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In loving memory of my grandmother
Georgia Williams
“Many women do noble things,
but you surpass them all.
Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting;
but a woman who fears the LORD is to be praised.”
Proverbs 31:29-30
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“Let a man set his heart only on doing the will of God and he is instantly set free! No
one can hinder him. It is only when we introduce our own will into our relation to
God that we get into trouble. When we weave into the pattern of our lives threads of
our own desires we instantly become subject to hindrances from the outside.”
A.W. TOZER
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Chapter 1
Ashley Mitchell Issacs looked at her mother from across the room. It amazed Ashley
that her mother had maintained her youthful beauty after all this time. Though nearly
fifty years old, she appeared flawlessly young. From the stylish cut of her brown hair to
the elegant gold jewelry around her neck and dangling from her ears, Rachelle
Barrister could only be described as stunning.
“She looks wonderful in Christian Dior” came a voice from Ashley’s side.
Turning, Ashley faced her sister Brook. The mirror image of her identical twin had a
comforting effect on Ashley. “When did you get here?” she asked, hugging Brook
tightly.
“Oh, about ten minutes ago. I got waylaid by Erica and Deirdre as I came in.”
Ashley nodded knowingly. As one of five sisters, she knew very well how that could
happen. She herself had been caught off guard by their middle sister, Connie.
“Did you drive here alone?” Brook questioned, glancing around. “Didn’t Jack and
the boys come?”
“No, Jack just couldn’t do it. He was lucky to get time away from the hospital to
spend with the kids while I came here. The boys are still in school, after all, and we
didn’t want to disrupt them.” Ashley didn’t add that she wished she’d insisted her
husband and sons accompany her. The day promised to be a large-scale ordeal, and
Ashley needed them to keep her calm. “So I flew in by myself, rented a car, and drove
here from Kansas City.”
“Me too,” Brook admitted. “Too bad we didn’t think to coordinate our trips.”
Smiling, she stepped back to assess her sister’s dress. “I see we still think alike.”
Ashley laughed softly and noted the matching Calvin Klein dress that Brook wore. “I
wondered if we’d show up wearing the same thing. I mean, with me living in Denver
and you in New York, I thought there might be some chance we’d have found our own
creative outlets.”
“We’ve always had our own creative outlets,” Brook replied, “but I kind of like the
way we seem to gravitate toward the same styles for really important moments in life.”
Ashley frowned. “I suppose this is an important moment.”
“Probably more important for our mother than for us,” Deirdre Mitchell Woodward
said, joining her sisters. She gave Ashley a hug and stepped back, smiling. Four years
her sisters’ junior, Deirdre shared many of the twins’ characteristics and facial features.
All three had nut-brown hair, compliments of their mother, and the dark brown
Mitchell eyes. They were all about the same medium height and slender frame, with
exception to the fact that Brook, a model in New York, kept herself a good twenty
pounds lighter.
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“Every appearance is important to Rachelle,” Erica, the baby of the family, joined in.
Her dark auburn curls betrayed her recent trip to the salon.
“I like your hair,” Ashley declared, giving Erica a quick hug. “It suits you very
nicely.”
“Yes, I like it a lot,” Brook agreed.
“What about mine?” The voice came from behind them, and all four sisters turned
to find Connie, the middle child of the family, starkly changed from the last time
they’d seen her. Her hair, now bleached to blond and cut in a boyish shortness, seemed
well suited for the sister who had spent a lifetime going out of her way to be different.
Ashley nodded, determined to show no sign of disapproval or shock. Connie could
be so funny about the way people responded to her. “I think it’s very nice. I meant to
tell you that earlier,” Ashley added, though she thought it made Connie look rather
hard and unapproachable.
“Where’s Grammy?” Erica asked, glancing around the room.
Ashley realized she’d lost track of her grandmother. Mattie Mitchell had been a
mother to all five of the girls—in fact, if it hadn’t been for her, probably none of them
would have been here on this most austere of days.
“She’s probably just talking to someone before we get this ordeal started,” Ashley
said, still not able to locate where Mattie had slipped off to.
“Are you going to stay at the farm?” Connie asked Ashley.
“I suppose so,” she replied. “Are you?”
Connie nodded. “I figured Grammy would want it that way—you know, have us all
under one roof again.”
“It has been a while,” Erica admitted.
“I’d say so,” Deirdre replied. “I figure it’s been at least three years since we were all
together. It was that Fourth of July celebration when Morgan was just two years old.”
“How is my little niece?” Ashley questioned. She and Deirdre were the only ones
who had married and produced children. Brook was busy with her career, and Connie
had never seemed to settle down to just one guy. Erica, on the other hand, appeared
precariously close to being engaged to a wonderful young man named Sean Foster.
“Morgan is fine. I left her home with Dave. He agreed with me that this was no place
for kids. After all, she hasn’t a clue who Rachelle is.”
“Jack and I felt the same way about John and Zach. I’m sure they’d have a ball at the
farm, but for this . . .” Ashley let her words trail off. She looked at her mother again—
almost against her will. “A funeral is no place for children.”
The five sisters walked collectively to where their mother’s casket was on display.
Ashley sighed and privately wished that Jack and the boys had been there with her. She
hated being away from them, even for a few days. All she could think of was how she
was missing the boys coming home from school, listening to their stories, tucking
them into bed at night. She missed Jack’s reassuring touch and smile, and she
absolutely despised the fact that she had to trade time with those she really loved for
someone she didn’t care about at all.
Rachelle Barrister, her own mother, was dead. Ashley felt guilty as she realized that
this fact elicited nothing more in the way of emotions than anger and frustration.
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Seeing Mattie approach, Ashley tried to forget the anger she held against her
mother. Mattie didn’t deserve to deal with that today, and Ashley knew full well that
her grandmother was trying desperately to cope with her own pain. The loss of a child,
even a very absent child, could never be easy.
“We need to take our seats,” Mattie said, reaching out to put her arm around the
closest of her two granddaughters. Deirdre and Brook received her embrace with
warmth and love.
“Oh, Grammy, how are you holding up?” Brook questioned first.
“I’m doing all right,” the older woman replied.
But Ashley could see the regret and longing in her grandmother’s eyes. A simple
glance toward the coffin revealed her emotion. Mattie felt responsible for Rachelle’s
absence in the lives of her daughters, and Ashley knew this without Mattie speaking a
word.
The organist began playing a soft medley of hymns. Ashley had spent some twenty
years attending this small Kansas church, but she didn’t recognize the woman now
seated at the organ. Times changed. People grew up and moved away and people died.
Died without caring about reconciling the past. Died without knowing what the future
might hold.
“Come on, girls,” Mattie said, motioning them toward the front row of pews. “It’s
time to pay our last respects.”
Ashley took a seat beside her grandmother, while Brook sat on the other side of her.
It seemed ridiculous to pretend to care about the woman in the casket. She had never
been much more than an image in a photograph. How does one pay their last respects,
Ashley wondered silently, when there was no respect in the first place?
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Chapter 2
For as long as Deirdre could recall, the church had looked much the same. The
single narrow aisle down the center of the building led straight through the sanctuary
to the slightly elevated pulpit. Positioned at the base of the stage, a twelve-foot wooden
rail marked the place where people could come and kneel in prayer. Deirdre had
accepted Jesus as her Savior at that altar railing. She had seen her sisters do likewise. It
was here that Mattie came regularly to lay her various burdens at the feet of Jesus. And
now it was the place where Rachelle Barrister’s casket had been so artfully displayed.
Deirdre nervously crossed her legs, then uncrossed them. Folding her hands in her
lap, she was determined not to think about her mother’s lifeless body in the casket at
the front of the church. Rachelle meant nothing to her. She was little more than a
stranger, and in her absence, Mattie had been the only mother any of them had ever
known or wanted.
Deirdre knew it was Rachelle’s desertion that made her cling so protectively to her
relationship with her own daughter, Morgan. She had wanted to bring Morgan with
her to Grammy’s but realized that Dave’s suggestion of keeping her in Kansas City
made more sense. His folks were only five and a half hours away in St. Louis. Besides,
they loved nothing more than to come and spend time with their only grandchild.
Deirdre had finally agreed, knowing that Morgan would probably have more fun,
and this way she would also not have her kindergarten attendance disrupted. But
Deirdre needed her daughter. Even if she was only five years old, Deirdre found a
source of strength in Morgan’s presence. Motherhood had been fiercely important to
Deirdre. She wanted children more than anything else, and when she’d been blessed to
have Morgan, she immediately began to plan for her child’s future. Maybe that was
why it was so hard to imagine her own mother giving birth to five children only to
desert them all. Grammy had tried many times to explain—even excuse Rachelle—but
somehow it had never rung true for Deirdre, who would rather die than be separated
permanently from her daughter.
When Rachelle had run away and married Gary Gable at age sixteen, she found
herself almost immediately pregnant with twins. Abortion wasn’t legal at that time,
and even if it had been, Rachelle had held to the beliefs of her upbringing that a human
life was indeed a human life—whether she wanted it to be or not. Rachelle gave birth to
her daughters, then quickly found herself overwhelmed with them. Hoping to save her
young marriage, Rachelle had begged Mattie to take Brook and Ashley before hurrying
off to try to reconcile with her husband.
But it was a marriage hardly worth saving, as far as Deirdre was concerned. How
could a mother who chose her husband over her children and a father who couldn’t
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have cared less that they even existed be selfless enough to make a marriage work? It
had begun to disintegrate almost from the start—and why not? They were both too
young. He was into drugs and drinking and she was simply looking for a male figure to
fill the void left by her father’s death.
When Connie was born, everyone who knew the young couple realized Connie
wasn’t Gary’s child. Thus, getting rid of Connie and relegating her to Mattie had been
an easy choice. Two years later, however, with the hope that their marriage was finally
on the right track, Rachelle had given birth to Deirdre. She was to be their love child.
They were going to raise Deirdre and focus their attention and time on her, and they
were going to do things right. Never mind that Mattie was back in Council Grove,
Kansas, raising three little girls all under the age of five.
Deirdre often found herself feeling guilty about her position. Her sisters knew that
Rachelle had purposefully gotten pregnant with Deirdre—the only one of the five she
had planned. Her sisters also knew that while their mother had decided on a new life
with Deirdre as her child, they were given little consideration. Deirdre felt horrible for
that, but it wasn’t like she’d had anything to do with it. Besides, it didn’t work out the
way Rachelle had planned anyway.
Things might have gone all right, had Gary Gable not found another love. Heroin
became his full-time mistress. And by the time Rachelle found out how much money
Gary was putting into his heroin addiction, she had learned to her horror that she was
pregnant again, despite being on birth-control pills. Realizing the babies would be
born barely nine months apart, Rachelle considered abortion to be a reasonable way
out.
But then Gary had died from an overdose, and Rachelle had been too stupefied to do
anything. Within months of Erica’s birth, however, other people had taken Rachelle in
hand and the life they had plotted out for her had nothing to do with children. Once
again, Rachelle made the trek to Mattie’s farm and left yet two more children with her
mother. Only this time she assured Mattie there would be no more. She’d had her
tubes tied to prevent further pregnancy and was leaving the area for good. Then, to
Mattie’s surprise, she laid out adoption papers with the promise that if Mattie didn’t
take her daughters, Rachelle would put them into a state agency.
Deirdre sometimes wondered if her mother would have really taken her children to
the agency, but there was no way of knowing the answer. Mattie had apparently
thought it a big enough threat that she took on the responsibility of two more children
without further consideration.
Glancing down the row at her grandmother, Deirdre thought Mattie Mitchell
deserved some kind of award for her sacrifice. I wouldn’t be here if not for her. I
wouldn’t know love or security or even how to care for Morgan, if not for Grammy.
Deirdre glanced forward and forced herself to reconsider Rachelle. I don’t even know
you. I have no memory of anything personal or real with you. You are nothing more
than an image—a thought. A very fleeting thought.
As she settled into the pew, Ashley thought about the pain and suffering Rachelle
had caused. Ashley convinced herself that it didn’t matter, however. She was only
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really here for Mattie. Mattie, the only mother Ashley had ever known. The only
mother she would ever need.
But if that’s true, she thought, then why do I have such a feeling of disappointment? It
was almost as if she felt cheated and let down. But why? Why should she care that
Rachelle was gone, when she’d never been there in the first place? Why should Ashley
even give it a second thought?
She is your mother, a voice in her head reminded.
But in name only, Ashley argued with herself. She left us with Grammy and rarely
ever bothered to even find out how we were doing. She chose her life and we weren’t a
part of it.
Despite Ashley’s attempts to eliminate Rachelle’s image from her life, she knew quite
well that her mother had always been an unseen presence. Ashley had purposefully
scrutinized Rachelle’s shortcomings and had tallied them in a mental list, determined
to be nothing at all like her mother.
Ashley had married a handsome professional man, settled into an upper-class
community, and given birth to two boys. She was the epitome of a successful woman.
A superwoman—at least her own version of one. But behind it all, she sadly had to
admit, she had been driven by Rachelle’s image.
As bad a mother as Rachelle had been, Ashley had worked in the opposite direction
in order to be noted for her capabilities and graciousness in the role. She never
complained when the PTO called her the night before to request four dozen cookies
for a class party. Instead, she would always brush off the oversight and ask if four
dozen would be enough. Then, should the mere mention be made of buying cookies at
the store, Ashley would nix the idea, proclaiming it no trouble at all to bake them
herself. She was just as bad when it came to working with the social groups she and
Jack had chosen for their pastimes.
Frowning, she bit her lip. Rachelle has made me who I am . . . I was driven by a desire
to be nothing like her. As she pondered the revelation, it slowly revealed the reason
behind her disappointment. Ashley supposed she would have liked to have had her
mother acknowledge her accomplishments.
If just once she would have come to see the boys, Ashley thought sadly. Just once. Just
to see what they looked like . . . if they favored her. If only Rachelle would have taken
time away from the world she’d created for herself in order to partake of the world
she’d left behind.
I could have forgiven her then, Ashley reasoned. If she would have come to me . . .
even then . . . I could have forgiven her the lost years.
Brook, too, was troubled by thoughts of the years she’d spent hoping for some kind
of acknowledgment from her mother. Her anxiety had caused her to throw up twice
before even getting as far as the church, and she couldn’t help but wonder if she’d be
able to keep from running to the rest room to relieve herself before the funeral was
completed.
She hated her nervous stomach. Hated that she felt light-headed and faint anytime
something became overly traumatic. Her friends teased her that if living in New York
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City didn’t keep her in a perpetual state of anxiety, then why should simple things like
dating or going home to family cause her to lose her lunch?
But it wasn’t a simple thing to return home. Mattie was too perceptive and Ashley
could read her like a book. Deirdre, Erica, and Connie were less capable of knowing
her innermost thoughts, but they weren’t averse to trying to figure them out. Privacy
was a luxury in a large family.
Flexing her fingers, Brook laced them together and sat nervously, awaiting the
eulogy. She didn’t want to think about the woman in the coffin. She didn’t want the
others to know how it hurt her to realize she was never going to know Rachelle
Barrister—her own mother.
It’s just that she never wanted us, Brook thought, staring at an arrangement of
apricot roses. She didn’t want a family—she wanted a career. If she had ever shown us
the slightest reason to believe she was acting in our best interest instead of her own . . .
Brook sighed and pushed aside those thoughts, as she did all the other unpleasant
feelings . . . feelings of betrayal and frustration and bitterness. Rachelle’s betrayal had
fueled Brook’s need for revenge, a need to prove her own beauty and ability. During
long flights and endless modeling sessions, when everyone from photographers to
agents had made passes at her, Brook’s desire to show up Rachelle kept her motivated.
She crossed her legs and relaced her fingers. Why did it have to be this way? What
purpose was there in the events of her life? Gram had said that all things happened for
a reason—that coincidences didn’t exist. If that were true, then how could Brook
explain her life—the choices—the mistakes? Without the hope of trying to attract
Rachelle’s attention, what purpose did she have in going back to a world she had come
to despise?
As if reading her mind, Ashley leaned over and whispered, “I feel so lost.”
Brook met her sister’s ashen-faced expression. “Me too.”
“I think I have been trying to one-up Rachelle. Isn’t that awful? It’s just finally
sinking in. I wanted to show her how great I’d turned out—how I did it all without her.
And now she’s gone and she probably never knew and furthermore, never cared.”
“I know how you feel,” Brook whispered back.
Ashley’s gaze was direct. “Really?”
“I hate to admit it, but I’m seeing a side of myself that I have ignored for a long, long
time. And I fear I might find myself more devastated over Rachelle’s death than I ever
expected to be.”
“I was just thinking that. I would never, ever have expected it.”
“Never,” Brook muttered, shaking her head. “We might as well have never existed as
far as Rachelle was concerned, yet here she is in the middle of our lives, having a
control we vowed she would never have.”
Ashley’s voice fell silent and Brook caught a rustling sound behind her. Turning to
look, she couldn’t help being stunned to meet the sober expression of Harry Jensen. He
gave her the briefest nod before squeezing Mattie’s shoulders in a supportive manner.
Mattie turned, and Brook saw the way her face lit up to find her lifelong neighbor
sitting behind her. After Harry’s parents had died and he’d inherited the farm
adjoining the Mitchell land, he and Mattie had become like mother and son. Mattie
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and her husband, Edgar, had been good friends with Harry’s parents. In fact, Edgar
and Harry’s father, Jacob, had been the best of friends. They might as well have been
blood family for the way they took care of each other. And in the same way, Brook
knew that Harry had come here to support Mattie in her hour of need. Mindless of
how it might affect anyone else.
Taking a deep breath, Brook turned back around. “Don’t look now,” she whispered
to Ashley, “but Harry’s here.”
Her sister’s stoic expression never changed. “Where?”
“Right behind you.”
Brook glanced at Ashley, wondering if it still hurt her to see him. Ashley and Harry
had been a certainty that Brook would have put money on. They seemed perfect
together and yet . . . Rachelle. That was the reason Ashley and Harry didn’t work out.
Rachelle stood in their way. Ashley, too, had had to make a different life for herself. A
life her mother might take notice of and be intimidated by.
Ashley might have been happy with Harry, Brook couldn’t help but think. And I
might have been happy too—happy and content to live in Kansas and marry a sweet
farmer like Harry rather than getting entangled with the fast-paced life I live now.
Brook glanced back at him and found him studying the funeral agenda. Ruggedly
handsome in well-defined features, Harry wore the years well. Only five years older
than she and Ashley, Harry maintained a boyish charm that had captivated most of the
girls when they’d been growing up. Brook couldn’t help but wonder if Harry felt
nervous about being here. After all, he had loved Ashley quite deeply. Her rejection of
him nearly ten years ago had stunned everyone in the family. Brook could only
imagine how much it had stunned Harry. Since that time, Brook knew her sister had
gone out of her way to avoid seeing Harry—even when she returned to the farm to see
Mattie. Brook looked over to Ashley and squeezed her hand. The day promised to be
quite trying.
The pastor, a lean man in his fifties with piercing blue eyes and wavy brown hair,
stepped up to the podium. Brook drew a deep breath and forced herself to look
forward. She felt her stomach churn nervously. I only have to get through the next few
hours and then all of this will be behind me, she promised herself. But would it really be
behind her? Could she honestly relegate Rachelle to the past?
“I’m pleased to have the Mitchell girls back in our congregation, but sad that it
should have to be on an occasion such as this,” Pastor Paul Wallace said. “I know this
is a difficult day for all of you. I know, too, that you face many mixed emotions in
dealing with Rachelle’s death. For this reason, I will open us in prayer and then
proceed in the manner outlined for me by Mattie.”
The girls bowed their heads and Brook was only slightly surprised when Ashley
reached for her hand. It seemed only natural that Brook reach for Deirdre’s, and she
felt a sense of completion when Deirdre reached for Erica’s and Erica did likewise with
Connie.
“Father, this day is among the most difficult for any person to endure. A loved one
has passed away and the loss that is felt comes to us in different ways. We ask that you
would oversee this day and the days to come. We thank you for your mercy and honor
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you this day as the all-knowing God who directs our steps. In Jesus’ name, amen.”
Brook felt her sisters release their hold and instantly wished that she could somehow
get it back.
“Rachelle Mitchell Gable, better known as Rachelle Barrister, was born right here in
Council Grove, Kansas. She lived her childhood here and later married and moved
away. She gave birth to five daughters; they survive her.”
Survive her. What a perfect expression, Brook thought. That is exactly what we did.
We survived her desertion. We survived her absence. We survived her.
The pastor looked up and met their faces. Brook thought he looked very
sympathetic and compassionate. And why not? He’d been the pastor of this church for
the last twenty-some years. He’d watched them grow up and leave home and more
than once he’d counseled them in times of need.
He smiled benevolently. “Mattie asked me to be less formal, to not dwell on the
obvious. We all know the details of Rachelle’s life. We could spend the entire day
listing her accomplishments, but that would serve you poorly and it would hardly help
Rachelle. This family has endured much pain and I know the way hasn’t always been
easy. But there is a strength you have in each other—a strength that makes you more
than merely survivors of Rachelle Barrister—it makes you family.”
Connie heard the words but found it difficult to focus on the meaning. She glanced
at her watch as covertly as she could manage and noted that less than ten minutes had
passed. It seemed like an eternity. She shifted uncomfortably, feeling her straight navy
skirt bind as she moved. This was the last place in the world she wanted to be.
Connie didn’t know if she could buy into the pastor’s words on family. She knew
that he hoped to bring them together—probably for Mattie more than anyone. After
all, Mattie was the one still living here in Council Grove, Kansas. No doubt Mattie had
to face the questions of her neighbors and friends. “Where did your girls get themselves
off to?” “When are they coming home?” Connie supposed it was hard for some folks to
understand the need to break away from the farm—to live a life where the memories
couldn’t hurt you.
Connie almost laughed out loud at that thought. Is there such a place? If there was,
Connie had never found it. Memories still haunted—still wounded—even when you
lived a hundred miles away.
The eulogy continued, but Connie hardly even heard the words. She hadn’t come
here to listen to her mother’s praises being sung, neither had she come here to get
some psychological or theological lecture on how she should find strength in her
family. She knew all of that already. The only trouble was, she never felt very much a
part of the family. Being the middle child of five had its grave disadvantages, and
Connie had endured every one of them. And while she couldn’t change her birth
order, she could manage her feelings toward the mother she had never known.
It seemed odd to feel so unfamiliar with her own mother, but Connie knew that if
given a chance to speak their minds, her sisters would no doubt agree with her. Mattie
said they could know Rachelle, at least in part, because they had each other and even
Mattie to find comparisons in. But no matter how hard Connie tried to find her
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mother in others, it never made up for the fact that she had never been there in the first
place.
Against her will, Connie remembered feeling outcast by her friends. They were both
in awe of her mother and in contempt of Connie’s position. “Why isn’t your mother
ever home? Where is she?” They would ask her these and other taunting questions. “If
your mother loved you, she would take you to live with her.”
Even now the wound felt raw. Then another, even more painful memory came to
mind. Connie had once tried to telephone Rachelle, only to be intercepted by her
mother’s personal secretary. The woman had assured Connie that Rachelle would
probably have loved to talk to Connie, but that now wasn’t a good time. There was
never a good time, Connie quickly came to understand.
“Rachelle may be gone from this earth,” Pastor Paul was saying, “but she has left a
legacy that will remain for generations to come. A legacy comprised of flesh and blood.
This legacy is you.” He said the words so simply, yet Connie felt almost startled by
them.
“God, too, has given us a legacy. An inheritance from Father to child. He offers us
eternal life—salvation through His Son, Jesus. A free gift that we have but to accept in
order to obtain. We are His children—His family. No one person is more important
than the other.
“Scripture likens it to the parts of a body, all of which are necessary to support the
whole. Just as Scripture points out that one part of the body can’t say to another part,
‘You aren’t important. You aren’t needed,’ neither should we say those words to one
another.”
But I don’t feel important or needed, Connie thought to herself. She folded her arms
against her chest as if to shield herself from being hurt by the words. Talk is cheap.
Wasn’t that the old adage? Put your money where your mouth is. Of course, she knew
the pastor couldn’t give her what she needed. She doubted very seriously that what she
needed could ever be provided.
Pastor Paul seemed to be concluding his service, and for this reason alone, Connie
forced the dreary thoughts away from her mind.
“I want you to remember today that nothing Rachelle Barrister has done matters
anymore. She is gone and there is nothing more she can do or say to change her life.
But just as clearly as this is true, it is also true that you are still alive. You are here and
you have a choice to make.” He stepped down from the podium and went to stand at
the end of Rachelle’s coffin.
“Rachelle made mistakes—poor judgments—and often very hurtful decisions. But
she will never make another. You, on the other hand, are alive and free to determine
how you will deal with this situation.”
Connie bowed her head ever so slightly. She couldn’t handle the intensity of the
pastor’s words. She knew her life was a mess. She didn’t need him to remind her of it.
I won’t listen. I will think of anything but what he’s saying. I will think of home.
“Sometimes we get a second chance.” The pastor’s voice pierced her thoughts.
“Sometimes we don’t,” she nearly murmured aloud. She felt as if a band were
tightening around her chest. It caused her to draw her arms even closer, tensing
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against the feeling of pressure.
“Sometimes we lose our way.”
I won’t listen. She wanted to put her hands over her ears.
“But sometimes—just when we least expect it,” he said very softly, “we find it again.”
Connie forced herself to remain seated. It would be over in just a few minutes, and
then she would never again have to listen to anything so unnerving. She made a mental
rundown of anything and everything that came to mind. She spelled the months of the
year backward and then tried to remember the entire Declaration of Independence,
which she’d had to memorize in high school.
And then it was over. Pastor Paul was praying, and before she knew it they were
standing and thanking him for a lovely service. Connie edged away from where Mattie
and her sisters shared their thoughts with the gentle pastor. She wanted no part of this.
“Running away?” a deep, husky voice questioned.
The words startled Connie and she jumped. Looking up, she found Harry Jensen
staring at her rather quizzically.
“Connie, are you okay?” he asked as she continued to look at him.
“Yes,” she said. “I’m perfectly fine.”
“You look as white as a sheet.”
“It’s been a hard day,” she admitted. “And seeing you is . . . well . . . a surprise.”
He smiled. “Why is that? You had to know I’d be here for Mattie.”
Connie nodded. “I suppose I could have figured that. I’m surprised you recognized
me, though. It’s been a long time since I saw you and . . . well, I’ve changed a lot in that
time.”
“Not so much,” Harry said, smiling. “The hair is a little dramatic, but it’s still the
same pretty face.”
Connie felt her cheeks grow hot. No doubt Harry would note her blush and realize
his comment was the cause. She turned away rather abruptly and said, “Gram seems to
be holding up pretty well.”
“She’s a strong woman,” Harry replied. “She has to be.”
Connie turned back. “What’s that supposed to mean?” She knew her suspicious,
even guilt-ridden nature was getting the best of her, but there seemed to be a challenge
in Harry’s words.
“It means just what I said,” Harry replied. “She has to be strong. Life’s dealt her
some harsh blows—the death of her husband and son when they were both so young
and vital, and now the death of her only other child.”
“She’s not the only one who’s had to be strong,” Connie said, knowing how selfish
the words sounded. She thought to take them back but knew it would do little good.
She hadn’t wanted to alienate Harry—not really. Not any more than she wanted to
alienate anyone else. She simply didn’t want to deal with the pain, and sometimes
putting people away from her before they could hurt her was the best thing she could
do.

19

Chapter 3
Mattie watched each of her girls carefully. In so many ways they were no different
from the children she’d raised. The twins stayed close, usually consoling each other in
unspoken ways. A touch here, a glance there. It was their way—a bond that no one had
ever been able to come between. Erica and Deirdre were standing together, their
whispered thoughts exchanged as they carefully observed the others. Ever the
peacemaker of the family, Deirdre kept a kind of silent vigil over the group. Mattie had
seen her do this since she had been quite small. She always seemed to observe the
family, watching for trouble, heading it off before it got out of control.
And while Deirdre was the self-appointed peacemaker, Erica, barely nine months
younger, was the happy-go-lucky sort that just seemed to take life as it came. Babies of
the family were often that way, Mattie had observed over the years. They wore handme-down clothes and found themselves passed around among the other siblings while
exhausted mothers—or grandmothers, in this case—struggled to meet some newly
mandated deadline.
Then there was Connie. Connie had always been a bit more difficult than the rest,
Mattie remembered with a smile. But Connie had been the one most like Rachelle.
Rachelle with her wild, independent streak. Rachelle with her penchant for danger and
adventure.
Thinking of her only daughter caused Mattie more pain than she cared to admit. She
made her way to the casket, happy that everyone had preoccupied themselves with
someone else. She needed a few moments alone.
The woman in the casket hardly resembled the lively teenager Mattie had raised.
Gently, Mattie touched her daughter’s cold hand. Oh, Rachelle . . . my daughter. Tears
came to Mattie’s eyes and her previously squared, strong shoulders slumped forward
in sorrow.
I failed you, my little one. I failed you. I wish I could somehow live life all over again
and do things right. When your Daddy and little Robbie died in that car accident, I
should have known the pain would be devastating to you. I should have found a better
way to help you deal with your grief. Maybe if I had, you wouldn’t have run away. You
wouldn’t have gone searching the world for a love that always existed for you at home.
Mattie regretted the past, holding a painful notion that somewhere along the way
she had been an inadequate mother. When her beloved Edgar and son, Robbie, had
died on an icy highway, Mattie had felt the bottom go out of her world. Left alone with
a farm and a twelve-year-old daughter, Mattie had done the best job she could do.
Sadly, it hadn’t been enough.
Rachelle had withdrawn inside herself, and Mattie had been too preoccupied with
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