worry about for a while. Or the man in the moon.”

Wes had been telling Jocie Jupiter stories ever since he’d landed in Hollyhill when she was three. She used to believe them. Now she just loved to hear him tell them.  Someday she planned to write them down in one of her notebooks.

“But where’s your daddy’s editorial?”  Wes asked. “Did the Jupiterians steal it for their earth news column or something?”

 “I don’t think he’s written it yet. He’s acting really strange.” Jocie glanced over her shoulder toward the front office and then looked back at Wes. “I knocked on his door and he nearly turned his desk upside down diving under it. Said he’d dropped something.”

“He has been a mite jumpy lately,” Wes agreed. “Oh, the things love will do to a man.”

“Do you think he’s really in love with Leigh? I mean really in love.”

“Could be. But maybe that’s a question you should ask him and not me.” Wes sat down, put his foot up on a box, and peered over at Jocie. “Would it bother you if he was?”

“I don’t think so.” Jocie frowned a little as she gave his question some thought. “Tabitha says Dad’s not really all that old even if he is a grandfather now. She thinks he should get married again. She said she thinks she should get married too, but that she doesn’t figure there’s much chance of that happening as long as she’s in Hollyhill. What with having Stephen Lee and all.”

“She thinking about leaving?” Wes asked.

“Gosh, I hope not. It would kill Aunt Love if she took Stephen Lee off somewhere. You’ve seen how Aunt Love is with him. She sings verses out of Psalms to him when she rocks him to sleep. I don’t think she ever loved me like that.”

“Well, you weren’t quite so loveable as baby Stephen Lee when she came on the scene. You were already what?  Maybe eight. A lot of difference between anitsy sweet baby and a smart-mouthed eight-year-old. And a lot has happened since then.”

“You can say that again.”

“And a lot has happened since then.” Wes smiled at her. 

“Is that why you’re earthed now? All that’s happened lately?” Now it was Jocie’s turn to peer over at Wes and wait for his answer.

“I’ve been giving that very thing a lot of thought ever since the doctors took the last plaster anchor off my foot.”  Wes stared down at his foot and worked it back and forth.  “A man don’t realize how nice a shoe looks on his foot until he hasn’t worn one for a good long spell.”

Jocie sat down on the stool in front of the composing table. They had more pages to run, but there was no hurry.  The paper didn’t go out until Wednesday and this was only Monday. She’d raced through all her homework earlier in study hall, so she didn’t have to worry about that. Maybe she’d even have time to work on a new idea for the Christmas program at church. They’d probably done the nativity scene bit every year since Mt. Pleasant had been established back in eighteen whatever. That was a lot of shepherds in bathrobes and angels in sheets and garland halos.

It would have to be something simple. Their first practice was Sunday afternoon. Miss Sally normally had the play organized and well on the way by this time of the year, but this had been a hard year for her what with her house burning down and Mr. Harvey having a heart attack. Miss Sally had tried to get someone else to take over planning the Christmas program, but everybody insisted she had to do it the same as always. Jocie’s dad said Miss Sally needed to keep working with the kids at church so that she’d have a reason to keep smiling because Mt. Pleasant needed Miss Sally to keep smiling.

Jocie looked over at Wes and asked, “You want to be in the Christmas program at church?”

“And what would I be?”

“I don’t know. How about one of the wise men? It might be neat if the adults did the manger scene this year instead of us kids.”

Wes frowned a little. “I think you’d better find a wiser man than me for that job. I haven’t even gotten officially dunked yet.” Wes had joined the church back in September, but they’d put off his baptismal service until he got his cast off.

“The wise men came seeking knowledge. That sounds  like you. You’re always reading to find out something new.  And you look like somebody who might ride a camel across the desert.” Jocie leaned forward and studied Wes as if measuring him for a wise man costume.

“I don’t know, Jo,” he said with a half shake of his head.  “I think I’ll stick to motorcycles. Besides, I’m doubting the folks out at the church would take to a Jupiterian wise man.  From what I’ve seen, most church folks don’t like anybody messing with their traditions at Christmastime.”

“I’m a church folk and I’m wanting to do something new.” Jocie leaned back against the composing table and made a face. “Something different. Anything different.” 

“Fact is, it could be enough different has already hit Mt.  Pleasant, what with your daddy being the preacher and you the preacher’s daughter and Tabitha and little Stevie and me joining up with them to make things interesting.”

“Everybody’s happy you and Tabitha are coming to church now, and I haven’t heard anybody talking about Stephen Lee.”

“They’re afraid Lovella might hear them. She’d be quoting them something out of the Bible about flapping tongues causing problems. She wouldn’t stand for anybody talking bad about little Stevie.”

“None of us would. It’s not his fault his father wasn’t ready to settle down and be a daddy.” Jocie’s hands curled into fists. She knew what it was like to have a parent who didn’t care if you were born or not. She wouldn’t let Stephen Lee be mistreated. “And what difference does it make that his father was black? He’s cuter than the average baby.  Tabitha says out in California people don’t pay as much attention to color.”

“Hollyhill’s a long way from California,” Wes said.

“You can say that again.” Jocie looked at him and held up her hand. “But please don’t.”

“Make up your mind. You either want me to say it again or you don’t.”

“Say what again?” Jocie’s dad asked as he came in the pressroom.

“That Hollyhill is a long way from California.” Wes grinned over at Jocie.

“And I hope it stays that way.” Jocie’s father handed Wes his editorial. “Sounds like the press is running okay.”

“Betsy Lou is doing just fine.” Wes stood up and patted the press. “We were just giving her a little break. Sounds like things were running a little rougher up front in the editor’s office.”

Jocie’s father looked embarrassed. “I guess you could say that, but everything’s under control now.”

“Good. I wouldn’t want you breaking no legs and having to get a cast before Sunday. You have to step out into the water too to dunk me.”

“Don’t worry. That’s happening this Sunday for sure, God willing and the creek doesn’t rise. And it might be good if the creek did rise. Make things easier. You haven’t changed your mind about going to the river, have you? It’s supposed to be pretty cold Sunday. We can probably still arrange to use the baptistery at First Baptist.”

“You don’t think the ice on the river will be too thick to break, do you?” Wes asked.

Jocie’s father laughed. “I don’t think there will be any ice. Just lots of very cold water.”

“Then we’ll go to the river,” Wes said. “That’s how it was done in the Bible.”
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Wes looked at the group of people on the bank of the river and was amazed. He’d been pretty amazed every Sunday since he’d asked the good people at Mt. Pleasant to accept him into their family of believers. They hadn’t done so grudgingly just because it wouldn’t be Christian to deny anybody entrance into the kingdom of God. Instead, they had invited him right into their hearts, even if a goodly portion of them did think he might really be from Jupiter or, failing that, had surely escaped from some insane asylum before he found his way to Hollyhill. When Wes told David how surprised he was to be so welcomed by the church, David laughed and said every family, even a church family, needed a weird old uncle or two.

Wes didn’t have any problem fitting the bill on that one. He encouraged his weirdness, even celebrated it. He thought maybe the Lord did too. After all, the Bible had plenty of weird characters. Take old Elijah going up in a whirlwind to jump into that chariot of fire and move on up to heaven. Or John the Baptist eating locusts. Nothing normal or regular about that. Fact was, the more Wes came  to really know the folks at Mt. Pleasant Church, the more he was noticing that plenty of them had a few weird quirks of their own.

And now twenty-five or thirty faithful souls had followed him out to the river to stand in the brisk early December air and watch their weird old uncle get baptized. Wes felt a little guilty for turning down the warm confines of First Baptist Church in Hollyhill when he saw how Tabitha was trying to keep little Stevie’s arms inside the quilt she had wrapped around him, and how Lovella was having to hold on to her hat to keep it from flying into the river. But it was too late to change his mind now. They were at the river. It was almost time to wade into the chilly waters.

The deacons and their families had shown up in force.  Their Christian duty, Wes supposed. The McDermotts, the Jacksons, even the Martins—although Ogden Martin’s face was frozen in its usual scowl.

Sometimes Wes wanted to sidle up next to the deacon and say, “Smile, brother. Rejoice and be glad in the Lord.”  It might not be written exactly like that in the Bible, but close enough. A man should be happy at church. But Wes bit his lip and kept quiet. David and Ogden Martin had prayed down some peace between them, and Wes wasn’t about to do anything to spoil that for David.

And of course Sally McMurtry was there with the Hearndon children clustered around her. She had hold of the little girl twin while Noah had a vise grip on the boy. Little Cassidy was standing close against Sally same as always since the day she’d claimed Sally for her grandmother. Alex Hearndon stepped up behind Sally to use his big body to shield her and his babies from the wind. Sally’s face was a white smiling circle in among all those dark-skinned faces.

It was funny how the Lord gave people family if a person let him. Like the Lord had gifted Wes with Jo. Wes looked over at her. She’d normally have hold of one of the babies, either little Elise Hearndon or Murray McDermott, but today she was right down by the river with nothing on her mind but seeing Wes go under the water. She had her camera in hand ready to catch the moment. He was hoping she wasn’t thinking the Banner needed to run that shot.

Jo was turning into a pretty thing. She didn’t know it.  Might never know it, but she had a glow about her that made face shape and eye color inconsequential. Wes had seen that glow the very first time he’d laid eyes on her when she wasn’t but three years old. His heart, shriveled up by years of grief, had come back to life in the warmth of that glow. She’d become his family. And she’d never given up on making him part of her family of God.

She had to have asked him to go to church with her fifty million times over the years, but he always had an excuse.  Too cold, too hot. Too tired, too lazy. Too mean, too crazy.  Too scared. He hadn’t ever told her that last one, but it was the truest one. He’d been too scared to turn his face toward the Lord. He’d been afraid he would have to see things about himself he didn’t want to see. Remember things he didn’t want to remember.

As if he could ever forget Rosa and Lydia nodding off to sleep in the car, trusting him to keep them safe. Some things a man couldn’t live with. Some things a man had to run away from. It was easier to keep his eyes turned away and to become someone else. Someone from Jupiter with no past, no hope of a future.

But through all the excuses, Jo had kept loving him. The Lord had kept loving him. Had made him run out of gas and money in Hollyhill. Had made a little child take his  hand and offer him unconditional love. Had dropped a tree on his leg so he’d have to pick up that Gideon Bible in the hospital room to keep from going bonkers. And let him return unto the Lord, and he will have mercy upon him; and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon. Wes had found a lot about forgiveness scattered through the book of Isaiah. Through the whole Bible. Amazing grace. How sweet the sound.

Myra Hearndon had sung that song in the morning service. She had such a beautiful voice that sometimes the rest of the church just stopped singing and listened to her.  That’s how it had been that morning. She’d sung the way the rest of them would surely be able to sing once they reached the golden shores of heaven.

Now she was leading the little group of shivering Christians in “Shall We Gather at the River.” No country church could have a baptism without singing that song. Especially not when they were gathering at the river, even if the song did deal more with crossing over the Jordan River than getting dunked for Jesus. But then again baptism symbolized death.  Death to the old life and being raised up a new man.

Wes wasn’t all that sure he was going to be a new man, but he’d felt the need to walk the aisle and turn over his life to the Lord. So now he’d just follow along with whatever the Lord laid out there for him. The Lord said be baptized.  So that was what he was doing, even though he’d already parted the waters of baptism when he was a boy. His mother had taken great joy in seeing her youngest baptized. She’d already been sick then, and it had seemed the least he could do for a dying mother.

It had worked well enough in his other life, but it hadn’t been something he took with him when he went on the road after Rosa and Lydia died. So it was only right that this new person he’d become start fresh with the Lord. Maybe  that would be enough. Maybe his old life wouldn’t come back to haunt him.

Myra was winding down the song, and beside Wes, David opened his Bible. The wind ruffled the pages as David tried to hold open his place with hands shaking in the cold. Wes looked at the gray-green river behind them. No ice out on the flowing water, but he could see the frosty beginnings of ice clinging to the frozen mud on the bank. They were both going to freeze. No doubt about it. Maybe the Lord would be kind enough to protect them from catching pneumonia.

After the services, if his teeth weren’t frozen shut, he’d have to tell Jo to say a no-pneumonia prayer. The girl sometimes seemed to have a direct line up to heaven what with the way her dog prayer and sister prayer and Wes-getting-enough-use-of-his-leg-again-to-climb-on-his-motorcycle prayer had all been answered, just to mention a few. Who knew? She’d never said so, but she’d probably had a “save Wes” prayer.

Up on the road above the river, a car door slammed and Zell came hustling down the hill. “Wait! Wait!” she shouted down at them. “Don’t start without me.”

Zell showing up was a real surprise. She’d told Wes in no uncertain terms that a person had to be crazy to be baptized in the river any time, much less in the middle of winter when that person could go up to her church in town and have it done right, in comfort, with proper white robes on and everything. Plus she’d make sure the church didn’t charge anything for heating up their water. She’d stood uneasily just inside the pressroom door to make the offer.

“That’s kind and all of you,” Wes told her. “But I’ve got my heart set on doing it like in the Bible. The way Jesus did. In the river.”

“But that was then. If the Lord was here now and getting  baptized, he’d have the good sense to come to First Baptist,” she said. When David came in the back door of the pressroom, she pulled him into the conversation. “Isn’t that right, David?”

“Could be, Zella,” David said. “One thing for sure, he’ll be there for the baptism no matter where we have it. And it doesn’t really matter where as much as what it means to the person being baptized. If your heart’s right, any place is good.”

“Even if your heart is in the right place, your feet won’t be,” Zell said with a little huff. “You’ll probably both catch your death of pneumonia or who knows what in that dirty river water. Just don’t expect any sympathy from me if you do and don’t be crying about hiring somebody else to do your work. There’s no money for that.”

“Noah would come help us out again,” David said.

“Did you turn off your ears before you heard the part about no money?” Zell looked like she might like to box David’s ears to be sure he was paying attention. “Besides, Jocelyn says Noah’s playing on the basketball team. He won’t have time to work here till March.”

“Then I guess we’ll just have to ask the Lord to keep us healthy,” David said.

“He did give us brains to use, you know,” Zell said before slamming the pressroom door and going back to her desk.

So Zell had been the last person Wes expected to see on the riverbank this morning. But the fact was that lately Zell had been acting even more peculiar than usual. One day she’d almost jump out of her skin if he so much as looked her way and the next day she’d be asking after his health as though she really wanted to know. She’d been too much for Wes to figure out.

Then again Zell was Zell. She sometimes came up with her own plans for people, the way she had getting David to notice Leigh Jacobson. While that had turned out pretty good, Wes didn’t want Zell making any plans about him.  Especially not the romantic kind.

Seeing Zell running down the bank in her dress shoes with the tails flapping on her Sunday-go-to-meeting coat with the mink collar and not paying one bit of attention to the muddy spots struck a chill through Wes even before he stepped out into the river. Something was going on besides just a friend come to wish him well. And he wasn’t sure he wanted to find out what.

Leigh went to meet her and ushered her over to stand in the front with Jocie and Lovella. With the family.

Wes turned his mind away from Zell’s ulterior motives and back to why he was standing on the riverbank in the first place. David was reading from Acts. “Then they that gladly received his word were baptized.”

David handed Matt McDermott his Bible and stepped into the water. He gasped but kept walking. Wes followed him. The cold water squished up over his shoe tops, but Wes didn’t pay it much mind. Once he’d made up his mind what the Lord wanted him to do, he wasn’t about to let a little cold water stop him.

David’s lips were blue as he lifted his hand and said, “I baptize you, Wesley Green, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.”

Wes took hold of David’s arm and let him lower him into the cold water, but he didn’t feel the first chill. The Lord was warming him through and through, and while he was under the water, he saw Rosa. She was smiling at him the way she had the day they got married.
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W hen David brought Wes up out of the cold river water, the people on the bank began clapping their hands as if they’d just seen somebody score the go-ahead bucket at a Hollyhill High basketball game. They didn’t make much noise since nearly all of them were wearing gloves, but it was still a joyous sound. David couldn’t remember ever being as proud of a congregation of believers as he was at that moment. Even Ogden Martin was almost smiling. 

Almost.

There wasn’t any doubt about whether Jocie was smiling.  She looked about to explode with happiness. She’d knelt down on the cold ground next to the river to snap a picture of Wes coming up out of the water. It would probably turn out to be a prizewinner. Jocie had a knack for snapping the shutter at just the right instant. David wished he had a camera to take her picture, but since he didn’t, he just captured the image of her joy in his mind. Her hair was blowing in her face. Her nose was red from the cold, and she had muddy knee prints on her good dress that would get  her into trouble with Aunt Love. But she wasn’t worrying about any of that. She was too busy rejoicing with Wes.

The day she’d been born into his life had surely been one of his sweetest blessings. And now she was surrounded by other blessings standing on the riverbank watching him, but he couldn’t stop to count them right then. He wasn’t even sure he still had feet down on the cold river bottom, and his nearly frozen fingers were aching. Wes looked even colder as water dripped off his gray hair and eyebrows.  Icicles would be forming on the poor man’s nose and ears if they didn’t get somewhere warm fast. The next person who wanted a river baptism would just have to wait till spring.

Matt McDermott and Whit Jackson were waiting with blankets to wrap around David and Wes when they stepped back up on the riverbank. It kept the wind off but didn’t stop their shivering as the icy cold was clinging to them in their wet clothes under the blankets. David hadn’t been this cold since he’d been down in the submarine in the Pacific Ocean during World War II and they’d lost all but their emergency power.

“You holding up, David?” Wes asked through chattering teeth.

“I don’t know. I’ll tell you when I thaw out,” David said.  “How about you?”

“I’m sure I’ve been colder, but my brain’s too froze right now to remember when,” Wes said. “But it was the right thing. I’m beholden to you for wading out there in the river with me.”

When Jocie came running to hug Wes, he put out a hand to push her back. “No sense you getting wet and turning into an ice cube like us, Jo. We’ll have a Jupiter hugging party later.”

Everybody was smiling but nobody was stopping to talk as they scrambled back up the hill to the road and their cars and heaters. Not only was the wind frigid, they’d come to the Redbone River for the baptizing right after morning services, so their Sunday dinners were calling to them at home.

Matt McDermott followed David up toward his car. “You remember you’re coming to our house for dinner, right?” 

“I’ll be there as soon as I get changed into dry clothes back at the church,” David said.

Matt looked over at Wes. “Dorothy fixed plenty, Wesley, so come on over to the house with Brother David.”

“I’m not one to turn down good cooking,” Wes said.  “Especially today if it’s hot.”

“Don’t worry. It’ll be hot and I’ll throw another log on the fire while Dorothy sets an extra plate.” Matt turned his eyes back to David. “And of course we’re expecting Leigh too.”

“She told me she’s looking forward to it. Dorothy asked her last week.” David looked past Matt to where Leigh was helping Zella back up the hill. She must have felt his eyes on her because she looked up, wrapped her arms tight around herself, and shook in an exaggerated shiver before she smiled at him. David forgot about his frozen toes squishing water out of his wet socks with every step and felt warmer even before he climbed into the car and turned the heater on full blast.

His mother’s diamond ring in the folded up envelope was still tucked in his wallet back at the church. He’d have to take it up to the Jewelry Center next week for sure if he wanted to have the diamond reset by Christmas. He’d take in his watch to be cleaned and get Rollin Caruthers to vow secrecy before he pulled out the ring. After that, all he’d  have to do was figure out a time and place special enough to pop the question to Leigh.

Jocie climbed in the backseat behind David and Wes.  Normally she’d have ridden on to the McDermotts with Leigh to play with little Matt, Molly, and baby Murray, but today she was sticking close to Wes. She scooted up on the edge of the backseat and put her hands over his ears. “I think maybe Zella was right and we should have gone to her church.”

“Why’s that?” Wes asked.

“Your ears are purple.”

“That’s what happens when a Jupiterian puts his head under ice water. Makes his true colors show through,” Wes said. “Just be careful you don’t break them off.”

“I thought you said you’d been earthed,” Jocie said.

“That don’t change what color a body’s ears turn when they get cold. Or how long it takes said ears to thaw out, but you can be sure my heart’s nice and warm and earthed,”  Wes said. “You just send up a no-pneumonia prayer for me and your daddy, and we’ll be right as rain come Monday.  I figure it’ll take us that long to warm up.”

“I’ve already been praying that,” Jocie said. “And that your fingers and toes don’t fall off from frostbite. Can you believe Zella came?”

“Zell’s been hard to figure lately,” Wes said as he looked over at David. “You got any idea what’s wrong with her, boss?”

“Maybe she needs to start reading a new brand of romance novels,” David said.

“No, I don’t think that’s it.” Wes gave his head a little shake. “Her matchmaking plans have been going good.  Better than good. You and Leigh don’t hardly need her to do any conspiring to get you two together these days.”

“Well then, maybe that’s what’s wrong. She’s ready to move on to a new challenge. Maybe she’s decided you need a woman in your life, Wes.” David smiled over at Wes.

“Maybe she’s decided she’s that woman,” Jocie added. 

Wes put his hand over his heart. “You two are trying to do what that cold water didn’t do. Give me a heart attack. Could be you should forget about that no-pneumonia prayer for me, Jo, so I’ll have a reason to hide out in my apartment for a spell.”

“I don’t think you have to worry about that,” David said with a laugh. “Zella may read about romance. She may plan romances for other people, but she’s not about to invite romance to her own breakfast table.”

“I hope you’re right, because neither am I,” Wes said with an extra shiver. “I like chugging down my coffee with nothing but a bowl of cornflakes and a good book to keep me company.”

David couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten breakfast alone. Not that he especially wanted to. He liked eating Aunt Love’s biscuits and listening to what Jocie had going on at the high school that day. Even Tabitha who couldn’t bear the sight of food that early in the morning was sometimes in the kitchen now, fixing Stephen Lee’s morning bottle. If David wanted peace and quiet in the morning, he took a prayer walk in Herman Crutcher’s cow pasture back behind the house as the sun was coming up.

There certainly wasn’t any peace and quiet at the McDermotts’ dinner table when they finally gathered to eat.  Dorothy McDermott seemed unfazed by the noise as she set up a card table in one end of her big kitchen for her kids and Jocie while everybody else gathered around the oak table at the other end. Dorothy made sure Leigh was sitting next to David.

The Mt. Pleasant women had embraced the idea of Leigh and their pastor being a couple once they’d examined and discussed in detail how much older David was than Leigh.  David had overheard some of the discussions and had been informed by those who thought he should know about some of the others. And he and Leigh had laughed about the many ways the ladies had come up with to try to find out her age without asking straight out. Through it all, Leigh had been graceful and kind and caring. Something Adrienne had never been in the years she’d been his wife.  She’d searched for ways to insult his church members simply because it entertained her and upset him.

David rarely ever thought about Adrienne anymore. For years he’d carried around the guilt of their failed marriage.  He should have done this or he should have said that. He still thought he should have been able to find some way to reach Adrienne’s heart before she ran away from him and her life in Hollyhill, but he’d finally forgiven himself for his failure as a husband and turned loose of his resentment of her failure as his wife.

Tabitha coming home had made him face that wounded place inside him. David looked across the table at Tabitha who was hooking a strand of her long hair back behind her ear and laughing at something Matt McDermott was saying. She was so pretty, just like Adrienne, and yet in another way she didn’t look a bit like her mother. While the nose and mouth and eyes might be the same shape and color, they weren’t the same. Smiles sat easily on Tabitha’s face, especially now when she looked at her baby.

But Tabitha didn’t save all her smiles and love for Stephen Lee. She wanted people to like her. She cared whether the people around her were happy. Something she definitely hadn’t learned from the Adrienne David remembered.

David’s eyes touched on the tiny rose on Tabitha’s cheek.  She’d been part of the love movement out in California before she’d ridden the bus across country back to Hollyhill.  But what real difference did a tiny tattoo and long hair make? It was what was inside that was important, and his beautiful daughter who had disappeared in the middle of the night with her mother when she was thirteen hadn’t forgotten how to laugh and love. David couldn’t remember ever seeing happiness sit so easily on Adrienne’s face.  Maybe after she’d left Hollyhill she found reasons to laugh and smile. He hoped so.

He had plenty of reasons for smiling himself. He leaned a little in his chair until his shoulder brushed against Leigh’s, and he could smell the fresh scent of her blonde hair curled down around her shoulders. Across the table Aunt Love was holding his healthy grandson. Wes, his best friend in the world, had entered into the family of God so he could be his best friend in eternity too. At the kids’ table, Jocie was feeding Murray mashed potatoes while little Matt and Mollie clamored for her attention. David was beginning to know he had toes again, and Dorothy was passing him a plate of hot rolls fresh from the oven. Life was good.

He didn’t even have to worry about the Christmas play at church. Miss Sally had told him that morning she had everything under control.
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Tabitha sat on the back pew and fed Stephen Lee while that bratty little Martin kid chased a couple of little girls up the aisle. Miss Sally ought to make him be the donkey in the play since he was so good at acting like one. But no, Miss Sally just grabbed and hugged him before she told him he’d have to sit on the front pew beside her while they decided who was going to do what.

Tabitha hadn’t wanted to come to the play practice. She’d wanted to stay at the McDermott house and fold and refold the baby clothes Mrs. McDermott had given her. Stuff Murray had outgrown. There had been tiny denim overalls and corduroy pants and red and blue shirts with snaps on the shoulders. She must have given her a dozen pairs of socks and a pair of white tennis shoes with a red stripe.

As if Stephen Lee needed shoes yet. But they were so cute. Tabitha had taken Stephen Lee’s footed sleeper off on the spot and put the pants and a shirt on him so he could wear the shoes. Mrs. McDermott got her camera out and took some pictures. She promised to give Tabitha copies as soon as she sent them off to be developed.

Jocie had taken pictures of Stephen Lee with the Banner camera, but she always had black-and-white film. Tabitha wanted the pictures in color. She was wishing for her own camera for Christmas so she could have it at hand to capture Stephen Lee smiling or yawning or doing whatever cute thing he was doing. But cameras cost money, and film and flashbulbs cost money, and having the pictures developed cost money, and money was something she didn’t have.

Her father would give her whatever she wanted if she asked him, but she didn’t feel right asking him for anything more. He’d already given her so much without the first hint of reluctance or regret. He’d welcomed her home and kept loving her even after he found out the baby was on the way. Best of all, he loved Stephen Lee without reservation and didn’t pay the first bit of attention to the Hollyhill holier-than-thous.

He hadn’t told her about the rash of canceled subscriptions to the Banner after Stephen Lee was born. Zella had.  Not with malice. Zella’s eyes had opened a little wider than usual on her first sight of Stephen Lee as she’d sniffed and dabbed her nose with one of her ever-present tissues before stammering out something about how healthy he looked.  But honestly, Tabitha thought Zella had had a harder time getting used to the rose tattooed on Tabitha’s cheek than Stephen Lee’s skin color.

So Tabitha didn’t think Zella had told her about the problems at the Banner out of meanness of spirit, but just so Tabitha would be aware of the sacrifices her father was being forced to make because of her. As if Tabitha could shut her eyes and go back in time a year and make better choices. Not that she would even want to do that.

Her arms tightened around Stephen Lee. While she had been absolutely certain she was going to have a girl and had  been calling her unborn baby Stephanie Grace for weeks before she went into labor and gave birth, she couldn’t imagine not having Stephen Lee now. There was no way she would ever wish away the moment in time that had led to his birth no matter how right or wrong her actions had been or what problems she or anybody else might face now because of them.

Stephen Lee was too precious, too perfect to wish changed in any way. She let the baby wrap his hand around her finger and played a gentle game of tug with him as, up in the front of the church, Miss Sally began picking angels for the play.

Besides, her father hadn’t spoken the first word of complaint about any of the problems Stephen Lee’s birth had caused for him. Thank goodness the people at Mt. Pleasant hadn’t taken one look at Stephen Lee and shown her father the door. Of course it had helped that Myra Hearndon had already forced the church members to break their color barrier, and it had helped even more that most of the church people loved her father so much that they didn’t hold the sins of his daughter against him. Or against Stephen Lee.  There were always eager arms reaching out to hold Stephen Lee every Sunday.

Still, that didn’t put extra money in the bank or pay the hospital and doctor bills for Stephen Lee’s birth. Tabitha stared down into the baby’s brown eyes. She had decisions to make. She wasn’t a child anymore. She had a child.  Somebody who depended on her for his life. She didn’t want to fail him.

Leigh had told her about a part-time job at the courthouse. Mostly filing with a little typing, but Tabitha had taken business courses in high school. She could do the job, but what would she do with Stephen Lee? Aunt Love  would be happy to keep him, but what if she sat down and took a nap and forgot about him? Tabitha didn’t think she would. Aunt Love doted on Stephen Lee, but she did forget things all the time. Tabitha made regular trips through the kitchen to be sure Aunt Love hadn’t started cooking something on the stove before going off and leaving the burner turned on high. And she sometimes told the same stories three or four times a day.

Tabitha looked at Aunt Love sitting patiently in one of the pews reading her Bible and ignoring the commotion at the front of the church as Miss Sally and some of the mothers tried to get the kids to sit still and pay attention. Tabitha couldn’t hurt Aunt Love’s feelings by taking Stephen Lee to some other babysitter. Besides, Tabitha wanted to be the one to take care of him. But there was the money problem.

Tabitha could barely remember any time when she didn’t have to worry about the money problem. She and her mother had never had enough money after they left Hollyhill. Plenty of times they had packed up in the middle of the night and left town when they didn’t have money to catch up on the rent. DeeDee said it was good to make a fresh start every so often, that a place got stale after a while.

They’d never really stayed long anywhere until they got to California. Then DeeDee had settled, had been happy, had fallen in love with Eddie even though Eddie mostly hung with them because he needed somebody to pay his rent while he got his band going.

Tabitha wondered about DeeDee now and again. She’d written to her a few times since Stephen Lee had been born, but she hadn’t heard the first word back. DeeDee hadn’t wanted to be a grandmother. DeeDee hadn’t wanted to be a mother. Whether or not she wanted to be, though, she was.  If Mrs. McDermott gave her those pictures, Tabitha would send one of them to her mother in a Christmas card.

Up in the front of the church, Tabitha heard Jocie say Stephen Lee’s name. “He could be the baby Jesus,” she was saying.

There was a moment of absolute silence as if even the rowdy kids in the front pews knew Jocie had said something weird. Lela Martin opened her mouth, then looked at Miss Sally and shut it again. Behind her, Myra Hearndon smiled and Leigh looked worried as her cheeks turned red. Miss Sally held her head to the side a moment as if considering what Jocie had suggested before she said, “We always use a baby doll for Jesus. I think that might work best.”

Aunt Love saved the day as she looked up from her Bible to say, “Of course it will. All churches use a baby doll for Jesus. Nobody can step in and play the part of the Lord.  Not even an innocent little baby. Besides, Stephen Lee is too big. Don’t be trying to cause problems, Jocelyn.”

“I’m not.” Jocie turned to stare back at Aunt Love. “I just can’t see why we have to do everything the way it’s always been done. There could be a better way.”

“There’s no better way than the Bible,” Aunt Love said.  “In a Christmas play, you need shepherds and angels and wise men. You have to tell the Christmas story the way it’s written.” She looked back down at her Bible as if the discussion was over.

Jocie sighed. “We could tell the story the way it’s written in the Bible and somehow do it different. Like letting the adults take a turn at being shepherds and wise men.”

“That might be a fun idea. If we could get enough adults to agree to do it. We might try that next year.” Miss Sally reached out and patted Jocie’s arm. “And we do want you  to finish your poem about Christmas so you can read it to us that night.”

“Sure, all right. I’ll go work on it.” Jocie picked up her notebook and walked back to scoot into the pew beside Tabitha.

“It’s okay, Jocie. Stephen Lee might not be ready to be a star yet anyhow. He’d probably spoil the scene by screaming bloody murder if you put him down in a manger stuffed with hay,” Tabitha whispered to her. “And Aunt Love’s right. He is too big to be a newborn.”

“Whoever they pick for Mary could have held him, and Dad says the wise men didn’t show up until two years later anyway.”

“Well, I know Stephen Lee would have never laid still in the manger that long.” Tabitha laughed a little and squeezed Jocie’s hand. “You just can’t mess with tradition, kid. Baby Jesus is a doll, has always been a doll, and will be a doll again this year. I mean, the poor people will have enough to get used to with Cassidy being an angel.”

“You don’t think heaven has black angels?”

“I don’t know. Does the Bible say it does?”

“I’m not sure. I’ll have to ask Dad. All I remember it saying is they had glowing faces or sometimes in the Old Testament they looked just like everybody else at least until the Lord decided to let the Bible people know they were talking to angels. Do you think you’ve ever talked to an angel?”

“I hope not.”

“Why? Shouldn’t we want to talk to angels?” Jocie looked over at her.

“Not me. It would scare the socks off me, and angels don’t generally show up for an everyday how-are-you talk. They always show up making some kind of big pronouncement  like you’re going to have a baby. I have a baby.” Tabitha ran her finger across Stephen Lee’s cheek. He smiled up at her.  “I’m not planning on having any more anytime soon.”

“But they might come with some other kind of message.  Something not so big and dramatic, like maybe it’s okay to do something different in church every once in a while.”  Jocie slumped against the back of the pew and stared toward the front of the church where three little girls were lining up to be measured for their angel halos.

Tabitha laughed. “That angel shows up here and now and tells them that, you might have a chance. Otherwise, forget it. Tradition is going to rule. They’ve done it this way a hundred years and they’re going to do it this way a hundred more, give or take a year here and there.”
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