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DISCLAIMER

This is a work of ctnio�. 
All names, characters, businesses, places, and inci-

dents are either the products of the authors creativity 
or strictly meant to be used in a gctitious manner. 

Any resemblance to actual persons, livin/ or dead, or 
actual events is purely coincidental andWor for enter-

tainment purposes only. 
RANIGIT-khis story talws about tou/h topics 

that many people chose to avoid. khese scenes are 
not meant to do'nplay the diCculties of these top-

ics, /lorify them, or mawe li/ht of them. khe rea-
son they are bein/ addressed is because these thin/s 
do happen and pretendin/ that they donDt doesnDt 
prevent the situations from occurrin/. Gf anythin/, 

talwin/ about such thin/s openly 'ill hopefully oYer 
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a bit of hope, and if nothin/ else, people 'ho have 
ejperienced similar situations 'ill wno' that others 

see them, and that they are not alone.  
-lease be advised that by no means is the author 

tryin/ to oYer advice or counselin/, the only thin/ 
meant to be tawen a'ay from this story is that the 

Almi/hty can moveWhealWrestore anything if it is .is 
'ill, and 'e /ive it all to .im. A/ain, this story is not 
real it /ust speaws about real life thin/s and possible 

situations.
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I WAS SUPPOSED TO BE HERE FOY 
�OU 

CHRIS

Hey there—It's me again. 
Do you remember when I hijacked my sister's sto-

ry? 
It was chapter 23 of book 6 in case you forgot. You 

probably remember that I'm not great putting all the 
details into words, but if this were a movie, I'd have 
you on the edge of your seat, feeling as if you were 
a part of the world I'm sharing with you. I have the 
visual thing down, and I enjoy setting up a scene to 
show what's really going on. 
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I genuinely have no idea how to share my story 
and would have been okay with not saying a word, 
only the part of my life that I am currently living is 
worth talking about. So, now…what's the best way 
for me to get you there?

I think I need to bring us back to the trip that 
healed things between my sister and me. The trip 
that reactivated our wonder twin powers. Each time 
I struggle with whether or not I should share or keep 
it locked away, I remind myself that healing is messy, 
but the end result is usually worth it so…I'm willing 
to give it a shot.

When I asked Riley if I could go with her when 
she told my parents she needed to bail again, I was 
desperate. I had no clue what I was supposed to be 
doing with my life. I can't stress enough how much 
relief I felt the moment she said, it was okay for me 
to tag along. To say we had a strained relationship at 
that time would be grossly underestimating just how 
bad things had gotten between us.
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I’m not trying to beat a dead horse. Wait, that’s 
a bad pun but, unfortunately—it's *tting. Anyway, 
things were how they were because of me. I can ad-
mit it now, looking at it from a place of healing. Riley 
already told you about the younger years, and you 
know about Marybeth, but you don’t fully know 
what happened between Marybeth and me. 

"""

In Riley's story she left out that she did end up writ-
ing an original song about the way she way feeling 
after she belted out her modi*ed version of "Good 
for Youz at karaoke. The song she wrote herself came 
out almost as if she had been drafting the lyrics since 
the moment, she reali;ed that the life she planned 
for, was ripped away from her. The second she *n-
ished her song4 she just broke. What she had come 
up with on the spot had all the right emotions, and 
yet it was painfully clear just how much she loved 
Mikey because even her heartbreak song was kind. 
She was hemorrhaging her emotional pain by getting 
the song out, but it clearly only made her feel worse. 
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Or so I had thought. I walked over and got down on 
my knees so I could hold her while she cried. When 
I asked if she was okay, she admitted something I 
hadn’t e“pected. 

BYou were right. I needed to get it out, but Chris, 
what is wrong with me? I have tried to write my own 
music nearly all of my life, and the only times I have 
been able to is when I lost ”rian Daniel, and now, 
when Mikey killed every part of me on the inside. I 
never wanted to write that song, and I will never play 
it again.5

BDid it help any, though. You were *ghting your 
feelings, and then you sang karaoke, and it clearly 
sparked something. You think maybe it's because the 
song you sang out there was meaner than you wanted 

it to be?5
BWhen I sang, ‘Good for You,’ I was trying to let 

go of some of my anger, yeah. When I walked back 
here, I felt horrible. He only did what I pushed him 
to do. I just don’t know how to stop loving him. 
I never want him to feel any part of the way I do. 
And never because of me. Do you think you or I will 
ever be truly happy? How did we end up getting to 
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a place where we needed to run away when we grew 
up surrounded by so much love it's a bit insane?5

BYou know. I was shocked that you knew a song 
with a little bite to it. Apart from the ones you 
learned watching too many kid shows growing up.5 
I teased a bit to get her to laugh. When it was clear 
she was thinking about her and Snow embarrassing 
me at ”enny’s, I winked at her and continued. BThe 
rest, I’m pretty sure we will *gure out in time. Maybe 
that’s the whole point of this trip. Maybe the two of 
us learning to lean on one another again will help us 
*gure out where we belong and what’s ne“t.z 

There was a moment of silence before my sister 
asked, BYou didn’t post it, did you?5 

BI live-streamed you at the club, but only people 
we know had access, and the song you just wrote, I 
shared with mom.5 I left out the part where I knew 
our mom was close enough for her best friend to 
overhear, because I really hadn’t done it to go against 
my sister. The look she shot my way before she rested 
her head on my shoulder caused me to feel a little 
remorse, but there was no way to undo either, so I 
held her, assuring her that it would all be okay. 
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*In Riley’s version of our talk in the hotel room, 
she admitted to asking me who broke my heart. I an-
swered, but I didn’t offer any real details until the 
above stuff took place and she killed it, karaoke-style 
and then post semi-privately. She didn’t go into much 
detail about the night we talked about all the hard 
stuff, but I am going to because it shows the real, open 
honesty we shared with one another. I’m sure her rea-
soning was to allow me to share in my time, and I 
appreciate her for letting me be the one to tell my story, 
my way.

"""

BSo, Marybeth?5 Riley asked, and it was clear she 
wasn’t judging when she had every right to.

BYeah. I really thought I loved her, and she de-
stroyed me. I’m not going to blame her fully for the 
way I acted, but she did have a hand in making me 
treat you even worse. She even came between Wyatt 
and me.5 I began, and when she asked me for more 
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details as she curled ne“t to me like she used to when 
we were little, I looked up at the ceiling, blew out a 
breath, and let it all out.

BI *gured out that I liked her more than just be-
cause we all hung out all the time when I was about 
eleven or twelve. When I told her, she started qirt-
ing with Mikey and Wyatt. I knew she was messing 
with Mikey because of you, and then both of them 
because she knew it bothered me. She loved making 
me jealous.

B”efore you ask why I put up with it, I did it 
because she o9ered me just enough so I would play 
her game. She would tease me. Ri, I am telling you, 
she knew e“actly how to get to me. The *rst time she 
kissed me was in the bathroom at the Edwards. She 
snuck in, and I knew she wasn’t kissing them then. 
Of course, I liked thinking we had this secret thing 
between us. That night in the basement, when we 
were playing truth or dare, everything just blew up. 
I slipped and told her that I loved her when we were 
in the pool house bathroom, kissing like we had done 
so many times since the *rst time. No one heard, but 
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she decided to respond by testing me to see whether 
I was telling the truth. 

BAfter you left, she had se“ with Wyatt, and then 
me. I was hurt. Nah, I was pissed. ”ut I was also 
thirteen and full-blown lost to my hormones. She 
told me she thought I was too easy and dull. She said 
I was like a puppy dog. Actually, she said I was at the 
stage where people regretted their decision to get a 
dog in the *rst place.5 I ended up taking a breath and 
reaching for my water to push away the feelings from 
the past that were trying to resurface as I shared, for 
the *rst time, what happened back then.

BI am so sorry, Chris. It’s not true. I promise I’ll 
be 0uiet so you can tell me the rest, but I needed you 
to hear me tell you that it isn’t true.5 Riley insisted, 
and I knew she was crying, but I didn’t deserve her 
sympathy, so I shot back, BRiley, I treated you like 
garbage, so I don’t deserve your tears.5 

Thankfully, she just s0uee;ed me and waited to 
see if I was going to continue.

BThe night I was beaten down to my lowest was 
the night she made me watch her with Wyatt. She 
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claimed it wasn’t planned, but she kept telling me 
how I was almost as good as he was, only not 0uite. 
She sent me a te“t telling me to meet her at the pool 
house, only when I got there, they were right in the 
middle of it. I knew Wyatt had no clue what she had 
planned, but then she…she looked at me and told me 
to watch, so I could learn how a real man does it. I 
was so angry, but I was embarrassed even more. 

BWyatt…Wyatt stopped right after she said it, 
put her in her place, and said he was never talk-
ing to her again. I think he apologi;ed—he mum-
bled something my way, so I just *gured he did, 
and then he left without even *nishing. We nev-
er talked about it again because what do you say? 
We just went through the motions. What happened, 
though, messed things up between us, but we just 
ignored that, too.

BAfter Wyatt no longer gave her attention—let 
alone even a glace in her direction, she learned how 
to play nice for just long enough that I would be-
lieve her, and then she would knock me down. She 
really got her thrill when she would have me meet 
her someplace, only to have me walk in right while 
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she was in the middle of having se“ with someone 
else. She begged me to allow other people to join us, 
claiming I just wasn’t enough for her. It’s hard not 
to believe the things she was saying when she pretty 
much told everyone at school.5

BOh, Chris. I really am sorry that happened to 
you. What she did was in no way okay. You were a 
child, and she abused you,5 my sister o9ered, clearly 
upset for what she believed had happened to me.

BIt wasn’t abuse. I was having se“, Riley. I wanted 
to be with her. ”esides, she was only a year older than 
me, so I hardly think that she *ts the description of 
an abuser.5 I tried to clarify, but Riley sat up, took 
my hand in hers, and calmly e“plained, BThat’s not 
how that works. You may have been convinced that 
you wanted her, and in that moment, I believe you 
most certainly did. Hormones have a way of blur-
ring lines, though. As far as you loving her, only you 
know that, and I will never say something stupid or 
try to claim you can’t truly love someone until you 
hit a certain age. The things she did, the way she 
treated you, Chris, that’s abuse. She bullied me all 
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along, but it was nowhere near as harsh and horrible 
as the things she said and did to you.5

BShe wasn’t wrong. Wyatt turned out to be Mr. 
Do Jm Right while I couldn’t *gure out how to 
keep the one person I was with satis*ed.5 I retorted, 
hating the fact that my sister was trying to make me 
into a victim. 

BNo. No, *rst of all, you were a child. And before 
you try to tell me again that Wyatt wasn’t a9ected, 
you are wrong. People aren’t supposed to jump from 
person to person like he did. We aren’t created like 
that. I know that the world tells you otherwise, but it 
isn’t true, Chris.5 ”efore she could say anything else, 
the jerk I had been to her for years came out.

BWhat do you know about any of it, Riley. You 
are a virgin, and the only person you ever even kissed 
for real was Mikey.5 Riley cringed at my words and 
pulled away from me as if I had hit her. Instantly, I 
regretted it and jumped o9 the bed, made my way 
toward her side, and fell before her on my knees as I 
apologi;ed profusely. 
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BI am so sorry. I didn’t mean that. Old habits die 
hard, and while it’s no e“cuse, I don’t want to be this 
way anymore. Please, forgive me.5 

Riley nodded her head and knelt down with me 
on the qoor. She wrapped her arms around me and 
hugged me while she stroked the back of my head the 
same way my mom would. 

B et’s go sit on the porch,5 Riley o9ered, as she 
sni(ed back tears. Trying to make light of the situa-
tion, she added, BI think we get our young and dumb 
stu9 from mom,5 and then she laughed.

BDo you ever wonder what life would have been 
like if our dad hadn't died?5 I asked, and when Riley 
sat down on the chaise beside me, I rolled on my side 
so I could look at her while she stared at the waves 
crashing onto the sand. It was dark, but there was 
enough moonlight to allow me to see my sister, and 
for my sister to look out at the sea.

BAnytime I do, I feel bad because I like our life. I 
sort of get why mom struggled so much in ways, but 
none of the things I can imagine about life in Te“as 
with Christopher ever make sense,5 she shared.
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B”ut he was the one who found Spring )iew. 
They were supposed to move there together,5 I re-
minded, and Riley turned onto her side, mirroring 
me before she added, BYeah, but if they had come 
together, then we wouldn’t have  ucas, or any of his 
family. The only thing that may have been is Jncle 
Gosh meeting Aunt ”eth. I feel bad saying that, but 
it’s all I know. I couldn’t for a single second think of 
having to live life without  ucas and all the others.5 

BI get it. I just wonder sometimes what it would 
have been like. Not because I don’t appreciate what 
we have.LI think maybe mine has to do with wanting 
to know if things would have been di9erent when 
the whole Marybeth thing took place. I didn’t feel 
like I could have talked to  ucas about it the same 
way I may have been able to if our dad were alive.5

BHum. I suppose that may be a valid thought, 
but it doesn’t work fully. If Christopher were alive, 
who’s to say we would have ever met Marybeth or 
Mikey? And you didn't talk to  ucas, but I don't be-
lieve it's because he isn't our biological father. Talk-
ing to any dad about se“, I'm 0uite positive, isn't e“-
actly an easy thing to do.5 Riley o9ered, and as much 
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as I could see that she was right, I hadn’t allowed 
myself to think those things, mostly because I was 
looking for a scapegoat.

BChris. Why didn’t you talk to Jncle Gosh, Mo, or 
even Dr. Edwards? It’s easy to look back and try to 
*nd something to blame for the bad things, or wish 
for di9erent things altogether, but there’s no way of 
knowing what might have been. You also don’t have 
to stay where you are, either. What you’ve done, or 
what happened in the past doesn’t dictate who you 
are or what comes ne“t for you. You get to decide 
and change course.5 My sister assured me, and for 
so long, I felt as if there was no way I’d be able to 
escape who I had become. ”ut the way she looked 
at me while telling me things I hadn’t believed to be 
true for myself, o9ered me hope.

BI really don’t know why I let Marybeth come 
between us. I hope you know that she was jealous of 
you, Ri.5 I informed, and the look my sister threw 
my way suggested she wasn't the least bit convinced. 

BI heard that e“cuse a lot in regard to all of the 
people who hated me. I don’t believe it, and hear-



REDEMPTION L7

ing it again doesn’t make it any better,5 she stated, 
almost as if she felt nothing.

BIt’s true. Even though it won’t do a lick of good 
to change how terrible it must have been for you, 
there’s something about you that makes people un-
comfortable with themselves. You are talented and 
smart, and you never chase after people's approval. 
That’s a mirror that most people can’t handle seeing 
their own reqection in.5 

Riley and I ended up falling asleep on the porch 
for a bit before I woke up a few hours later and 
carried my sister to bed. 

I went live each day while Riley and I made our 
way to New Orleans. Each time, there were new 
people logging on so they could follow our journey. 
Mikey was one of the people who was watching us 
along with everyone else we knew in Spring )iew. I 
felt bad that we had everyone blocked Mapart from 
our parentsN, but we both needed the time we were 
spending with one another to be free from outside 
distractions. 
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I promised Riley that if she allowed me to vlog our 
time together things wouldn’t always be heavy, but 
sometimes, the people following would ask 0ues-
tions that brought her into the deep. The most 
beautiful thing about my sister's responses was that 
she was always honest, no matter how much it may 
have hurt her in the process. 

One of the the times that I went live was when 
we were driving from one beach to the ne“t and a 
follower asked, ‘What was it like when the two of you 
were in the midst of your sibling rivalry?’ I read the 
0uestion out loud and wished I hadn’t the second I 
*nished and was even about to tell Riley she didn’t 
have to say anything, but she answered as she focused 
on the road ahead.

BIt was the closest thing to what I am feeling right 
now but spread out over way too many years. Chris 
and I—what we had, was my favorite thing until we 
met kids close to our age who didn't know us. Things 
stayed as close to the same as they could until those 
kids started throwing rocks to test if we were strong 
enough to handle the onslaught of their attacks. We 
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were children, so we didn’t know we needed to cling 
to one another, and instead, we started to turn to-
ward the ones who were trying to break us, which, of 
course, only weakened our bond. I don’t believe that 
my brother meant to hurt me, as much as I know that 
I never wanted to hurt him. Of course, I can only 
speak for myself. 

BI remember the *rst few times I would rush 
home to tell my brother about something or seek 
him out because I needed him to be my strength, 
only to *nd that we no longer had that bond. That’s 
why I said it was similar to how I feel now. All loss is 
diOcult. You literally have to *gure out how to move 
on without a person you depended on in some way 
for however long you had them with you. It doesn’t 
have to be death that causes your loss, either. In fact, 
I can say with all honesty that death may be easier in 
a way. When the person you lost is living, you have 
to deal with the reali;ation that life goes on and cares 
very little about how it makes you feel. What once 
was but no longer is just seemingly mocks you and 
your romantici;ed plans that you depended on to be 
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true, only to *nd that you were the biggest fool ever 
to believe in such ridiculousness.5

I don’t believe she was *nished, but I ended up 
cutting her o9, feeling the need for her to clarify 
what she had said.

BRi, death is *nal. What you are saying is only 
true because you are heartbroken. You can’t possibly 
believe that death is easier.5

BI said, maybe. I was getting there. And yeah, 
Chris,  I  am  devastated  that  my  life—the  one  I 
thought about since I was a child is no longer…hold 
on. I need to pull over. I hate this deep stu9, but if 
it stays inside, I’m actually afraid what may come of 
it.5 She e“plained as she made her way over to a rest 
area and parked before she turned to look at me so 
she could pick back up where she left o9.

BAnyway, where was I? Oh, right, I was blabbering 
on about loss. As if I could truly forget. So, yeah, 
death leaves you with all of the things that were 
stolen, and that sucks tremendously. ”ut when the 
person is alive, you still feel those same things, only 
you get to watch them move on without you. You get 
to see how easily you were replaced, and then you feel 
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resentment trying to work its way into your reper-
toire of emotions, and that, that taints and ruins even 
the good parts that make the loss hard to begin with. 

BEach time I watched you live your life as if I 
was your enemy broke my heart. I was always hap-
py for you when you did well in sports, when you 
made friends so easily, and yet there was a part of 
me that resented you for leaving me behind. What 
I am facing now makes me 0uestion all the things I 
never picked up while we were growing. I ask myself 
over and over, what’s wrong with me? Why am I 
so easy for people to leave? I can’t do this— Please 
stop, Chris.5 My sister cried out, and I ended the live 
instantly. 

BRiley. I am sorry. Oh, man.5 I told her, meaning 
it, but needing to do something more. I had no clue 
she would end up in a place so dark and completely 
vulnerable, and all I knew was that she needed to be 
reminded that she was not alone. I was there, and I 
was never going to let her face things by herself again.
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I got out of the Geep and ran to her side so I could 
hold her. When she was in my arms, I tried to ease 
some of her pain the best I could.

B isten, I can’t take back what I did, no matter 
how much I wish I could, but I can promise I will 
never do it again. I also need you to see that as long 
as you are alive, things can change. Riley, you are not 
alone. No matter what happened with Mikey, this is 
not the end for you. You can’t give up hope. Promise 
me, you won’t give up,5 I assured and then begged.

Once we were in a better place and Riley was ready 
to get back on the road, she asked me to drive, and 
then she asked, BDo we call mom and dad so they 
aren’t freaked out, or do we go live again. This time, 
I get to hold the camera.5 

BI think we call mom and dad, and I will make a 
post letting the people who were watching know you 
just needed a break. I will also insist on them trying 
to keep the 0uestions more on the lighter side.5 

After we assured our parents that we were *ne, 
Riley rested her head against the doorframe of the 
Geep and closed her eyes. Fifteen minutes had passed 
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before she said in a resolved tone, BI believe that hope 
is a bit of a two-timer. It o9ers a glimmer of positivity 
when things seem too bleak. On the surface, that 
seems like a good thing, but sometimes, it’s detri-
mental. Hope, when the path you are on isn't meant 
to be, regardless of how much you want it, is nothing 
more than a liar.5 

I hated that she was right, but I still didn’t believe 
that she was in a position to lose hope. She may not 
believe that there was a happy ending for her and 
Mikey, but I had a feeling she was wrong. Regardless, 
I said nothing and allowed her to drift o9 to sleep.

"""

There was more to our road trip than just a bunch of 
tears. The emotional moments helped build back up 
the trust between us much 0uicker because we were 
both sharing things that left us emotionally naked 
and vulnerable. What helped us get to the place of 
feeling as if all was right in our twin world was when 
the fun, carefree moments that had always come so 
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easily between us, showed up so we could live them 
out once again.

We chased one another, played catch, buried each 
other in the sand, but most of all, we laughed. Some 
days we laughed so much my cheeks hurt when we'd 
end up back in our room. Each night we fell asleep 
on the patio, and each morning, I would wake and 
carry my sister to bed before the sun would rise. 

It was odd at *rst, being able to stay up until 
we could no longer keep our eyes open, not having 
to worry about being awake to work on the ranch. 
Waking up without an alarm or roosters crowing was 
weird, but I learned pretty 0uickly how nice it was. 

BHey Crissy…If you could be any animal, which 
would you pick and why?5 Riley asked when we de-
cided to play an Ask Me Anything game. The way we 
chose to play it changed after many times we found 
our answers were the same, so we would ask, and 
then on the count of three, we would say our answer 
at the same time. 

BOkay, got mine. Ready…One…Two…Three,5 I 
ended up saying, BWild horse,5 whereas my sister 
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said, B eighton’s horse,5 and that is why we ended 
up playing it the way we had. ”efore we changed it, 
it was hard to believe that hearing what the other 
person said wasn’t inquencing our answers since, as 
I said, we had so many things in common.

BI get your answer. ”eing wild and free, especially 
as a horse, seems like a pretty sweet life.5 Riley agreed 
with a smile.

B”eing owned by  eighton is for sure a sweet life. 
She doesn’t hold back when it comes to spoiling the 
ones she loves.5 I returned, also understanding why 
she answered the way she had. 

"""

BRi…have you ever checked to see if mom found 
the place, we used to hide all of our candy wrap-
pers?5 I asked, and when she shook her head before 
adding, BNo, but I was so scared we were going to get 
caught when we moved from the apartment to PiPi 
Peorge’s.5
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We both laughed a little while we reminisced 
about the good times, we had growing up. Almost 
as if she somehow knew what we were talking about, 
my phone rang. I laughed even harder when I let out, 
BIt’s mom,5 before I answered, and as soon as Riley 
heard our mom’s voice, she asked, BWere your ears 
ringing, Mom?5

BWhat? Wait, were you two talking about me 
again? I think you may be having far too much fun 
at my e“pense,5 she teased, and that was the best part 
about it. She was indeed teasing. The fact that Riley 
and I were mending things that our mom wished 
had never been damaged between us was all that 
mattered to her. If poking fun at her helped, she was 
clearly on board.

BActually, it’s not about you, really. We were won-
dering if you ever found anything that…hum. How 
do I say it without giving it away in case you don’t 
know yet?5 I tried to ask without blowing it. I nearly 
choked, and Riley snorted, when our dad called out, 
zIf you're talking about the evidence you hid in the 
base of the fake plant—I not only found them, I kept 
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getting rid of them for you after I did. Mom still may 
not even know.5

BWait, Daddy…did you *nd it when we moved?5 
Riley pressed, while Mom kept asking for the details 
as if she could go back and dish out punishments or 
something, even though she was still laughing.

When our dad made a sound to let us know that 
it was indeed when he *rst learned of the discarded 
proof of our contraband candy heists, I 0uestioned 
him as to why he never told on us.

BHow could I tell. You were stealing it from my 
hiding place in the truck. If I asked, I would have to 
admit that I, too, was sneaking the stu9 mom had 
banned, and I didn’t want to jump into a situation 
where I would potentially have to lie to her.5

Riley and I were both laughing over our new-
found appreciation for our father’s own participa-
tion in our sneaky childhood shenanigans. The tim-
ing was perfect when Riley pulled up to a gas station 
just as our mom more assertively demanded to be let 
in on the big secret. L

BChris…You have to be the one to tell her. If it’s 
me or Dad, she will not stay in this good of a mood.5 
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Riley teased, and as much as my mom wanted to be 
hurt by her daughter’s playful teasing, there was no 
denying the truth behind it. I was a Momma’s boy, 
and I knew how to present things in such a way to 
keep Eli;abeth Walker from losing her cool. 

Our mother took the news of her children and 
husband lying to her while sneaking treats rather 
well. As much as I wasn’t convinced, it was only 
because I was the bearer of truth, my sister believed 
it enough for the two of us. 

BSo, have you *gured out what you’re going to do. 
Did you pick your ne“t place or are you still winging 
it?5 our dad asked, and Riley looked at me, clearly 
hoping that her answer wouldn’t upset them.

Right before she was about to answer, I placed my 
hand on hers and s0uee;ed before I let them know, 
BI asked Ri to show me what her life was like in New 
Orleans, so we are taking our time and making our 
way to all the must-see spots, and then we are headed 
to Prandpa Gay and Jncle Forest’s.5

Riley closed her eyes when our mom sucked in 
a breath she more than likely hoped we wouldn’t 
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hear. I stroked my sister's knuckles, trying my best to 
keep her from losing control of her emotions. Riley's 
leaving was hard on our mom, and while our dad 
was able to convince her that it was the best thing for 
Riley, it was clear she hated the idea of being apart 
from one of her children—again.

We could hear our dad tell her it was okay, and 
when Riley said, BMom, I don’t think I have ever 
told you how much it meant to me that you never 
clipped my wings. I also know that I never told you 
how much I wish I could have been less of a…wait, 
what is it you called me, Crissy?5 Riley paused, hop-
ing to lighten the mood before she added, BA drama 
0ueen.5

BHey, no need to say mean things. I already told 
you I have since learned a thing or two about you, 
Sissy, and I took it back,5 I defended, unsure where 
she was going and not wanting to drag the past into 
things I couldn’t take back, no matter how much I 
may have wanted to.

BI’m not trying to be mean, I just wanted to make 
sure mom knew that I have you now.5
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BRiley, I feel like no matter what, in the end, I lose 
you. And now, it’s hard not to feel as if I will be losing 
you both5

BOh, Mom. I hate that you feel that way.  isten, I 
promise, we will keep you in the loop. I need you to 
know that Spring )iew was always my dream. It still 
is, because nearly everything I love is there, but until 
I learn how to be there without su9ocating, I need 
a little time and the healing that only Yah can o9er. 
Well, Yah, and as it so happens—my brother.5

BHey, mom…instead of dreading things and wor-
rying about where we will end up, how about you 
try to *gure out if you would come live with us if 
we decided to move. I mean, we’ve talked about all 
sorts of places. I de*nitely think you would thrive 
in a tropical setting. Coconuts, and reggae, with dad 
holding you while you dance together like you used 
to all the time when we were little. Riley is loaded, 
so she can take care of us. No clocks, no phones, 
just sunshine and living o9 the land—and by land, 
I mean Riley, of course.5
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BSo, I feel like we have opened up some doors or 
windows, maybe both, and yet there is still so much 
left we just haven’t faced yet.5 I got out as I qipped 
through the shots I took when we stopped at a cra;y 
;oo, completely spur of the moment.

B ike what? I don’t think I am avoiding things. 
Are you?5 Riley asked, and even though I was the 
one who threw it out there, I was drawing a blank.

BNot that I can think of at this moment. Maybe 
I’m just feeling like I missed out on so much of your 
life. I resented you for no reason, and yet I commit-
ted to it like it was part of my life’s purpose.5

BI resented you, too, sometimes. Well, mostly how 
much Mom believed everything you said. I got so 
much grief, all because I was honest about my feel-
ings for Mikey. Mom treated me as if I were trying to 
pull the wool over her eyes when I was literally beg-
ging her to trust me as I told her everything. ”efore 
you go and try to e“plain the why of it, Mikey already 
did. No matter what y’all have to say about it, it still 
isn’t the slightest bit fair.5

BNot fair? You’re right, but Ri, Mom just didn’t 
want you to go through what she had to.5
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BSee, I hate that that is what is always said as a 
means to justify things. Whenever I hear it, it ticks 
me o9. We were the outcome. How am I not sup-
posed to feel as if she regretted us when that’s always 
the point that is driven home? She had se“ with the 
person she had already committed her life to and 
got pregnant with us. She and Christopher were in 
love. Why is that a bad thing or something you don’t 
want for your child? I already told her I was not 
ready for that step, but I needed the love that I felt 
for Mikey, and I needed the love he always…5 She 
stopped, apparently surprised by the intensity of her 
emotions. 

In a strained voice, she *nished, BI hate that now 
that I no longer have Mikey, I can understand for the 
*rst time a little bit of the why.

BOn a  side  note,  can I  say  something that  is 
wrong…I mean, completely wrong?5 As soon as I let 
her know she could say whatever she wanted without 
having to worry about me judging her, she confessed, 
BEven though we are over, a part of me wished I had 
given myself to him. Chris, that part of me belonged 
to him. I wanted him to be that guy.5



REDEMPTION 3L

I wasn’t sure what to say. Hearing my sister admit 
what she had and knowing what it actually entailed 
was a bit awkward. I don’t think I would ever be 
ready to hear that my sister was with a guy, but I also 
knew I was just being a hypocrite, so I said nothing.
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IS THIS WHERE I'M SUPPOSED TO 
TALK ABOUT SNOW?

CHRIS

I  don’t feel much like repeating the whole song 
yasco mb sister told bou a,out ,ack when I yrst 

met her friend. ,ut I would like to take a moment to 
defend mbselfv I wasn’t doing anbthing o…erlb pushb 
as the song theb sang suggestsv I was onlb trbing 
to ,e nice. ,ut I was unfortunatelb more awkward 
than anbthing and mab,e that came across as me 
,eing creepb ,ecause-well. I had self?esteem issues. 
remem,erM

Wight I also add that Rbatt was there. and he had 
Eirting down to a science. so I. completelb. due to 
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the a,o…e?mentioned lack of self?esteem. didn’t want 
him to sleep with her at allv 

Know was a true cele,ritbv 
Rhen she yrst showed up. she looked nothing 

like her well?known image that the pu,lic easilb rec?
ogni—edv I wasn’t into pop. ,ut she was prettb and 
growing in popularitb. so I knew who she wasv It 
was easb for me to understand the …ast diCerence 
,etween a person and the artist theb ,ecame when 
theb were on stage ,ecause mb sister and her alter ego. 
Kil…er Ralker. were night and dab diCerent. as far as 
looks. and e…en personalitb were concernedv

I was yrst introduced to the person. Yim,erlbv Khe 
had come to meet Dileb on the ranch and had lunch 
with all of us in the main housev I didn’t sab much to 
her at all. ,ut I did notice that she was prettbv I could 
also tell that Rbatt’s wheels were spinningv I mean. 
what teenage ,ob would pass on the opportunitb to 
trb and hook up with an up?and?coming pop starM 
Raitv I can answer that for bouFWikeb Pdwards. 
,ut let’s ,e real. not too manb others. and I am not 
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trbing to sab it was the right thing. or accepta,le 
thing. e…env I am 5ust stating that hormones ha…e a 
wab of shutting oC the ,rainwa…es that would nor?
mallb tell a person. maybe you shouldn’t do thatv

Rhat I knew when we met up at Jennb’s later that 
night was that I would do anbthing to keep Rbatt 
awab from herv Nurns out. non?stop talking while 
telling her how much fun we could ha…e if she de?
cided to e“tend her stab. wasn’t as cool as I thoughtv 
Tid I tell her she was ,eautiful more times than what 
would ,e considered accepta,leM 4eah. perhaps I did. 
,ut I reallb didn’t for a single second think she would 
sleep with me or e…en speak to me after she leftFI 
5ust wanted to keep Rbatt awab from herv 

Rhen she and mb sister decided to make me look 
like a tool. I felt almost as horriyed as I did when 
Warb,eth would cut me down onlb. I sort of un?
derstood where the dissing duo were coming fromv 
In mb attempts to protect the boung woman from 
falling into the ,ed of a ,east. I unintentionallb end?
ed up getting her tangled up in mb own annobing 
snaresv 
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I walked out of Jennb’s feeling like the creep theb 
la,eled me and was sitting ,ehind the ,uilding in a 
spot that most people a…oided. due to the fact that 
it was close to the dumpster and there wasn’t anb 
parking close ,bv ”ust when I stood up to lea…e. I 
heard a …oice call out. 6 eb. I hope bou aren’t out 
here ,ecause of mev I thought the rancher. cow,ob 
tbpes are supposed to ha…e thick skin.' causing me to 
turn aroundv Nhe wab the outdoor light hit her face 
made her seem more like the girl I met at the ranch 
and less like the one who put me in mb placev

6I do know how to take a hintv Sot that that 
particular song is hint worthb. despite its titlev I do 
apologi—e. thoughv I didn’t mean to go full?,lown 
creep on bou. so I am sorrb a,out thatv' I managed 
to get out in what I hoped to ,e a neutral tone. and 
the onlb reason whb I ,elie…e I pulled it oC was that 
she came right up ,eside me. leaned against the wall 
and continued to talkv

6Sow. that is oddv Komething tells me there is 
more to the o…er?the?top plaber stuC bou were push?
ing real hard ,ack therev 4ou weren’t gi…ing creepb 
…i,es o…er at the ranchv 4ou were rather adora,le 
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when bou walked into that kitchen and nodded mb 
wabv I saw the pink spread across bour cheeks. and I 
thought to mbself. how pissed would Dileb Dae ,e if 
I Eirted with her ,rotherM'

I knew mb cheeks were gi…ing her a replab of what 
she had 5ust called me out on. ,ut I 5ust stood there 
and shook mb head slowlbv In that moment. I knew I 
was out of mb league and wondered whb in the world 
I didn’t 5ust let Rbatt do his thingv 8

6Rould bou ,elie…e me if I told bou that I got a 
little starstruckM' I asked. and she ,it her lower lip 
and grinned ,efore she re5ected mb claimv

6Sot for a secondv'
63h. and whbqs thatM' I pressed as I shifted mb 

weight so I could get a ,etter look at her ,efore she 
answeredv

6Jecause I don’t for a single second ,elie…e bou 
knew who I was or e…er listened to mb musicv If bou 
are going to tell me that bou did a search ,etween 
lunch and showing up here. then I’d ,e more in?
clined tov Jut' she started and then paused to step 
right in front of me ,efore she continued. 6I reallb 
don’t ,elie…e bou are anbthing more than a gentle?
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man. eitherv I feel as if bou are someone. I mab want 
to know a little ,etterv 4ou are far too cute for me to 
diss and completelb dismissv I hope bou know. I was 
5ust ha…ing a little funv'

Wb heart pounded in mb chestv Khe was so far out 
of mb league that I wasn’t e…en sure if we were e…en 
plabing the same sportv Jetter bet. I don’t think I 
e…en knew what sport she was plabing at allv Wab,e it 
was water polo or somethingv Bll I knew was that she 
was hot and the wab she licked her lips ,efore she. in 
slow motion. placed a kiss right on the corner of mb 
mouth screamed trou,le. ,ut I knew there was little 
to no chance I would heed the warningv 

Khe asked me for mb phone. and then she took it 
from mb hand. tbped her num,er into mb contacts. 
and grinnedv

6I seriouslb hope to hear from bou soon. Ahris.' 
she oCered as she sent herself a te“t so she’d ha…e 
mb num,er. and then she dared me with a seducti…e 
taunt. 6I wouldn’t mind ha…ing something more to 
remem,er bou ,bv' I watched her tongue slide across 
her lips. ,egging me to come take a taste. so I didv 
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I slipped mb hand around her waist with mb one 
hand to pull her closer to me. and then I took oC 
mb hat. leaned in. and kissed herv Khe slipped her 
hands up and into mb hair. while she hungrilb fed 
on mb mouth. clearlb suggesting that she was willing 
to gi…e me so much morev 8I fought to keep mb cool. 
and after we kissed for a ,it. I slowed things down. 
ending it with all the ,orrowed ,ra…ado I somehow 
mustered up. and then held her ga—e as I licked mb 
own lips in responsev 

6Rhew.' she whispered ,efore she 0uicklb re?
gained her witsv Bnd ,efore I knew what was hap?
pening. she gra,,ed mb hat. placed it on her head. 
and said. 6Nhanks. cow,obv I think I would reallb 
like to ha…e a token of this little e“change so I can 
keep bou close while I fantasi—e a,out that kiss and 
what I hope comes ne“t for usv'

111

I didn’t e“pect too much from Knowv I’m not going 
to lie and sab I didn’t want her to call. te“t. write. 
heck. I would ha…e ,een okab with her sending me 
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messages using a carrier pigeon. ,ut I didnqt expect 
anbthingv

Searlb a week after we kissed. and she walked 
awab. she sent the yrst te“t which said. 

I   canʼ ʼ’tbetlt ivy ocltanʼ 
utc  oth vyʼr Ind cb.v avʼ .yut 
mocʼ ʼv hv meʼo ʼocʼ

Bnd I wasnqt sure what to do with her te“t. so I 
pressed pause. tried to come up with something that 
wouldnqt come oC as too desperatev 

Isd .yut ivy wvyah mci. ʼv 
'ttf ivyu.tbw ʼ’y.ir 

kvm oclt ivy ʼ’ttap

Bfter I hit send. I remem,er mb heart pounding in 
mb chestv I also knew how much I en5obed the Eirtb 
,anter she so ,oldlb hit me withv Bt yrst. it was all e“?
citing. ,ut it didnqt take long ,efore our interactions 
,egan to feel a little familiarv Rhile it was happening. 
I didnqt know what it was. ,ut looking ,ack I could 
easilb see how she was no diCerent than Warb,ethv 
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Know was a shell of a person who almost needed 
me to gi…e her mb attention and when I didnqt meet 
her e“pectation of what she felt I should ,e doing. 
she would purposefullb trb and make me 5ealousv 
It was almost as if she needed mb energb one wab 
or anotherFif I didnqt swoon enough. she would 
force something else to arise so she could sbphon as 
much of me as possi,lev Nhe worst part a,out the 
whole thing was the fact that she was famous so I 
automaticallb felt as though I wasnqt enough for her 
and ygured that I should 5ust ,e grateful she e…en 
ga…e me anb of her attention at allv 

I learned after a few months that her game was to 
see how far she could push mb ,uttonsv I think a part 
of her hated that I wasnqt ,egging for her attentionv 
Rhen she reached out. I was there ,ut I seldomlb 
called herv I would te“t sometimes. ,ut Know was 
the one that had to initiate our con…ersationsv I trulb 
,elie…ed that she was testing me to see if I was using 
her. or mab,e e…en to see if I was someone she could 
one dab trustv

111
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I wouldnqt hear from Know for dabs sometimes. and 
then weeks. ,ut when she was alone. and under the 
inEuence of something she would alwabs reach outv 
I would get te“ts that were se“uallb charged. angrb. 
o…erlb detailed with photos e…en of her with other 
men hoping to get a rise out of me. and I will sab. 
I was 5ealous. I 5ust tried not to let it showv Knowqs 
te“ts I wasnqt a fan of ,ut I trulb con…inced mbself 
that I was in lo…e with Yim,erlbv Know was o…erlb 
conydent and wanted to pro…e to herself that I was 
under her spellv Khe sent things like"

ktiH di .t?i   vmʼ’vir kclt 
ivy utfbc  th dt itʼp

,v ivy .ʼebb ʼoea' vw ʼocʼ 'e..p 
xvybh ivy dttʼ yf meʼo dt ew 
I cuucaDth eʼ cbbp

Wa  t ivy Dtʼ ʼot fuelcʼt 
.ovmH ivy mebb atltu ʼ’t cʼ’bt 
ʼv Dtʼ dt vyʼ vw ivyu deahr gv 
vat mebb tltu ʼ’t cʼ’bt ʼv bvlt 
ivy ʼot mci I   ca cah mebb
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Nhe thing that dro…e her cra—b was those messagesL 
I paid …erb little attention tov Nhose. I saw Warb,eth 
in and sometimes I e…en thought a,out ,locking her 
when she acted that wabv Pach time I was a,out to 
cut ties. Yim,erlb would show up in need of ap?
pro…alv 

Ovdtʼedt.H I wttb be't c wucyhr 
I cd av vat cah itʼ tltuivat 
ʼoea'. I cd bcuDtu ʼoca bewtr 

Nltuivat ʼ’yʼ ivyr

Sedʼ’tubiEivy cut .v dy  o 
dvut ʼoca mocʼ vʼotu ftvfbt 
ʼoea'r Ia  byheaD dtr

xocʼ hv ivy ʼoea'p I Dtʼ .v 
dch ʼocʼ I   cut .v dy  or 
Kotuts. .vdtʼoeaD cʼ’vyʼ ivyH 
…oue.H ʼocʼ I   casʼ .ttd ʼv btʼ 
Dv vwr I wttb be't ivy .tt dt 
cah ivy cut .ʼebb otutr Tvy 
oclt atltu c.'th dt wvu caiC
ʼoeaDr Tvy hvasʼ ʼtbb caivat 
ʼocʼ mt tlta ʼcb'r Yut ivy tdC
ʼ’cuuc..thp 
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I ʼoea' ʼocʼ wcdt .ttd. bvatC
bir I ʼoea' I futwtu ʼoe. ltu.eva 
vw ivy ʼ’t  cy.t eʼs. ʼot ʼ’toeah 
ʼot .  tat. cah avʼ c   ocuc  C
ʼtu vu wuvaʼr Ovdtʼedt.H I me.o 
I   vybh oeht ivy otut va ʼot 
uca  o cah .ovm ivy mocʼ eʼs. 
be't ʼv -y.ʼ ʼ’t cah belt wuttr 

Nhat particular te“t led to her callingv
/Nell me morev Nell me that I could ,e the girl 

bou lo…ev Nhat I am someone worth more than mb 
moneb./ she ,egged in a …oice so small and ylled with 
tearsv 

/Yim,erlb. bou are worth more than bour monebv 
I donqt want a dime from bou. and I donqt e…en want 
Knowv/ 

/Ahris-I know I told bou that I feel like a fraud 
,ut most of that has to do with bouv I am so used 
up that I am fullb spentv Wb yrst time was when I 
was still a childv Wb parents. mb own parents told me 
that if I was a good girl and did whatever was asked 
of me that I could fix all of their problems. Wb father 
sold me into the entertainment ,usiness and when 
I learned that he was a 5oke for how little he settled 
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for while I was ,eing passed around ,b disgusting 
men who smelled and were ne…er gentleFhow could 
anbone lo…e thatv I donqt e…en lo…e thatv Nhat is whb 
I hate bou sometimesv 4ou onlb care a,out Yim?
,erlb. and I canqt ,e Yim,erlbv Khe is a cowardv Khe 
is nothing more than an o,5ect that other people 
a,usev Wab,e now. bou will ynallb stop gi…ing her a 
…oicev Wab,e now that bou ynallb know that I canqt 
e…en tell bou how manb people ha…e used mb ,odb 
,ecause I ,locked out as manb as I could. bou ha…e 
to let that part of me gov/

 ow do bou walk awab from thatM 
It wasnqt her faultv Khe was a …ictim of se“ual a,use 

at the hand of the people who were supposed to pro?
tect herv Nhe people who ,rought her into the world 
sold her as if she was nothing more than an o,5ect 
theb grown tired ofv Wb heart ,roke for her. and I 
felt that if I could 5ust show her that I was willing to 
stick around. she would learn that she was more than 
the terri,le things she was forced to endurev

/Iqm not sure whb bou think I am supposed to 
,lame bou for things that happened to bouM Iqd like 



DPTPWONI3S xH

to kill bour parents and e…erb single person who e…er 
looked at bou with anbthing other than good inten?
tionsv Yim,erlb. bou arenqt what happened to bouv 
4ou are strong. and-/

/Ktop‘ I donqt want to ,e strongv I wasnqt gi…en 
an option. and I would much rather ne…er hear that 
word again ,ecause it makes me sickv Ktrong people 
donqt ha…e to num, themsel…es with drugs and al?
cohol 5ust so theb can sleep at nightv Ktrong people 
donqt ha…e to pab for friends ,ecause theb are too 
afraid that if people found out the truth. theb would 
ne…er speak to them againv/

/3kab. itqs time for bou to face the facts that I 
know the truth. and I ha…enqt gone anbwherev I 
wouldnqt tell a single soul anbthing bou ha…e e…er told 
me. ,ecause I lo…e bou./ and that was where I pushed 
it too farv Yim,erlb hung up on me the yrst time I 
told her I lo…ed her and she a…oided me for close to 
a bear ,efore she reached out againv Rell. that isnqt 
entirelb truev Know would send me pictures ,efore 
she would go on stagev Kometimes she would send 
something after. when she was partbingv Yim,erlb. 
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though. I didnqt hear from until she unfortunatelb 
,ecame a …ictim of se“ual assault once againv 

111

Wb heart sank when mb phone rang the night she 
called mev Nhe second I heard her so,sL I knew it 
was the girl I cared a,out and not the entertainerv 
Rhen she told me she was drugged and didnqt e…en 
know how manb people hurt her. I wanted to ,e 
there onlb she ,egged me not to comev I didnqt e…en 
know where she li…ed so it wasnqt as if I could show 
up anbwab. ,ut we talked all nightv Re e…en stabed 
on the phone each night after. sometimes without 
sabing a single word. she 5ust wanted to know I was 
therev Nhis happened when Dileb and I got to Sew 
3rleansv Nhe onlb thing Yim,erlb ,egged me not to 
do was search online for herv junnb thing a,out that. 
I ne…er did apart from the yrst dab we metv 

I didnqt care a,out that sort of stuCv I grew up 
knowing the lies of the matri“ and e…en though theb 
found a wab to walk ,eside it for mb sister. the rest 
was all a part of the keep them fed and distracted 



DPTPWONI3S x*

spell that keeps the ma5oritb of people asleep while 
the …ile and most heinous creatures go around doing 
things so disgusting that when people learn a,out 
what theb do. theb chose to ,elie…e it couldnqt ,e 
truev

In the end. I think I pro…ed mbself to the ,roken 
and terriyed girl I was trbing to helpv Kadlb. stick?
ing around. ended with her punishing me more and 
more each time she reali—ed that she let me inv Yim?
,erlb needed what I had to oCer ,ut Know hated me 
for seeing her as anbthing more than a superstarv

jrom the time that Yim,erlb reached out to me to 
the second she slipped into one of the emptb chairs 
at the ta,le we were ha…ing lunch at in our hotel in 
UB was nearlb a ,lipv  owe…er. our past connection. 
along with our nearlb !xM* contact. caused it to feel 
as if we had ne…er stopped talkingv 

Know rarelb showed up anbmore. and the girl I was 
con…inced I lo…ed was the one I couldnqt wait to take 
into mb arms and hold until she felt safev I wanted to 
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kiss her again after I looked her in her ebes and told 
her all the things she was afraid I couldn’t reallb feel 
for her after all she had ,een throughv 

Dight ,efore Dileb showed up and had a moment 
in the ,athroom. Yim,erlb asked if I would stab at 
her placev I wanted to ,e there for her. ,ut I didn’t 
want to end up in a position where things ,etween 
us mo…ed too far too fastv P…erb part of me wanted to 
sleep with Yim,erlb. ,ut I didn’t want to do it unless 
she was sure she was in lo…e with mev I didn’t want to 
,e 5ust another name she added to her list of regretsv

111

6I reallb like them togetherv I also like that bou two 
are getting alongv' Yim,erlb shared her thoughts af?
ter Wikeb and Dileb leftv 

I was looking at the …ideo footage she captured of 
Dileb and me acting out NAan’t Ktop Kinging’ from 
“Teen Beach Movie,” onlb we swapped parts. when 
Yim,erlb curled into mb side and smiledv

64ou are 0uite the hamv I think bour fangirls are 
going to lo…e thisv 4ou are something elsev' I turned 
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5ust enough to kiss her temple and closed mb ebes 
when she tried to ,ring herself lower so she could 
take things to a more phbsical le…elv 

6Yim,erlb. nov 4ou don’t ha…e to do thatv' I got 
out as gentlb as I could. hoping she wouldn’t read mb 
redirection the wrong wabv

6RhatM I ha…e ne…er ,een turned down in mb life 
and nowFwhat-am I not good enough for bouM' 
Khe threw ,ack while she looked at me as if I had 5ust 
told her I wanted nothing to do with herv

6Nhat’s not at all what I am sabingv I 5ust want to 
ynish editing this so I can post it. and then I would 
like to spend some time with bouv Jelie…e me. I want 
bou. ,ut it’s ,een soooo long since weq…e e…en ,een 
close enough to ,reathe the same airv I don’t want to 
rush and ruin things ,etween usv' I e“plained. trbing 
e“tra hard to make sure she could feel mb sinceritbv 

Khe curled into a ,all. her knees pulled up. her 
arms wrapped around them and looked at me as if 
she wanted to ,elie…e me. ,ut she 5ust couldn’t ygure 
out how tov Ranting to lighten the mood and get 
her out of her head. I pulled her feet and banked 
her toward mev Rhen her ,ack hit the cushions of 
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her couch. I mo…ed o…er herFholding most of mb 
weight up? and then I leaned down and kissed herv 

It  was  almost  as  if  she  had  no  clue  what  to 
dov Rhen she didn’t immediatelb return mb kiss. I 
pulled awab and pecked her all o…er her lips and the 
area around her mouthv Pach peck seemed to get 
her to set her thoughts aside for a momentv Rhen I 
noticed her mouth ,egin to curl into a slight smile. 
I returned to her lips and held the kiss a little longerv 
Nhe second time she grinned against mb lips. and 
the third time. she ran her yngers into mb hair and 
deepened our kissv 

/Yim-can bou please plug mb phone inM I forgot 
to charge it. and I want to shower ,efore mb sister 
gets herev/ I asked as Yim,erlb tried her ,est to pull 
me ,ack into her ,edv

/I can. ,ut it is going to cost bou ten more minutes 
of bed timev I will ,e the ,ig spoon./ she returned in 
a sleepb …oice while she tried pulling me closerv

/I will lie ,ack down. ,ut donqt bou ha…e a ,usb 
dabM Rhat time is bour choreographer comingM/ I 
0uestioned as I positioned mbself ,eside her in the 
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,ed where she tossed her leg o…er mine and rested her 
head on mb chestv

6Khhhv  It’s  not  time for  talkingv  Uet  me 5ust 
,e near bou ,efore this dab steals awab all of mb 
peace-please.' she ,egged in a 0uiet ,ut still an?
nobed …oicev I wanted to know what she meant. ,ut 
I ygured I’d wait to ask since she was onlb asking for 
ten more minutesv

Nhirtb seconds later. 6jorget itv I’m awake and 
frustrated.' Yim,erlb groaned out. and the second 
her feet hit the Eoor. it was clear Know was preparing 
to take o…erv So more kindness. 5ust a groan. and she 
was out the door. headed downstairsv

My sister filled you in on what came next—the 
choreography, the make-up, and the almost fight she 
and Snow had in the backyard. I will now fill you in 
on how I found out about said fight.

I was sitting on one of the hanging chairs. talking 
to mb momv Nhe room I was in was like a misyt 
room. almost as if its purpose was to house the things 
Yim,erlb liked ,ut didn’t reallb yt anbwhere else in 
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her housev Rhate…er it was. I. oddlb enough. seemed 
to ynd mbself in it at least once a dabv 

Bnbwab. mb mom was checking in to see how 
Dileb was doing and asking a,out things in mb life 
when. like a hurricane. Know stormed up the stairsv 
I ended the call with mb mom and followed after 
the picture?perfect performer as she mum,led nastb 
little 5a,s at what I assumed was mb sisterv

6I’m not sure whb I e…er thought this would workv 
Dileb is this fragile little doll who is so out of touch 
with the real world. and bet she acts as if e…erbone 
is out to hurt her. 3kabFyne. she and Wikeb had a 
yght and. oh-got ,ack together and all is right in her 
perfect worldv  ow was I supposed to knowM  ow 
was I supposed to help her when I had to deal with 
the monsters while she gets happilb e…er afterM' Khe 
belled. and when I mo…ed closer with the intention 
of pulling her into mb arms. she held her hand up 
and uttered. 6Sov I ha…e mb face done. and whate…er 
it is bou were going to do is no diCerent than the 
fairbtale ,s that seems to surround the two of bouv'

6Rhat is that supposed to meanM' I pushed. un?
derstanding she was ha…ing a moment. ,ut refusing 
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to allow her to ,lame me or mb sister for the wrongs 
in her life simplb ,ecause she had to li…e a nightmarev

6It means bour perfect. sheltered life is nothing 
more than a taunting. mockerb of a promise of 
something that will ne…er ,ev 4ou come here. act like 
the hero. onlb to sho…e in mb face that bou are ,etter 
than mev Joth of bouv I’m sorrb we can’t all ,e inno?
cent-' I didn’t care a,out her makeupL I wrapped 
mb arms around her and corrected. 6Ton’t do thatv 
So one thinks theb are ,etter than bouv I lo…e bou. 
and so does Dilebv Bctuallb. Di thinks bou are larger 
than life. and while she mab ha…e thought bou let 
her down. it’s onlb ,ecause she was hurtingv Khe is 
so afraid of losing bou or letting bou down that she 
was worried she alreadb had-that’s all I promisev' 

6I am-I feel so-' Yim,erlb tried to get outv Ktill 
clearlb not wanting to mess up her makeup. she took 
in a deep ,reath and maneu…ered her ,odb in such a 
wab as to let me know she wanted out of mb em,racev 
I allowed her room to pull awab. ,ut I gra,,ed her 
hand and lifted it to mb lips and held her knuckles 
there until she looked at mev
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6jor some reason. bou still don’t ,elie…e that I am 
all a,out bouv' I tried onlb to ,e met with a snort and 
dismissalv

6Kabs the man who refuses to ha…e se“ with me 
when I am naked in the same ,edv Bctuallb. I ,elie…e 
bou decided sleeping on the Eoor was ,etter than 
sleeping in mb ,edv' 

I wanted so ,adlb to get her to understand whb 
I didn’t want to sleep with her bet. ,ut I learned 
that when she was in the mood she was in. nothing 
I could sab would helpv No further ,ack mb point. 
Know went from nastb to cruel when she banked 
her hand from mine and spat out. 6I don’t ,lame 
bouFwho knows what bou’d catchv Re wouldn’t 
want to taint the e…er?perfect Worris  ,ob. now. 
would weM' 

111

I was sitting in a makeshift command centerM,ack?
stage area with Oncle jorrest and a few of his securitb 
men when the door Eew open. and Know started 
acting as if she had ,een hit ,b a ghost from her pastv
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/I  saw himv Nhat ,astard tried to get in.  and 
beah. Jron“ was on it. ,ut how dare theb show up 
and think theb can trb to intimidate meM Rasnqt it 
enough that theb took what theb wanted and left 
me like some used?up piece of trashM Nhose kids out 
thereFare theb innocent ,ecause their parents are 
the monsters. or will theb get destrobed tooM 4ou 
want me to work with bou. claiming bou will protect 
me from the e…il. ,ut thatqs a ,unch of ,ullv 4ou canqt 
,e part of their world without ,ecoming a puppet 
or settling for almost?famousv PC thatv I am going to 
soarv I am going to ,e so ,ig theb will ha…e to see mb 
face e…erbwhere theb look. knowing what theb did to 
mev Nheb want to ,e ,ig and ,adL well. theb alreadb 
stole mb innocence bears ago. so there is nothing 
left for them to takeF,ut I will not allow them to 
intimidate me anbmorev I will not li…e in fearv Rhat 
bou ha…e to oCer mab ,e good enough for little miss 
Dileb Dae. ,ut Iq…e alreadb ,een ,roken in ,b those 
sick per…erts. so Iqd sab that Iq…e earned the fame I will 
,e claimingv/

Re were so focused on the traumati—ed girl on 
a mission to trb and reclaim as much of herself as 
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she could when a noise oC to the side caught our 
attentionv Jron“ had 5ust gra,,ed mb sister. who 
o…erheard at least some part of her friendqs ,reak?
down. and was ushering her awabv

/Tonqt e…en think a,out touching mev I need to 
,e ,ack on that stage and end this night with a ,angv 
Wab,e bou should lea…ev I promise bouFKimberly 
is not going to ,e going home tonight. and bouq…e 
made it loud and clear that bou donqt like Knowv/ Khe 
shot her warning. ,ut I knew she was onlb pushing 
me awab ,ecause she was hurting and needed to ,e 
in controlv Khe didnqt wait for me to replbL instead. 
she gra,,ed a ,ottle of water. chugged it down. and 
made her wab ,ack on the stage she had 5ust left onlb 
ten minutes earlier as if nothing had happenedv

I had no idea what I was supposed to dov Bs I 
stood there. I listened to jorrest trbing to ygure out 
what had happenedv Kure. it was alreadb made clear 
that someone who had hurt Yim,erlb tried to get 
access to her. ,ut he wanted the full rundownv 3nce 
he was ylled in. he looked at me and asked if I was 
okabv
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6I knew. and bet-man. it’s not fairv Khe didn’t 
deser…e anb of the things that ha…e happened to herv 
Bnd what forM' Bs far as what he had askedFI was 
ynev Weaning. the one that mattered was Yim,erlb. 
and nothing a,out me and how I was feeling was 
e…en registering. so I had no clue what else to sabv 
Bfter a few minutes of staring ahead at nothing. I 
,roke the silencev

6Oncle jorrestFthank bouv jor keeping mb sister 
safev' 8

 e shook his head and pulled me into a hugv I 
didn’t know what to do. ,ut I was prettb sure he was 
hoping to make things clearv jorrest was letting me 
know that he heard me. while also making sure that 
I knew he was therev

6Rhat do I doM I am not lea…ing her alone. ,ut 
I alreadb ha…e an idea what she’s going to dov' I 
utteredv Sot reallb e“pecting him to ha…e an answer. 
,ut willing to do whate…er he suggested if he had an 
ideav

6I’m going to send Wa“well o…er to her placev  e 
has e“perience with this sort of thingv  e knows 
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how to keep things under control. and worst?case 
scenario. he has a medical ,ackgroundv Ahris. I don’t 
,elie…e that happb endings are out there for e…erb?
onev Kome people don’t know how to choose some?
thing ,etter when all theb’…e e…er had was the worst 
things imagina,lev I know bou care. ,ut I need bou 
to hear me outv 4ou can’t set bourself on yre hoping 
bour Eames will keep her warmv 

6Sow. what that means as far as what bou should 
doFI ha…e no cluev I 5ust need to ,e bour uncle and 
tell bou that I see bouv I know the mountain ahead 
is one that mab turn out to ,e a cliC that lands with 
bou in a li…ing hell insteadv If things get to ,e too 
much. promise me bou will let me knowv I think she 
mab need to spend a little time with mb motherv' 
Nhe onlb thing I could think to do when he ynished 
his supporti…e warning. or whate…er that was. was 
nod. and then I asked if I could catch a ride ,ack to 
Yim,erlb’s housev 
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BACK TO BHOTESH INITSH 
BODGND-WWDSR OLYSADI IT�YS

IT'S CHRIS STILL (OBVIOUSLY)

N ow that you have a little more info regarding 
Snow and me, I think it's best if I bring us 

back a little and let you in on what happened when 
we arrived at Grandpa Jays. I'm not sure if you knew 
this, but it was the Rrst time I'd ever been there. Ailey 
mostly went with our Uunt Ushley, and then once 
she got her license, she would go by herself. I liked 
Jay, and Fncle Oorest, but the stu- that happened in 
New Crleans wasn't really my thing. I mean, I wasn't 
a singer, so it never interested me to go there. 

Since I am being honest, up until our little runD
away trip, I wanted nothing to do with my sister's 
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alter ego. Sure, when she helped our mom con*uer 
her fears in front of thousands of people, that was 
pretty cool, but it was Ailey who did that, and I was 
sort of forced to tag along. I assumed, whenever she 
ran o- to Grandpa Jay's she was doing so to play a 
part. I Rgured it was the way she learned to escape 
the stu- that was piling up on her. ’hat stu-, when 
it was taking place, I wanted nothing to do with.

   

0y heart began to beat a little faster when we pulled 
up in front of Jay“s stark white threeDstory home. I“m 
not sure what I was feeling, but if Ailey felt anything 
at all like I had been, I understood why she came 
here. It felt almost as if the very house was sending 
out pulses of peace, like it was letting my soul know 
it would be safe there for as long as I needed. j

”Ai, is it Hust me, or does this place feel likeV before 
I could even Rnish, my sister said, ”Eome. It“s a home 
away from Spring Piew. I never get tired of looking at 
this place, and being here, is good. It“s like each time 
I pull up I am taken aback by Hust how beautiful it 
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is. 2ait until we get through the gate, and you see 
the backyard, and then the house. I am so glad you 
are here with me. ’hank you,V she o-ered with such 
sincerity that I found myself smiling. 

”I think I'm the one who should be saying that 
to you. I feel like this is going to be really good for 
both of us. ’hank you, Sissy, for letting me do this 
with you.V I o-ered as she pulled her Jeep down the 
tight driveway that was hidden until the automatic 
gate opened, revealing two cement paths Hust wide 
enough for a vehicle's tires. Ailey parked in one of 
the empty spaces of the fourDcar garage and smiled 
when she announced, ”’hey“re both here.V 

”Midn“t you tell them we were coming3V I asked, 
a little confused as to why she reacted to them both 
being home if they knew we were coming.

”6es, I Hust wasn“t sure when we were going to get 
here. It“s nice that they are both here, and it may Hust 
be them, too. Granted, not every person who stops 
by drives their own vehicle. Unyway, let's go. I can“t 
wait to show you everything.V
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I followed my sister“s lead while taking in the 
backyard. It had the feel of a tran*uil little mini reD
sort that was hidden away from the city that surD
rounded it, as if no one else knew it was there apart 
from the chosen ones who were granted access to it. 
’here was a small pool with a waterfall feature that 
was tucked away instead of being the focal point. 
’he way it was designed made it blend into the 
scenery more like a pond, and if I didn“t know better, 
I would have assumed that's what it was. 

’he covered porch area had white outdoor furniD
ture that reminded me of the 1dwards“ set that was 
always so inviting and comfortable. Ull of the plants 
and trees seemed to be hundreds of years old. Not 
that they were anything other than serene, they Hust 
felt established and wellDmanicured. 

I was Hust about to tell  my sister that I could 
see what she meant about the backyard when a 
door opened and both Jay and Oorest appeared with 
smiles on their faces. I returned one of my own but 
noticed a slight hesitation as well as something that I 
couldn“t name come over my sister. Fnsure of what 
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happened, I remained where I was and waited to see 
what would take place. 

’he two men stopped and stood side by side, 
waiting for Ailey to make a move. I had no idea what 
was going on, only something inside was telling me 
that whatever it was meant something. It was as if 
they were waiting to see whom she went to Rrst, or 
how she would greet them4like whatever my sister 
did ne5t would tell them what they needed to know 
somehow. 

Eer bottom lip *uivered, and then she looked 
back and forth between them both, clearly deciding 
to push aside whatever they were hoping to Rnd, and 
with a hard, intentional shake of her head she forced 
a smile and said, ”2hat can I say, I missed this place 
so much I even brought my wonder twin so he can 
see what all the fuss is about.V 

2e all saw the tears she was pretending weren“t 
there, and when Grandpa Jay pulled her into his 
arms, I couldn“t help but feel a little heartbroken for 
my sister who had somehow turned into a fragile 
little girl right before my eyes. Grandpa Jay began 
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to whisper words I couldn“t understand, and even 
though it was clear that he knew she was sad, it was 
also evident that he knew what she needed in that 
moment, more. Oorest greeted me and suggested that 
we go and get the things from the Jeep. 

Cnce we were far enough away, he broke the siD
lence, o-ering me conRrmation of what I had come 
up with on my own. 

”6our mom called, and so did my sister. 2e were 
trying to Rgure out what this visit was about. I am 
glad you came along with her. I think you are going 
to Rnd that this place is a little gem. 6ou are welcome 
here for as long as you“d like to stay. 2ith or without 
her, I hope you know that.V 

”’hank you. I am looking forward to getting to 
see why my sister seems to be drawn here.V I began 
as I took the bags we had packed out of the Jeep and 
placed them on the ground. 

”Fncle Oorest, I think she may stay here if things 
don“t work themself out,V I added, knowing it was 
true but hoping to hear what his thoughts were. 

”2hat do you think3 Is there any chance they will 
make up3 2ill you stay with her3V he asked, clearly 
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concerned but also wanting to Rgure out if we were 
Hust dropping by or planning to stay for longer than 
a couple of days.

”0y gut says maybe they can, but not if he really 
was dating someone else. I have no clue what he was 
thinking4he didn“t talk to me either, so I know Hust 
about as much as she does, only I saw them together 
for more than the second she did. Us far as staying, 
if she does, then, yeah4I think I will. ’his trip so 
far has been more than I could have ever imagined. 
It feels good to have my sister back, and who knows, 
maybe New Crleans is Hust what I need to Rgure out 
what I should be doing with my life.V I answered, 
and the smile Oorest threw my way right before he 
bent down and grabbed a couple of bags had me 
wondering what was going on inside his head. 

I didn“t have to wait all too long to Rnd out either. 
Fncle Oorest simply cocked his head to the side and 
asked, ”Is your heart not in Spring Piew3 I mean, I 
have to put forth a whole lot of e-ort each time I 
visit to get myself to leave. It“s almost as if it has a 
magneticDlike, supernatural pull.V
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”I don“t mind Spring Piew. I Hust don“t want to 
miss out on what“s meant for me by staying someD
place I“m used to Hust because it“s all I know. Und I“ve 
been talking to 7imberly,V I e5plained, and noticed 
his eyes widen a little, which led me to ask, ”Mo you 
know3V causing him to wince.

Ee nodded as his face worked itself into a frown, 
and the two of us Hust looked at one another without 
saying a word. Ufter a moment, I added, ”Wlease, 
don“t tell Ailey. She doesn“t know we are talking, and 
I“m not really sure what is even going on, if there“s 
anything going on so;V

”I didn“t hear a thing, but Yhris, be careful. ’he 
world she lives in is e5tremely dark. 2e are doing all 
we can to try and protect her, but unlike your sister, 
we are trying to pull 7imberly out of hell, and she 
has been in it so long that everything else seems a bit 
too good to be true for her to trust.V

U part of me wanted to lash out and demand for 
him to clarify what he Hust said because 7imberly 
needed people to love her or, at the very least, be there 
for her unconditionally. ’he look in his eyes o-ered 
me the truth of what he meant, though. Ee wasn“t 
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telling me to leave her alone8 he was simply warning 
me how bad it all was. She may have told me things, 
and I may have believed I understood far more than 
I truly did, but Fncle Oorest and Grandpa Jay knew 
the entertainment industry, and Hust as he said, they 
knew the demons who had full control over the lives 
of the rich and famous. 

Have   yo uyge yon agt dlve ln 
oi pN.N On  de   ens

7imberly sent and Hust like that I was all about 
connecting with her. Ailey and I had plans to meet 
up with Umede and I was looking forward to seeing 
what night life looked like in the city we were in. Ull 
I knew was country living and don't get me wrong, 
Spring Piew did have a few bars and "enny's, but it 
was small town fun. Sure, I snuck into a few places 
when we were on the road playing ball, but I was a 
minor and while I still technically was, I had a feeling 
that things would be di-erent in New Crleans than 
I was used to. 
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?lde   lO naRlgu ke ny keen oi 
mlnw hketeN A Rgym me aIe 
uylgu ny uen Oykenwlgu ny ean 
agt nwegrgy …doe

cldd   yo neWn ke mweg   yo uen 
xa…Rs 

yb …yoIOeN 

fy   yo wave ag   idagOs 

naRe yonD OmeanOD agt nwan,O 
axyon ln

6ou already know what happened when Ai and I 
went out with Umede;I was the one who told you 
so I don't need to go into again. 2hen we got back 
to Grandpa Jay's I sent 7imberly a te5t Hust like she 
asked me to, and I was surprised when she called.

LI saw a really cute guy in New Crleans tonight. 
Ee was hanging out with a girl I know and her4I 
can't believe she hasn't hooked up with him yet4 
partner in crime. Mid you meet anyone special3L 
7imberly got out, as she sent me a screen shot of 
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the photo my sister had posted on her story. I tried 
my best to smile as I answered her last *uestion Rrst, 
unsure if it was really Snow looking to kill the mood.

LI did. I met her in Spring Piew a few years ago. 
6ou may have heard of her4she goes by the name 
Snow but to me she's 7imberly. Now, as far as Ai 
goes, I actually like Umede. I don't like the fact that 
he is smooth as butter and spread all over the state 
of Kouisiana and I am sure plenty of other places 
I don't need to think about, but something in me 
believes him when he says he would never hurt her.L 
She didn't say a word about what I had to say about 
her. Instead, she added to what I had to say about 
Umede. 

LYhris4there is no way Ai could handle the likes 
of him. I Hoke but he would do things she has probD
ably never even thought about in her life,L 7imberly 
got out while laughing at whatever she was picturing 
in her mind. 

LNo. Stop. I can't. ’hat's my sister. I can't for the 
life of me allow myself to even sort of go there.L I 
pleaded as she laughed even harder. 2e chatted for 
a bit and Hust before I was about to fall asleep, 7imD



YINM6 0 OU6BT

berly's voice, so small and Hust barely audible broke 
the silence.

LMid you really mean what you said3L 
LEum;what did I say3L I *uestioned automatiD

cally but then guessed so I continued, LCh. If you are 
talking about what I said about you, then, yes. I've 
told you that already though. So many times, you're 
probably sick of hearing it at this point.L

LNot nearly enough, and it's good to know. I was 
afraid that you were Rnally sick of me. ’hat I reached 
the ma5 of messed up and you couldn't wait to 
search for someone a little less of a disaster,L she got 
out and I could tell she was truly worried and up in 
her head.

L1veryone is a little messy. Und your mess isn't 
your fault. Us long as you don't get sick of me, 
I'm here.L I tried to comfort her and fought back a 
chuckle when she sulked out, LMo you think we will 
ever see one another again3 I have forgotten what 
your lips feel like and I can't help but wonder if being 
in your arms would help keep all the monsters away.L 

LSay the word, and I will come.L I o-ered, but Hust 
as she always had in the past, she dismissed it. ’hat 
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time, she Hust said nothing. I ended up falling asleep 
with her and I remember asking myself Hust before 
I was swept into the land of dreams4if this was all 
she was going to give me, would it be enough? It wasn't 
until we were on the private plane headed to KU that 
I was able to answer that *uestion. 0y answer at that 
time was4yes. If it helped her, I would do anything.
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I'M NOT SURE IF THIS IS THE RIGHT 
PLACE, BUT...
AHYOKA'S VOICE

M y name is Ahyoka. It’s said pretty much as 
it’s spelled. I’ve been an outcast since before 

I was even born. I was conceived when my mother 
fell in love with a married man. Half of my DNA 
is shared with a person you have already met. My 
half-brother is Sunny. Thanks to modern technolo-
gy, we actually grew quite close. Most of his life, he 
listened to his mother speak poorly of me, which, in 
all fairness, I understand, but not entirely. 

I never could wrap my brain around the idea as to 
why the woman gets called the homewrecker and is 
blamed for breaking up a marriage when it's the man 
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who was in the committed relationship. I also had 
no idea how it applied to my mother, who had no 
clue my father was married for the brief time while 
they were together. I suppose the name Wts if the per-
son knew and chose to sleep with the married party 
anyway but that wasn't the case. /hat I understood 
even less was how I was the one who had to carry my 
parents’ stake for something I had no part in other 
than breathing the day I was born. 

If you want to add to things that weren’t my fault 
and yet seemed to deWne me nevertheless, you can 
add the fact that I was born with a spiritual gift that 
makes most people uncomfortable. /ell, it made 
them uncomfortable until I learned to keep to myself 
and avoid people as much as I could. The fact that I 
worked in a gas stationLconvenience store since I was 
tall enough to see over the counter means I have to 
deal with people. ?iving in the middle of nowhere 
means not many of them, and I couldn’t have been 
happier for it. 

How did I end up in the middle of nowhereC That 
one is easy. 
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My mom was treated so poorly by the people 
from my bio dad’s tribe that she went back to her 
own. Her father was never accepted, so he lived on 
the outskirts of where my mother’s family lived. My 
grandpa ended up buying the combo place of busi-
ness and took me on when my mom decided that 
motherhood wasn’t really her thing. 

I’m not kidding. She came home from working as 
a waitress one night and pretty much blamed me for 
the fact that she was broke. She was a pretty good 
mom up until that point, and even taking that point 
into consideration, I still didn’t blame her. 

That gift I told you about is the reason for it. 
I can read energy. 
Some people call it aura, and others label such 

people as empaths, which isn’t really the same, but 
I’ve heard it all, and most people are way oj. /hat 
I know is that I can read the energy that comes oj 
of people so clearly, I know who to trust, and who 
to run away from. There are very few people who 
have nothing to hide. My grandpa and my brother 
are some of the few out there who have true positive 
energy. 
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That’s another thing that people don’t under-
stand about my gift. It isn’t *ust about color, like so 
many false gurus claim. Yolor isn’t all that comes 
across when you are given the ability to see ener-
gy. Intensity and clarity can be good indicators of 
positivity, but can also radiate warnings, as well. Fou 
may be putting oj an energy bright as the sun, and 
yet still have a darkness within that intends to cause 
harm. 

The colors have become pretty well known for 
what they signify, and I’ve heard far too many peo-
ple claim they have seen bright white around people 
when that is so far from the truth, but it’s become a 
money-making scheme that, sadly, innocent people 
fall for. 

My  grandfather  had  a  bright  and  clear  yel-
low-green energy that he used to emit, which makes 
sense, seeing that he was a compassionate, nurturing 
soul who was conWdent and uplifting. My brother 
shines an intense greenish blue with orange woven 
throughout. 4or those of you who don’t know what 
that means, it means that Sunny is loving, insightful, 
powerful, and creative. He is more than those things, 
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of course, but these qualities are a part of his core 
being. 

People have layers of energy. There’s what they are 
made up of, and then there’s what they are going 
through. The fact that I can see the energy so clearly 
as well as all the layers, even as they transition, makes 
it hard for me to form any real relationships with 
people. I’m sure you can imagine that being able to 
tell when people are lying before they even tell the lie 
isn’t something easy to overlook. 

)))

Apart from being able to read people I also have 
always loved making things. I en*oy making cloth-
ing and sandals from animal skins, but I love mak-
ing *ewelry the most. The clothing and footwear I 
learned from my grandfather and my uncle teaching 
me. 

My mother's brother took charge of the family 
8tribe" when my great-grandfather passed away. It 
should have been my grandfather but there was a 
push to have him replaced because he followed the 
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laws of Fahuah as well as the guidelines for what 
it means to be a Set-Apart Elder strictly. /hen he 
learned that the people weren't happy with him 
stepping into a leadership role, he decided it was best 
to allow his son to take over. Yonveniently enough 
the same time this was all taking place his house be-
came out of order. Thankfully, his decision to walk 
away ojered me an opportunity to learn the ways 
I should go while removing the people who did a 
whole lot of talking when they should have been 
watching where they were going instead. I'm pretty 
sure that every way of life has some sort of belief 
that people should worry about what they are doing 
instead of busying themselves with what others are 
up to.

It  wasn't  *ust  the  busy-body-ness  from  what 
should have been our family were plagued with ei-
ther, more and more, our small village began to live 
up to their stij-necked reputation allowing the tra-
ditions of men to work their way in and slowly wear 
down the strong pillars of righteousness the Most 
High had instructed His children to stand upon and 
live out.
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?et's go back to the time when my grandfather and 
I were working together. I was thirteen, and he had 
*ust Wnished showing me how to attach the sole to a 
pair of soft bottomed shoes. 

…Ah-Fa, I saw one of your new pieces out in the 
store. /hy did you put it in the backC… he asked as 
if he were simply observing a shift in the weather 
while keeping his hands busy and his eyes W9ed on 
the stitches.

…It's for the one who was made to hold my heart. I 
don't want to make it too easy for him.… I answered, 
easily chuckling when his eyebrows rose clearly hop-
ing I would tell him more. 

…Reallyéis he meant to come here, or will you put 
it up on the online store and leave it in the hands 
of Fahuah to make sure he is the one who Wnds itC… 
he pushed without any real desire leaning toward a 
favored outcome. He *ust wanted to keep me talking 
and stay connected as long as he could, hoping I 
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wouldn't stray from the Narrow Path. His push at a 
blasB follow-up caused my chuckle to grow into true 
laughter, and when he nudged me with his shoulder, 
I had to blink away the tears of *oy that pooled in my 
eyes.

…0randpa, I am not certain of anything. I was *ust 
pulling your leg. I only put it in the back because 
I really like that one. I think it's my favorite only I 
know it's not meant to be mine. —esides, I am far too 
young to even think about that stuj. —ut 0randpa, 
how will I truly knowC…

…Ahyoka, Fahuah will show you. Fou have to lean 
into Him for all things. —esides, He gave you your 
special gift. Trust that you will know and then check 
with Him to make sure. Fou already do this with 
all the people you cross paths with. Everything will 
always work out how its meant to in its proper time 
as long as you keep your eyes on Him.… He advised in 
the same way he always had. Everything in life always 
led back to Fahuah, and as long as I kept that knowl-
edge close by and walked in its truth, I wouldn't lose 
my way.
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My grandfather had the same gift I had only his 
wasn't as strong. The way he would e9plain it was 
that he could only see the energy emitted in the mo-
ment he was in2the here and now. It would shift 
if the situation changed, of course, but it was more 
or less like a thermometer2a way for him to gauge 
what was already displayed. /hereas my gift came 
with the ability to see deeper. Sure, the brightest 
was closely related to the situation surrounding the 
person, but alongside of the outer layer was a whole 
lot more. 

I suppose you could think of it like the dashboard 
of a vehicle that “ashes all the indicator lights to let 
you know if something is wrong. My grandfather's 
gift worked similar to that, whereas mine was clos-
er to the operating system designed to reveal what 
was going on on the inside. Handy, but also a bit 
overwhelming until I learned I wasn't a human me-
chanic and I deWnitely wasn't responsible for doing 
anything with the information I was made privy to. I 
hadn't been tasked with the *ob of W9ing people but 
more so was gifted the ability to see who they really 
were while also witnessing their true intentions.  
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…Four grandmother's light was so beautiful. Fou 
have the same color woven inside of you. /henever 
I get a glimpse of it, I feel as if she is a little closer.… 
My grandfather shared, and being with him knowing 
how special our bond was made the loneliness that 
would sometimes try and creep up on me “ee. 

…I sometimes wonder what my energy looks like. 
I think it would be sort of cool to use it as a com-
parison to others. I don't think that would work 
though.… I thought out loud, and then focused on his 
response, …It deWnitely wouldn't work with my gift, 
but I could see where your desire could be helpful. I 
suppose if you were able to see your own you would 
eventually start to compare others to how you live 
and who you are. Even if it were subconsciously. 
Perhaps that is why the Most High shields you from 
yourself. It is far more important to see who people 
are in regard to His opinion than that of our own.…

…Hey now, Miss Ahyoka, are those boys still giving 
you a hard timeC… One of the regulars questioned the 



YINDF M 4AFx‘

moment I stepped behind the counter and readied 
myself to make his chicken and waUes.

…They try, but they are all bark. Nothing a little 
broom can't handle.… I assured while lifting the cor-
ner of my mouth into a half grin.

;I’ve never been one to dismiss aggression or 
rudeness, claiming it was a way to “irt. I think it’s 
a sign you should be paying a little e9tra attention 
and correct the behavior before it becomes a means 
of actual crime. I can lend you Nova for a bit if you’d 
like.K The older man ojered, and I felt the warmth 
of a true smile spread across my face.

Nova  was  a  seven-year-old  0erman  Shep-
hardLwolf mi9, and she was one of the most lovable 
yet Wercely protective animals I’ve ever had the plea-
sure of knowing. She and I spent a lot of time togeth-
er when she was a pup, and whenever her humans 
went on vacation. 

As far as the boys Mr. /ilkerson initially asked 
me about, they started coming around when I was 
in  middle  school.  No  matter  what  they  said,  I 
knew they were only interested in me because I 
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was someone they didn’t really know. Our town 
was small enough that people knew one another. If 
you weren’t sure about a person, chances were, they 
wanted it that way, causing the inquiring minds to 
create their own stories. Meaning, I was Linteresting’ 
simply because the townspeople didn’t know too 
much about me. They heard the stories people made 
up, and most of those tales were heavily based on 
gossip involving my mother or grandfather. I was 
only relevant when they came to get gas or some-
thing from the store, and once I was no longer in 
their sight, the boys seemed to forget I e9isted, which 
was more than Wne with me. 

I can’t say I blamed them for their curiosity either. 
Small towns in the middle of nowhere could become 
boring if you didn’t like spending time with yourself. 
The only real problem I had with that particular 
group was that the one who did most of the talking 
had a dark side. So dark that it was hard to miss even 
without my ability to read his energy. 

One day he showed up and got a little handsy. 
I was doing my best to keep my distance, but he 
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backed me up against the counter and shoved my 
face down where he held me while his body pressed 
against mine from behind. Mnsure of how to get free, 
I reached out to Fahuah, and *ust when I asked Him 
for a way out2Nova came to my rescue. 

Tas 8short for Tasela2which I later leaned meant 
falling staréhow Wtting" was *ust about to turn on 
the dog when Mr. /ilkerson’s voice called out, caus-
ing my almost attacker to give up and take oj as if 
nothing happened.

Mr. /ilkerson told my grandfather about the 
scene he had walked in on, and between the two of 
them, and a few of the other people in town, they 
tried to make sure I wasn’t in the store alone, and 
if I was, it wasn’t for too long. None of them said 
anything to me about it, which I appreciatedN they 
*ust made a point to stop by throughout the day.
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AM I MEANT TO BE ALONE?
CHRIS

I  left Snow with the intention of never talking to 
her again. She pushed things too far when she 

told me she terminated her pregnancy, which I had 
no clue about. She said it as if she had just ordered 
a drink at the overpriced coWee house she went to at 
least once a day. 

Ve were in Tegas, and I was tucked away in her 
hotel room like usual, when she came back after her 
performance and was clearly under the inCuence of 
some illegal substance. Nhings between the two of 
us had gotten to the point where I really started to 
believe we had a chance. 
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Spending time with Sparrow changed something 
inside Oimberly, and when she asked me to come to 
her in Vashington state, I made arrangements to Cy 
there on the ’rst available Cight. xeing with her and 
witnessing something diWerent within reminded me 
so much of the girl I fell in love with, when all we had 
between us was whatever happened over the phone. 

Hne of the biggest issues between the two of us 
was the fact that I wouldnqt have seE with her. I know 
you learned that from my sisterqs story, but the more 
she fought me on it, the more I couldnqt bring myself 
to do it. Lowever, that Ruickly changed after we 
spent a week together in the woods. Pverything I had 
hoped for while I tried to love her, as she fought so 
hard against me, ’nally seemed to slip into place. Ve 
talked, and we laughed, and the person I knew was 
inside of her was right there with me for more than 
a moment. She told me she loved me, and I believed 
her. Nhings between us were good until she decided 
she was ready to move back to 76. 

I heard all the talk about fame and what comes 
along with it. I even heard nightmare stories from 
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Oimberly about the industry itself, but a part of 
me believed that she found a way to do what she 
loved while being protected by 'ay Murand. Lereqs 
the thing, though. Snow had a vendetta against her 
abusers. She wanted them to see her on that stage 
where she would pretend they hadnqt broken her. 
6long with her desire to be a name that would haunt 
the people who stole her innocence, she wanted all 
the money she could get her hands on. 'ay could get 
her money, but the lasting fame she craved more than 
anything else comes only when you sign away your 
soul. 

Pven with all of that, I still would have stayed beU
side her because I knew what she had gone through. 
Yone of it was her fault, so I tried to love her through 
it, hoping that one day she would see that she was 
worth kindness and respect because of who she was 
and not just what she had. So, I would have stayed 
eEcept that I learned ’rsthand that the stuW people 
dismiss as ridiculous or part of some conspiracy theU
ory is real. It took less than a week after Oimberly 
signed with a wellUknown record label for the person 
whom I had fallen in love with to no longer eEist. 
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Pverything about her changed in some way, but it 
was most evident when she was on stage. 

Oimberly was obviously a decent singer, but my 
mom, sister, and aunt were all much stronger voU
calists. Snow was a crafted character that was being 
pushed on people, and what she sold was no diWerent 
than every other pop star. She was overly seEi’ed to 
make disgusting pedophiles and rapists happy, while 
subliminally teaching children that itqs okay, hoping 
to blur the lines so they would be easier to mold and 
manipulate. I mean, take a look at the way things 
work now a days9what;s acceptable. Nheir agenda 
isn;t really hidden any more. In fact, it;s so in your 
face that people struggle with the truth that Satan 
runs this world and would rather pretend it;s all part 
of some hairbrained conspiracy. I suppose that;s why 
they say ignorance is bliss.

6fter 'ay swooped in and tried to save Snow with 
the help of my 0ncle 8orest, I made the decision to 
try to make things work between us. It was when I 
decided I wanted more than the conversation we had 



JPMPA-NIHY Kz

that led me to care for her in the ’rst place“ either 
through teEt, allUnight phone calls, or video chats.

Nhe conversation Jiley overheard backstage after 
the tail end of their performance in 76 was the main 
reason 'ay reached out to Sparrow, hoping she could 
help. Hne of the perverts who was at the birthday 
party meant for teenagers was a big deal in the music 
industry. Le wasnqt on the guest list that was given to 
security, and even though he wasnqt one of the peoU
ple who had physically harmed Snow, he had been 
there and knew enough about what had happened 
to her, which meant he wasnqt innocent either. 

No make matters worse, the man was a conniving 
demon who knew what to say to get inside her head. 
Le CuWed her feathers and told her that she should 
sign with him. I already told you what she thought 
she needed, and he was the one who put the idea into 
her head that she could prove to her abusers they 
hadnqt broken her by becoming famous enough for 
her face to be everywhere.

xronE and his team had the man removed, and 
even though she told me to leave, Oimberly allowed 
me to stay when she returned home, and I was sitting 
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on the oversi1ed chaise upstairs. She fell into my arms 
and cried as I held her. Ve didnqt say a word“ I just 
held her until morning. 

I thought for sure that she was going to selfUmedU
icate with some sort of mindUaltering substance, but 
she didnqt. I actually allowed myself a brief moment 
to believe that things would work out. Nhatqs how 
we ended up going to Spring Tiew together. 6 part 
of her, I knew, wanted a life with me away from the 
spotlight. Nhe other part clearly wasnqt able to let go. 

Ve were in a rental, making the drive from the 
airport to my parentsq when the bastard from the 
party called. She didnqt answer on speaker, but he 
spoke loud enough that I could hear in the otherwise 
silent car, even though it was clear she didnqt want 
me to.

”Snow, Sweetheart9I know what they did to you, 
and I am sorry you had to go through that, but donqt 
you want to make them fear you now2 Monqt you 
want the people who had their way with you over 
and over while you cried and begged them to stop to 
see you succeed in spite of what they did to you2 Fou 
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were a child with no one to protect you, Oimberly. 
xut now, as Snow, I can get you to the top, where 
you can show them that what they did to you wasnqt 
enough to break you.5 

6s she sat beside me, Oimberly broke. 
It wasnqt a meltdown or something that could be 

seen outwardly. It was a deliberate break in the part 
of herself that she hated9the part I loved. Oimberly 
chose to lie to me when she hung up, claiming it 
wasnqt the same man, and by doing so, she made the 
way for Snow to work on erasing what was left of the 
person I was desperately trying to cling to. 

Nhe girl who allowed me to be someone she ’nally 
held on to when things were too much began to 
slip away. It wasnqt all at once“ it was moment by 
moment. Yo matter how much I tried to keep her 
with me, the call of fame, like a siren, worked its way 
in, and I could see she was going to answer. Nhe only 
thing I didnqt know was when.

*I hope you will forgive me for ending this part 
abruptly…I am sure you want all of the details, but I 
have to walk away at this point. I’m pretty sure that 
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you’ve been able to use your brilliant mind to piece 
together things on your own, and once all the pages 
have been read, you will find that you were given all 
the details that matter. If I continue, I’d have a few 
good moments I could share, but I’m not convinced 
they truly were. I am more inclined to believe that 
I wanted them to be so badly, that the times when 
things between us were more normal, I’d romanticize 
them; seeing them as this love story that was nothing 
more than a tragedy masquerading as something that 
would last. 

Yo longer interested in perpetuating those lies, 
Iqm choosing instead to move the story along to the 
day everything in my life changed. 

Yot just the bad9but the good.

I hadnqt truly thought through my decision to 
leave. 

Fes, I was certain I was done and wanted to get 
away. Nhe part I didnqt think about for long enough 
was the vehicle I ended up renting to get me out of 
there. Vhat I was thinking about in the moment 
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was getting away as fast as possible, so I opted for an 
allUblack Oawasaki Yinja (??. 

)rowing up on the ranch oWered me the opporU
tunity to learn how to drive pretty much anything I 
wanted to. It wasnqt until I was close to two hours 
away that my motherqs voice began to ring out inU
side my mind, begging me not to get a motorcycle 
after I learned how much I loved riding them in high 
school. I hadnqt disobeyed her, seeing as the one I;d 
been straddling was rented. Nhe moment I started 
hearing her voice just so happened to coincide with 
the time I decided I needed to stretch my legs. 

Fou see2 6 sport bike isnqt ideal for a person over 
G??? miles away, and looking at a 4GUhour drive. I 
also hadnqt planned out my route either. I just deU
cided to hop on the metal horse and head east. 

Nurns out, I was led eEactly where I needed to be. 
Pven if I hadnqt fully reali1ed it when I ended up in a 
desert surrounded by absolutely nothing. I actually 
began to panic a little when the sun began to set, and 
there was nothing in sight. 
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Ay mind began to throw all sorts of Ruestions 
around, like, How much further would I be able to 
drive before I needed gas? Vhy the heck hadnqt there 
been a warning like the one when we drove to the 
8lorida Oeys9informing drivers that there would be 
no place to ’ll up after they passed a certain point. 

Nhat shouldnqt have been a thing, seeing as you 
were driving on a bridge, so it should have been 
selfUeEplanatory, and yet they were still kind enough 
to tell you anyway. Iqm convinced it was for all of the 
people who had to be warned not to drink bleach 
or iron clothing while they were wearing it9’gurU
ing some may have survived longer than they should 
have due to growing up in a time with all the warning 
labels, and yet, there I was, unsure where I would run 
out of gas if I kept going. 

”Feah. Vhose calling who an idiot, you idiot25 I 
asked myself as I let up on the accelerator and pulled 
over to the side of the road. Hnce I typed in my 
desired destination, I smiled inwardly when the map 
showed my journey was nearly straight. Sure, there 
were a few slight Cuctuations, but barely, considerU
ing the vast distance between point 6 and point x. 



JPMPA-NIHY z(

I used my two ’ngers to 1oom in, hoping to ’nd a 
place I could rest and refuel, and with full gratitude, 
the map showed there was a lone oneUstop shop a 
little less than forty miles ahead. 

I thought about calling three diWerent people and 
talked myself out of each of them before I went any 
further. 

Ay mother was the ’rst, which I am sure by this 
point you already know why. I might also add that I 
already told you she wouldnqt be happy if she learned 
I was on a motorcycle, so I ’gured it was best not to 
put myself into a position where Iqd have to lie to her. 

YeEt was Aikey. Le and I grew even closer after 
he married my sister. I wish I could tell you that all 
of it was on the up and up, but thatqs just not true. 
Nhere was a part of me that clung to Aikey because 
he was the easier one, between him and Vyatt, for me 
to be around. Le was easier because he was as close to 
the same person he had always been. Nhe rest9the 
stuW with Vyatt was all on me. 

6nyway,  I  thought  about  calling  him,  oddly 
enough, because I knew he would pray for me. Fou 
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might ask why I didnqt call my dad or 0ncle Ao, 
and I just want to say there is no bad blood, and it 
wasnqt meant to suggest anything. Nhey just werenqt 
the ones I thought about in that moment.

7astly, the person I wanted to reach out to was 
my sister. It was odd that she came to mind last beU
cause she is the one I knew I needed most. Nhe way 
I had been feeling, only she knew the depth of my 
heartbreak, and she never made me regret opening 
up to her. No my surprise, she even kept things I said 
between us when I asked her to. Yot that Jiley was 
a gossip. Itqs just that she cared and she trusted her 
husband and my dad enough to share …wellUintendU
ed, of course  things that she believed to be heavy 
with hope of ’nding a way to help. 

I stretched my arms, high above my head, and 
twisted my back, readying myself for the journey 
ahead that would hopefully oWer me a smarter opU
tion than what was in front of me since I left TeU
gas without any real plan of how I was going to get 
home.

LLL
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Nhe small, dark, and desolate destination I was headU
ed toward came into view, causing my heart to beat 
loudly in my ears and my nerves to stand on edge. 
It was as if I were driving up to an overly playedUout 
scene in a horror movie. Yot so much because the 
place had clearly seen a few generations, but more 
so because there wasnqt anything else around it for 
miles. 

Nhe closer I got, the more I cursed myself for 
not thinking things through. Vhen I pulled up and 
thought it might have been too late, that the place 
was closed for the night, I sRuatted down neEt to my 
rented bike and cried. 

I screamed and groaned as if I was trying to purge 
every single thing that ever caused me pain, and when 
I felt myself begin to shake as I allowed my butt to hit 
the ground, I called my sister. 

”Dhris,5 was all she said, and it was odd because, 
much like my dad, Jiley usually answered my calls 
as if I were one of her favorite people. Vhen she said 
my name this time, it was almost as if she was letting 
me know she already knew I needed her and she was 
giving me permission to cut to the chase. 
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I couldnqt get my mouth to form any words beU
cause I didnqt even know which ones to say to make 
sense of the situation I was in. 

”Hh, DhrisM5 Jiley uttered, and then I felt a bu11 
as my phone alerted me that Jiley was asking me to 
share my location with her. I allowed it, and then I 
started mumbling what felt like everything at once, 
wanting to get it all out of me, hoping to take away 
the power it had to keep me in a state of barely living.

”Ji, she killed our child. I knew, as she kept on 
throwing nasty comments my way, that she was no 
longer in there, but I loved her too much to just leave 
her, and then she told me she was pregnant in one 
breath and assured me she took care of it in the neEt. 

”Vhy am I not enough2 Vhy is my love nothing 
more than something that people have to tolerate2 
I thought maybe if I just hung on, she would see 
that I wasnqt just another person trying to use her. 
Vhat about me is too hard to love, Ji2 Nell me. 
Monqt friggin; lie to me, damnit. Nell me why I am 
unlovable.5 I shouted at my sister, who was crying 
right along with me, whispering for me to stop. 
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”Dhris, itqs not true. Fou are lovable“ you just pick 
the wrong people. Itqs not you. I promise.5 She got 
out through her tears, causing me to shake my head 
in response and sRuee1e my phone hard enough that 
it started to feel as if it was going to break, so I let up 
a bit. 

”I donqt know why I called you. Fou are my sister. 
Fou are going to lie to me, hoping to shut me upM5 
I began to shout back venomously, caught up in my 
own pain so much I didnqt care if I lashed out and 
hurt her in the process. NVant to know the truthMthe 
reason I picked her to call was that she wasnqt the 
person I just accused her of being in the slightest.

”Shut your mouth right now. Fou may be hurting, 
but what you just said is a lie, and you know it. I 
have never lied to you about the jerk you try so hard 
to be when you are hurting, and that;s eEactly why 
you called me. So listen up. I am sorry. I love you, 
and I am trying to ’gure out how to get to you as 
we speak, but you are not unlovable. Fou pick the 
wrong people, Dhris. Fou ’nd the ones with rabies 
and hope that if you just pick them up and love 
them enough, they will heal and thank you for it. If 
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anything, you are too forgiving. Fou have yet to learn 
that some people need to be loved from a distance, 
and your purehearted, genuine willingness to give all 
of yourself, regardless that it kills you in the process, 
will never be enough for people who are determined 
to destroy you.5 Jiley said each word, making sure I 
heard her.

6nd then, as if none of it happened, she stated, 
”Fou are in the middle of nowhere. Mo you have 
enough money2 -lease tell me you have a plan for 
sleeping somewhere tonight. Ley, Dhris2 I think itqs 
best if I arrange for you to Cy home, I amM5 she 
rattled oW, but a sound of gravel crunching beneath 
feet caught my attention, causing me to Nwhip my 
head around to see what had caused it. 

Nhe gasp I let out had Jiley asking what was going 
on, clearly concerned. Instead of disconnecting the 
call, I took her oW speaker and stared up at a beautiful 
woman making her way closer to where I was sitting.

”Iqm sorry. I didnqt mean to sneak up on you. I 
heard you pull up, and then you just disappeared. I 
wanted to make sure you were okay.5 Nhe stranger 
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announced, and hoping to save myself from seeming 
like an even bigger fool, I got to my feet and thanked 
her for her concern. 

”Nhanks. Iqd like to come up with something less 
mortifying, but there is nothing I can say to eEplain 
my crying like a baby in the middle of nowhere.5

”Aaybe thatqs the key. I know I have cried plenty 
of nights when I look around and see nothing. I 
promise, itqs not all bad, and once you are back on 
your way, I am sure things ahead will be much hapU
pier. 6re you in need of gas, food, or the restroom25 
Nhe girl returned, and the more she spoke, the less I 
felt as if all was lost. 

”6ll of the above.5 I let her know, and with bareU
ly enough light, I was able to notice a smile spread 
across her face as she waved her hand toward the 
building behind us and said, ”Jight this way.5 

I let Jiley know I was going to take care of things 
and assured her I would call her back once I ’gU
ured out what I was doing“ and then I followed the 
young woman with long, gorgeous, dark hair that fell 
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just below her waist into the multipurpose establishU
ment.

”Mo you work here alone25 I asked, regretting it 
as soon as it came out. Vhat kind of weirdo asks 
a girl in the middle of nowhere if she is all alone2 
Dlearly catching my internal reali1ation, she joked, 
”Vhy2 6re you afraid for my sake or yours25 and 
then she laughed before slipping behind the counter 
and asking, ”Mo you know what youqre in the mood 
for25 while tilting her head in the direction of the 
small kitchen to make it clear what she was asking.

”I feel terrible asking you to start everything up 
and make a mess for me. Iqm sure I can just eat some 
snacks.5 I answered, genuinely not wanting to bothU
er her. 

”Itqs  not  a  problem.  Itqs  my  job.  Fou  know 
whatMIqll make you something that isnqt on the 
menu if you want,5 she oWered and stayed where she 
had been standing, waiting to see if I would take her 
up on her oWer. Nhere was something about her that 
felt as if she was more than just a girl Iqd never see 
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again, and when she smiled after I nodded, every part 
of me felt like, for the ’rst time, I was truly alive. 

”Iqm a great listener if youqd like to get things 
oW your chest. Itqs never good to drive distracted, 
but even worse of an idea when itqs dark.5 She ofU
fered, and as much as I wanted to know her name, 
I stopped myself from asking so I wouldnqt look like 
a fool. I oWered her a half smile and asked where the 
closest place to spend the night was, and when she 
smiled back, I think a part of me believed that I was 
dreaming.

”Iqll be sure to tell you all of your options, but ’rst, 
I need to know chicken, beef, or vegetarian25

”xeef, or chicken, but I donqt mind veggies either, 
so whatever you feel like cooking up,5 I answered, 
prompting her to turn to face the kitchen area, Cip 
on the light, and fasten an apron around her waist. 

I took a seat in one of the siE ’Eed stools at the 
counter directly across from the large CatUtop grill 
she would be cooking on, and watched as she eEpertU
ly sliced and diced ingredients like a pro. Vhen the 
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silence became a little too loud for my liking, I asked, 
”Low long have you worked here25 

”Yearly all of my life in some capacity at least. I 
moved here when I was still a small child. Ay grandU
father brought this place, and when my mom took 
oW, it was just him and me. xut you donqt have to 
ask about me, you know2 I will gladly oWer an ear. 
I mean, itqs not every day you get an opportunity to 
throw caution to the wind. 8ree advice from someU
one you will never have to worry about seeing again.5 
She oWered, but I didnqt like what she was implying, 
regardless of how true it was.

”I appreciate your oWer, but Iqm not sure how 
much worse I want to make things for myself. Fou 
clearly walked up when I was in the middle of crying 
on the phone with my sister. I donqt believe that gutU
ting myself with a person who, as you so clearly put 
it, I will never see again will be helpful.5 I answered. 
'ust saying the words hurt and that didnqt make any 
sense, so I convinced myself I was embarrassed that 
the most beautiful woman I ever laid eyes on caught 
me at an allUtime low.
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”Vhat I witnessed was raw and complete heartU
break. I didnqt mean to intrude on something so perU
sonal, but I also wanted to make sure you were okay. 
Ve are in the middle of nowhere.5 She supplied and 
threw a wink with a grin my way.

”Fou know I wonqt put up a ’ght if you plan to 
kill me,5 I confessed so easily, and was only a little 
shocked that a part of me meant it.

”I believe that, and that is eEactly why I oWered 
an ear. I know sometimes itqs hard to see anything 
other than whatever knocked us down. It always feels 
hopeless when whatever it is is in the process of tryU
ing to drown us.5 Nhe young woman insisted, and 
the way the light was shining on her made it look as 
if she was glowing from within. 

”Fou look like you have a halo the way the light 
is shining on you. Fou know, I wouldnqt be surU
prised if this is all some sort of divine intervention 
to hopefully pull my head out of my butt, so why 
not2 I suppose if I just lay it all out there, I will have 
no other choice but to deal with it.5 I mustered up 
but was temporarily distracted when she placed a 
plate of chicken and steak stirUfry in front of me. It 
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looked and smelled incredible, and I couldnqt wait to 
dig in, but I knew it was hot, so I let her know my 
initial thoughts and then threw my current issues on 
the proverbial counter to gauge her reaction before I 
shared anything deeper. 

”I  was a  secret  I  don;t  even know what,  to a 
wellUknown person who has played games with me 
for years. 7ess than ’ve hours ago, she told me she got 
rid of our unborn child without any emotion and 
then called me insane when I let her know I could 
no longer live my life following her around like some 
sort of unwanted dog.5 Vhen she held my ga1e and 
didnqt Cinch, I oWered more. 

”Pvery single woman I tried to love has made it 
clear that I am pathetic, and it;s hard to hold onto 
hope when I had to call my sister to save me from 
myself after I ran away and ended up in the middle 
of nowhere. If I hadnqt stopped here, I would have 
never made it through the night on that bike.5 

”Lum, well, you mentioned divine intervention, 
so I would like to second that line of thinking for a 
moment. Iqm here, and while I may not know you, 
I am an eEcellent judge of character. Lave you ever 
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considered the possibility that those people you tried 
to pour your love into werenqt capable of receiving 
what you had to give2 I believe that we have one perU
son meant for us, and no one else can truly appreciate 
our value unless they are given the ability to truly see 
it.5 She oWered, and as I searched her eyes, I couldnqt 
’nd anything to suggest that she was simply trying 
to sell me some sort of bandUaid with a lollypop to 
appease me just so she could send me on my way. 

”8ate2 Is that what you are alluding to25 I asked, 
allowing my skepticism to take center stage. It wasnqt 
that I hadnqt witnessed the likes of couples seemingly 
being made for one another before. Lell, all the peoU
ple I knew met their person and were completely love 
drunk. xut I really thought two of the four women 
I gave myself to were meant to be mine. 

”Fou can call it whatever youqd like, but yes. Is it 
so far out there to think that there is someone who 
was born to live and love the way the Dreator of it all 
designed it to be2 I like to think, when I am looking 
up at the stars, that the one who was made for me is 
also looking, and each time we look up at the same 
time, we are all the more closer to meeting face to 
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face. Itqs easy to feel as if this world is so big we are 
lost within it, but that only happens when we forget 
that we were created with a purpose and are loved 
beyond measure.5 

”-lease donqt take this the wrong way, but people 
who believe things like that with such conviction 
have usually never been made to feel as if they were 
nothing more than a burden.5 I returned, trying my 
best to make her not believe the worst of me. 

”xeing made to feel worthless comes from people 
who are broken inside. If they have made you feel 
that way, then they are not your people. Ay own 
mother walked out of my life when I was four years 
old. She said I was my grandfatherqs problem, and she 
never turned back. Ay father was married to another 
woman when I was conceived, and when my mother 
and I lived near him, all of the people around us 
called her a home wrecker, and I was lumped into 
the same category because my fatherqs wife wanted 
nothing to do with me. I am not suggesting that you 
brought anything upon yourself. I am simply letting 
you know that if a person had no issue being cruel 
to you often enough that you begin to believe what 
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they say, they were never meant to be with you in the 
’rst place.5 

Learing her eEplain some of the hurt from her 
past, while she tried again to help me see that I 
shouldnqt accept things as facts simply because those 
things happened unfairly and caused me pain. 

I thought back to our life in NeEas a bit, but it had 
been so long ago, and I found life had more than 
made up for its rocky start“ however, I knew what 
she meant. I decided to keep my understanding to 
myself, not wanting her to feel as if I was dismissing 
what she shared.

”Dan I ask your name25 I Ruestioned in a voice 
that sounded a bit shaky in my ears.  I loved the 
way her face lit up when she playfully answered, ”I 
will tell you, but only if you promise you will keep 
spilling your beans.5

I licked my lips for some reason, feeling all sorts 
of con’dence that I thought I lost years ago, and 
pushed back, ”Iqm pretty sure learning your name 
will only help your cause. I can consider you a friend 
if you tell me.5
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”Vell, I thought the stranger thing is what would 
make opening up easier, but you are just passing 
through, so I suppose I can tell you. Ay name is 
6hyoka.5 

”Nhatqs a beautiful name. Nhanks for sharing it 
with me. Nhis food, by the way, is delicious. 'ust 
let me know what I owe you. Is it okay if I hang 
around a bit2 I feel as if you were getting ready to 
close when I showed up, and I donqt want to keep 
you. I just donqt know what it is, butM5 I tried to 
’gure out what to say when she began to nod and 
oWer something, clearly hoping to ease some of the 
unintended tension my hesitation had caused. 

”I would like that. xesides, you barely even started 
getting things oW your chest. Lave you forgotten2 I 
rudely stumbled upon a private moment.5 6hyoka 
caught my wince at her words and placed her hand 
on my forearm before adding, ”In no way did I inU
tend to make things awkward for you. I just want 
you to know that I barely know you and wouldnqt 
even think to do something that would cause you so 
much pain. Vhen people truly love someone, they 
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wouldnqt dare to do so either. So, Ar. Aotorcycle, 
you need to pick better women.5

6hyoka and I talked for siE hours. I was eEhausted, 
but I would have stayed awake as long as she would 
have allowed me to. She caught a glimpse of the time 
and uttered, ”Hh no. I am sorry I kept you awake so 
late, or I suppose I should say early,5 and then she 
began to chew her lip as if the time was a bigger issue 
than it was. I was about to tell her it was okay when 
she added, ”Nhe nearest overnight lodge is at least a 
fortyU’veUminute drive. I donqt feel right sending you 
on your way, and besides, you wouldnqt be able to 
even check in until after noon. So, please, come stay 
with me. Ay place is right behind us. 6bout forty or 
so steps once we walk out the back door.5 

6fter I asked if she was sure, she all but insisted, 
claiming it was best option for me to get some sleep. 

”Nhank you. I really appreciate your hospitality as 
much as I have your company. Itqs hard not to trust 
you were right when you said I was led here. 6hyoka, 
being with you for a few hours has been wonderful. 
I feel so much better than I did when I pulled into 
your parking lot.5 
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”I am so glad to hear that. 7et me go and lock 
up. Nhere are a few regulars that will be here in a 
couple hours, and as long as they can ’ll up their 
tanks, they wonqt mind if I am closed.5 She eEplained 
as she made her way over to the double glass doors 
to do what she had said needed to be done. Vhen 
she walked past me, I caught a hint of what smelled 
like honeysuckle and green apples that must have 
come from her hair as it Cowed behind her from her 
hurried steps. 

LLL

6hyoka opened the door to a singleUwide trailer, and 
as we made our way, I actually counted the steps, so 
I told her, ”It was thirtyUeight steps for me,5 which 
caused her to tilt her head to the side, a bit confused, 
and then she laughed when she ’gured it out. 

”Velcome to my home. It isnqt much, and I hope 
you donqt mind, but there is only one bed that I 
planned on giving you when I oWered. I just got rid 
of the one that used to be here,5 she began to eEplain 
and pointed to a sleeping compartment before she 
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added, ”when my grandpa passed, opting for more 
storage.5 

”Itqs ’ne. I can sleep wherever you were planning 
to. I am not going to take your bed from you.5 I 
insisted, and with a shaky breath, 6hyoka looked me 
in the eyes and said, ”6re you willing to share2 I know 
itqsM5 causing her eyes to widen the moment she 
reali1ed what she had oWered. 

Vanting to calm her, I placed my hand on her 
shoulder and let her know softly, ”I will sleep wherU
ever you want me to, and if you are okay with sharing 
a bed, I promise to be a perfect gentleman.5

”Hkay. I know I can trust you, so yes, we can share. 
xefore we go to bed, would it be okay if I hugged 
you2 I know that;s stupid and weird, even,5 once 
again, I wanted to stop her from feeling out of sorts, 
so I pulled her into my arms. 

6s I held her and placed my nose against her hair, 
I took in a deep breath, hoping I would burn her 
scent into my mind so I could remember her for the 
rest of my life. 6 part of me wanted to stay with her 
forever, but the part that wasnqt completely insane 
reminded me that we had just met“ I didnqt live in 
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0tah, and there was no way that just because she 
showed me kindness meant that she wanted to deal 
with my mess. xesides, I just got out of a relationship 
and thought too highly of 6hyoka to use her as a 
rebound. 

I wasnqt sure how long it had been, and I didnqt 
want to let her go, but the moment I felt her body 
beginning to pull back, I did the same. 

”I donqt think I have to oWer you the grand tour. 
I mean, what you see is what you get. Lelp yourself 
to anything in the fridge, and wellMIqll climb in ’rst 
so you can get up if you need to. 6fter I fall asleep, I 
donqt move much.5 She rattled oW, once again being 
caught up in nervous energy. 

”Fou have been this solid, selfUassured person 
from the second you ’rst spoke to me, and yet all of 
a sudden you have this completely opposite energy 
trying to take you out. Fou sure you donqt want me 
to sleep at the table25 I asked, concerned that she was 
secondUguessing her hospitality. 

”Yo. Iqm okay. I just have never had a man apart 
from my grandpa, and my uncle in my home before.5 
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She admitted and climbed onto her bed, where she 
moved all the way toward the wall to make room for 
me. Ay heart pounded so hard in my chest that I alU
most believed she could hear it. Nhankfully, I didnqt 
have to worry whether or not it was true because I 
fell asleep.

LLL

I slept until the sound of my phone woke me up. 
6t ’rst, I forgot where I was, so when I opened 

my eyes with the sole purpose of wanting to shut oW 
my phone, I looked around trying to ’gure it out. I 
turned my head to look down when I remembered, 
but the feel of the girl who was nestled up beside me 
felt too good for me to want to move. I knew I went 
to sleep lying Cat on my back with my arms folded 
against my chest, but 6hyokaqs head was resting on 
my peck, and her arm was draped over my stomach. 
I didnqt want to wake her, but I needed to ’nd out 
who was calling, so I tried my best to move, knowing 
I would regret it the second I slipped away. 
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I missed the call that woke me, and decided to teEt 
my sister back instead, hoping that 6hyoka wouldnqt 
wake up. In between teEts, I took a picture of the girl 
who shared her bed with me. 6 part of me wondered 
if it was wrong, but the other part never wanted to 
forget how incredibly beautiful she was. I wouldnqt 
share it with anyone“ I just couldnqt let her go. I 
knew what I was feeling was oneUsided“ she never 
even asked me for my name, but that didnqt mean 
that I was willing to forget one of the best nights of 
my life. N
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Ay sisterqs last teEt read. 6nd I knew it was the 
best way for me to leave. I didnqt want there to be 
any more awkwardness between 6hyoka and me, so I 
wrote her a note. In my rush to leave without waking 
her, I let her know how much she truly helped me. I 
also told her I believed she was an angel, and if not, 
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it didnqt matter because she was the most beautiful 
woman I had ever seen. 

I didnqt give her my number because I didnqt want 
to make her feel as if she was obligated to reach out. 
She was kind, and she was waiting for her one and 
only. If we did talk again, I knew I would fall in love 
with her, and that wasnqt something Iqd be able to do 
while she waited for her soul mate.
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CAN I TELL YOU WHAT HAPPENED 
FMOV VY POINT OF ?IEW�

AHYOKA'S TURN

I heard a motorcycle pull up, and when the rider 
killed the engine, I looked at my phone to see who it 
was. There was no sound on the camera feeds, and 
the person wasn’t familiar to me, so I decided to go 
and see if the man who had squatted down as he 
spoke into his phone was okay. 

I closed the app, trying not to be nosy, and when I 
was able to see him with my own two eyes, I watched 
him bottom out—clearly upset. I caught the voice 
on the other end of his call, listing out things, trying 
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to convince him that he was lovable, but when I got 
closer, his energy nearly knocked me out. 

It was like a lava lamp. He was all over the place, 
but nothing in him gave me cause to worry. I could 
see that he was good, but I could also tell that he was 
torn between giving up and pressing on. I knew it 
had nothing to do with the motorcycle that brought 
him to me. This man, who was crying with all he had 
in him, was losing his will to live. 

He was gorgeous. It felt weird for me to think that, 
but it was true. In all of my nearly twenty years of 
living, I never felt what just looking at him stirred 
up inside of me. I chalked it up to the fact that I was 
in the middle of nowhere and barely got the chance 
to see new faces. Even though it wasn’t completely 
true, I had social media and even spent time with my 
brother in North Carolina a few times, but none of 
it mattered in that moment. 

The fact that I was feeling things I couldn't name 
so strongly only caused me to play up the helpful, 
stranger role I forced myself into—emphasis on the 
stranger part to remind myself that he was just pass-
ing by. 
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Looking at his energy and trying to ;gure out 
what I was seeing felt almost like an intrusion. He 
was so clearly in a dark place, which, even without 
overhearing his sister, his energy revealedG he was 
torn between wanting someone to see and hoping 
that no one would. 

The thing that threw me oB most were the colors 
I saw woven in and throughout his spectrum. I knew 
he was overwhelmed by feelings of hopelessness be-
cause of the way his force was pulsating, and instead 
of being bright, it was growing dim. The only other 
time I had seen anything like it was when people were 
close to dying. I may have just met him, but I knew I 
didn’t want this world to miss out on his otherwise 
beautiful soul.

I was surprised when he looked at me because the 
second our eyes met, his energy became strong and 
bright, and the colors that were the strongest were 
the same as the ones that made up my grandfather 
and my brother. No matter what else I was being 
shown on the outer rim, deep down, the gorgeous 
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man in front of me was kind, and I knew with all I 
had in me that he was good.

I had no idea what I was supposed to say, but I 
knew I wanted him to eat and get out of the sup-
pressive funk he was being bogged down by. Ketting 
him to talk was easier than I thought it would be, 
but as he continued to share, I felt this overwhelming 
feeling to make things right, which was completely 
SONxERW. I had no right to this man. He was a 
stranger passing by and yet, something in me felt 
drawn to him.

A sudden burst of angry disgust formed inside 
of me at the thought that he was so distraught over 
women who made him believe he was anything less 
than a gift. As I listened to him recall some of the 
hurts from his past, I fought the anger their actions 
caused within me, knowing there was nothing that 
could be done to take any of it back. I ;?ed my 
face to remain neutral and tried my best to give him 
freedom to purge and process, while hopefully pro-
viding enough room for him to see and then pick a 
diBerent path as he shared parts of his life with me. 
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No matter how many times I tried to keep the 
conversation centered around him, he kept asking 
about me. I didn’t want to shut him out, but I felt 
if I opened up, I would ;nd myself hoping he would 
stay. 3ho was I to believe that I would know what to 
do with someone who was used and abused by peo-
ple" I wasn’t e?actly e?perienced in anything beyond 
running the shop and killing time, pretending to be 
obedient to my Heavenly Father when all I was really 
doing was hiding.

Yeah—I just said that. At the time when my sub-
conscious was being awoken to it, I wasn't sure 
that's what was happening, or even that I was doing 
it. I had no clue that I was using my seclusion to 
keep myself protected while being afraid of so many 
things I just ignored hoping that the fears weren't 
truly there.

In walked this incredibly attractive man, so mi?ed 
up in his own mess that while I stood there, I could 
feel my own start to make its way to the surface. 
3hat did I do about it" That's simple, I poured 
everything I had into helping him. My stuB could 
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wait until I was all alone once again for me to pay it 
any attention.

3e talked for close to an hour after we ;nished 
eating. Clearly trying to stretch, he lifted his arms 
and rocked his head back and forth, causing him to 
catch sight of the jewelry display just oB to the side 
of where he was sitting. He stood and walked over 
to get a better look, and once he was within reach, 
his face lit up with obvious approval. As he ran his 
;ngers over each of the pieces, my heart quickened, 
and I felt as if a smile was forming on the inside where 
it reached out to brush against my very soul.

…These are incredible. Each one, so beautiful—it's 
like they are telling a story of the one who crafted 
them. 3here in the world did you get these"… He 
asked, and his eyes widened in surprise when I an-
swered, …I made them.…

…Ahyoka, these truly are ama“ing. I feel like they 
call out to me. This one4… he said and paused as he 
held a turquoise piece up to make a point. It was one 
of the only keychains I ever made, and when I looked 
at him, he continued, JI know my sister would love 
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it. It’s like it’s meant to be close by where she can 
revel in its beauty each time she looks at it.

JAnd this bracelet would look perfect on my Me 
Maw  ulie, who I just know would not only see 
the beauty you’ve so e?pertly crafted, but she would 
cherish it forever. I would like to buy these, and that 
necklace as well. That one is de;nitely going to my 
mom.5 He praised as he placed the ;rst two pieces 
he picked on the counter before turning to grab the 
silver necklace with a citrine gemstone in the shape 
of a teardrop 6oating loosely within a heart-shaped, 
cage-like pendant.

I took in a deep breath as I watched him inspect 
the jewelry while he ran his ;ngers over each of the 
remaining pieces. I slowly released the breath I was 
holding as he moved over and ;?ed his ga“e on the 
clothing and shoes ne?t to the jewelry, which had 
mostly been made by my grandfather. 7

J3ow. I am impressed. These are clearly hand-
crafted as well. Don’t tell me that you made these, 
too.5 He asked with a raised brow, pulling a smile 
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right out of me while also forcing me to release the 
breath I’d taken but had yet to let out.

JMy grandfather was the one who made those,5 I 
informed, only to let out a chuckle when he pulled 
out a vest—the only item of clothing I made that was 
for sale —and thoroughly looked it over.

J3hat’s so funny"5 He asked and looked my way, 
waiting for me to answer.

JThat one is the only one here that I made,5 I 
e?plained, holding his ga“e for a few seconds before 
I ran my ;ngers over the buttery soft leather of the 
vest. My mind easily ;lled with memories of when 
my grandfather taught me how to work with each 
of the diBerent animal hides. I was lost in the past 
when a spark snapped me back to the present, where 
I immediately felt overwhelmed. 

Whocked by the spark I  felt  when our ;ngers 
touched, I pulled my ;ngers away, but the young 
man just looked at me with one of the warmest 
smiles I had ever seen. Wo warm I swore I could feel 
heat radiate throughout my body as I forced myself 
not to do or say anything stupid. 
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JI hope you have an online store. The things4the 
treasures you have here are too special to keep locked 
away.5 He pushed, clearly hoping I knew it was a true 
compliment.

Needing to lighten the heaviness I was feeling un-
der his ga“e, I teased, JIsn’t that what you do with 
treasure" You keep it hidden.5 My words seemed to 
have caused him to think about my perspective with 
more confusion than I intended, so I smiled and e?-
plained, JI have thought about listing things online, 
but they take time. I enjoy making both the jewelry, 
as well as the clothing. Each time I allow myself to 
get closer to selling online, I end up worrying if I will 
begin to regret or dread making them if my market 
grows.5 

JI suppose I can see how that may be a concern, 
but what you have here is custom, and the details 
are meticulously crafted, unlike anything I have ever 
seen before. You could create an online store and 
only sell what you want when you want. In fact, 
doing so would drive up the value since what you 
oBer would essentially be limited.5
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Listening to his ideas as he shared them with so 
much enthusiasm switched my mind from the heav-
iness I was feeling, brought on by the emotions I 
couldn’t quite ;gure out, and over to trying to see 
what he was laying out there. I agreed to give it more 
thought and switched the focus back to him when I 
asked what he did for a living. 

I stared at the honey-colored speckles in his ha“el 
eyes while I listened as he talked about working on 
a ranch. The more he shared, the more I studied his 
features and found myself wishing I could look at 
him every day. He spoke with such loving admiration 
about his home and the people in his life that his face 
revealed a pure innocence, and his smile genuinely lit 
up his whole face.

His  eyes  twinkled,  and his  energy was nearly 
blinding when he told me about his mom and sister. 
He shared things he didn’t have to, like the years 
that were wasted because he allowed a girl to come 
between the bond that was forged from way back 
when he and his sister shared a womb.

JI am so glad you were able to work things out. 
It’s a special thing to have a relationship like that that 
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you can depend on. I don’t get to see my brother as 
often as I would like to, but I know he is someone I 
could trust with my life if it ever came down to it.5 

)))

My initial concern that I would easily be swept away 
was valid. As much as I tried to remind myself that 
our time was limited, I couldn’t help but feel a desire 
ignite deep down in my soul. 3hat I felt was far 
beyond my wildest dreams, and it was terrifyingly 
wonderful, so natural—I thought I was out of my 
mind.

The more we talked, the more it felt as if I had 
known him my whole life. Okay, maybe that is an 
e?aggeration—I didn’t even know his name, and I 
forced myself not to ask him, hoping that when he 
left, I wouldn’t drive myself cra“y trying to ;nd him 
like some cra“y stalker. 

3hat I knew was that I wanted what he had. I 
wanted to be surrounded by people I could depend 
on as much as I would hope they would also depend 
on me. I found that I wanted it all so much the more 
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he spoke that I was dismissing things I later believed 
were meant to be the signs my grandfather used to 
tell me about. 

You know those things that all the best romance 
stories are about" 

The sparks, the feeling that your soul has truly 
come alive and is now begging you to ;nally take that 
chance. Your heart begins beating a brand new tune 
because it has found the one whose heart beats in 
sync, and let me say, it feels euphoric. It's knowing 
deep down that this person is supposed to be in your 
life forever because they were made especially for 
you. 

I felt all of those things and so many more that 
I can’t even ;gure out, but I also thought that was 
insane. In the time we spent together, I kept telling 
myself that I would never see him again and what I 
was feeling was just fantasy brought on by someone 
new and incredibly good looking. 7

It was when we hugged that I allowed myself the 
freedom to think, what if it’s all real and that’s why 
people write about it. 3hat if soul mates, just as my 
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grandfather believed, weren’t fairytales at all. Per-
haps the truth was they were so rare because people 
walked in their 6esh and settled for what felt good in 
the moment, eBectively diluting the bond that was 
meant to be" 

I asked myself—what if the very thing I was wait-
ing for, that I was saving myself for, was the man who 
smelled like home even though I wasn’t sure how or 
if that was even possible. 

3hen he took his place beside me on the bed, I 
closed my eyes, leaned into Yahuah, and almost as if 
He was oBering me a respite, I fell asleep with the 
;nal thought that in the morning, I’d let him in. I felt 
peace wash over me and I knew it was Yah, as much 
as I also felt it was the man sleeping ne?t to me in my 
bed. 

I woke up when I heard the sound of a motor-
cycle starting up. I wasn’t sure what I e?pected to 
happen, but not getting to say goodbye felt a lot like 
heartbreak, or maybe regret. I got out of bed and 
went to grab my phone oB the charger to watch him 
drive oB, but I was distracted when I noticed a note 
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on the table. Krabbing it, I read what he wrote and 
felt my heart pick up its pace when I read his name 
after being moved to tears at the thought of his kind 
words. 

JChristopher,5 I said out loud, and for some rea-
son I brought the paper to my chest and held it as if it 
were him, and I was in his arms when he hugged me 
right before we went to sleep. I wanted to ask him 
so many times, but my main concern was keeping 
him with me long enough to be certain he wouldn’t 
give up. I hated the way he shared the things that 
happened to him with so much belief that he was 
unlovable or that he wasn’t enough for women who 
clearly had no business even having access to him. 

The more we talked, the more I found him to be 
refreshing. The things he enjoyed, and as I’ve already 
shared, the love that 6owed from him when he spoke 
of his family and friends. The way he focused on me 
until he'd look away once he reali“ed I caught him, 
all made me want to know everything about him. 3e 
talked, and I so easily shared things about myself that 
I had never talked about with anyone. 
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I knew before I oBered for him to stay with me 
that he wouldn’t do anything inappropriate, even 
though I had this desire to kiss him pretty much all 
night. Actually, I wanted him to kiss me, but he was 
heartbroken. 3hen I asked him for that hug, it was 
for two reasons. One was because I wanted to know 
what it felt like to be in his arms, and the other was 
because I knew the bene;t of human touch, and I 
wanted to make sure he knew someone cared, even 
if I was someone he had just met. 

3hen I told him I believed we all had a soul mate, 
I was being truthful. The way I felt right before I 
had fallen asleep, I truly believed that he was mine. I 
planned on asking him to stay for another day, only 
he was gone. Instead of allowing myself to lose hope, 
I told myself that it was the intensity of his feelings 
that caused mine to overreact. And then I doubted 
what I believed to be a gift from my Heavenly Father. 
I tried to dismiss it, claiming there was no way Yah 
would bring him into my life only to have him drive 
away as if I had been invisible. 
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I chose, in that moment, to be grateful that the 
Most High used me to help remind one of His chil-
dren who they were and not to lose hope. I then 
lifted Christopher in prayer, asking for safe travels 
and a love that is so pure and strong it would have 
the ability to not only heal the damage he suBered 
but also make him forget he ever believed he was 
unlovable.

)))

JAhya, are you in here"5 I heard my uncle call out 
to me as he made his way toward the trailer. Sefore 
I could answer, he had already begun to open the 
door. 

J3hat is it, child" Are you okay"5 He asked. I 
wasn’t the only one who was able to see things, and 
I was de;nitely not the only one who knew the Cre-
ator’s voice. I was convinced he had been led to me, 
and as much as I didn’t want to face the reality of 
what had happened, I knew even more that avoiding 
it would serve no purpose.
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JI never really wanted a diBerent life. Of course, I 
never wanted my mother to be shunned as the villain, 
but I loved being here with my grandfather. Learning 
who I am, and being taught to live as I was called to 
are gifts more valuable than the precious stones and 
materials I have learned to craft with.5 I began. 

JSut"5 my uncle pressed, hoping I would trust 
him enough to get to the point so we could rob it of 
any power it may have to aBect me negatively.

JI met the one I was made for. His eyes were e?-
actly as they were in my dream, and we clicked so 
easily. My heart hurts so much. You know, I always 
loved the fated mate stories grandpa would tell me 
growing up. 3hen I ;rst told him about my dreams, 
he assured me that I was being shown my gift so 
that I would wait for the one that was mine. I wasn’t 
prepared to meet him when he was ready to leave this 
world. His spirit was barely a spark. The color was 
right, but it was the dullest I had ever seen. It was the 
same as the moment when the ruach knows it's time 
here has come to an end. He gave up before he ever 
met me, while I have waited each day as if he would 
come.5
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JHe did, child. He came. I am sure you remember 
that Yahuah doesn’t make mistakes.5 

JI do, but I also know that we all have free will. I 
don’t know if I will ever see him again. He left this 
morning, and while the whole time I wanted to tell 
him more, hoping he would feel the pull of what 
Yah had planned by crossing our paths, something 
inside me kept telling me to wait.5 I took a breath 
and wiped away a tear that had fallen before I shared 
my mi?ed emotions with the only other one, I had 
left that I trusted completely, apart from Wunny.

JIt’s not so much that he didn’t wait. I get how 
rare that is. Listening to him share the horrors of 
what he has gone through was hard. Other women 
stole the strength from what was meant to be mine. 
I have waited to love him my whole life, and I am not 
sure if he will ever trust again.5

JAh-Ya, noU You must see that whatever it is that 
caused him to come here was all a part of the Father’s 
plan. If he had had successful relationships, then you 
wouldn’t have met him, or worse yet, he would have 
settled and robbed himself of being loved by the one 
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who is his soul tie. Loving a wounded person isn’t 
easy, but you will have Yahuah to guide you. 

J3hen I met Auntie, I had already given my body 
to others. I didn’t want to believe in any part of the 
soul ties. In fact, I was even a little cruel when she 
;rst showed up. Ri Mpronounced ReN waited. Whe was 
kind, and her patience was what ended up reaching 
my soul. I can assure you that he will be thinking of 
you.5

JSut that is it, Oncle, I don’t know anything 
about him apart from his name, which is Christo-
pher.5

JOh, my forgetful girl. Do you think Yahuah 
made a mistake" The way you are speaking and the 
doubts you are giving far too much attention to are 
a waste of your time. Have you given any thought to 
the idea that this meeting was more for him, so he 
;nds the will to carry on now that he has met you" 
Of course, you have to have reali“ed that your part of 
the meeting is so that you can see what you’ve held 
on to and trusted for all of these years would come to 
pass. Yah is laying the path before youG you just have 
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to keep your eyes on Him, and your feet must remain 
on His path. 

JNo part of living your life for Yahuah is easy, you 
know that, but it is always worth it. And the love that 
is forged, shared, and lived with the one meant for 
your ruach is indescribable. You are partners for life, 
and as one, you trust in the Most High to show you 
the way and keep you together.…

I wanted so badly to believe in what he was re-
minding me of that I leaned into Yah and asked for 
Him to remove the hope I wanted to cling to if I was 
wrongG and Christopher wasn’t meant to be mine. 
Instead, He made it crystal clear when I went into 
the shop and found another note with two, hun-
dred-dollar bills under it. 

Christopher let himself in through the back door 
we  locked  up  together  and  bought  the  leather 
bracelet I made when I was younger that at the time, 
I jokingly claimed was for the one who was made for 
me. It had sat for all those years in the same place I 
put it when I spoke those words to my grandfather, 
and now it was purchased by the one I could vividly 
picture spending the rest of my life with. 
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His note was sweet and a little ridiculous, but it 
brought a true smile to my face. He apologi“ed for 
not having any more cash than what he left, and he 
promised he would make it right one day. After I 
read his note for the third time, I looked upward and 
said, JYahuah, thank You. I trust that You will work 
it all out in Your perfect timing. I am so grateful that 
You loved me enough to bring him to me. Please, 
take care of him and let Him see just how much You 
love him.5



7

SOMETHING FEELS OFF

CHRIS

I  let Riley know I would reach out once I was 
checked in at the airport. I could have talked 

to her while I drove, but I just wanted to be alone 
with my thoughts. I knew I wouldn’t be able to say 
goodbye to Ahyoka, so taking of so I could make 
the xight my sister arranged Oor me was the perOect 
eTcuse to cut and run. zr so that’s what I kept telling 
myselO.

Where was something about her that reached a 
part oO me I didn’t even realiMe was there. Hhatever  
had me seeking the -ost ;igh with such raw sincerV
ity wasn’t eTactly clear  I just Oound myselO talking to 
;im the entire drive back to Cegas. N
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I thanked ;im Oor sending me one oO ;is mesV
sengers. I don’t care what anyone else had to say 
about everything that happened during the past 
thirty hours, give or take an hour or two'I 0%%S 
believed that it was all divinely orchestrated. 

Yot the horri(c acts themselves per se, but the 
Oeelings they evoked, and then being led to one oO 
;is (nest creations'which I just knew was all ;is 
doing.

Ahyoka was outVoOVthisVworld beautiOul. ;er skin 
was a shade that clearly came Orom her Oamily)s genes 
as well as Orom being out in the sun. Ehe didn’t have 
even a speck oO makeup on, and yet she was xawless. 
;er hair was long and so dark I believe it was truly 
black. It was thick and hung down her back, ending 
right in the middle oO her perOect rear Pwhich I only 
got to see while she cooked because she pulled her 
hair up and covered it with a hairnet'even then, she 
was perOect.K

I hated that I couldn’t trust myselO because I 
thought two other people were the one, so I pushed 
her into the most obvious boT. Ahyoka was a giOt 
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Orom the -ost ;igh, and she was sent to ofer me 
a glimpse at one oO ;is masterpieces. Gnowing there 
were women out there like her was all the motivation 
that I needed to get my liOe together. 

2ven iO, Oor some craMy reason, I were ever giOted 
someone even sort oO like Ahyoka in the Outure, I’d 
be nothing more than a booby priMe iO I didn’t (gure 
out how to get my head dislodged Orom my butt. 

Where was this moment when we touched briexy, 
where I thought I Oelt a surge oO energy xow between 
us, but things like that didn’t happen in the real 
world, so I eTplained it away as static electricity. Whe 
state my mind was in made it easier Oor me to believe 
that the woman I spent the night talking to in the 
middle oO nowhere was an angel instead oO an actual 
person with no relation to me, who cared enough to 
be there. 

Hhen I got of the motorcycle, I rubbed my (nV
gers over the bracelet I knew I would never take of. 
It’s nothing major, just a multiVstrand, multiVcolV
ored, woven leather piece. It was more oO a tighter, 
cylinder shape instead oO lying wide and xat. Where 
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were two silver, handVhammered cufs on both sides 
oO a (Ted centered bead. What bead reminded me oO 
Ahyoka’s eyes so much I had to have it, and when 
I slipped it on, it Oelt as iO it had been made just Oor 
me. I wrote her the note and leOt the cash I had in my 
wallet. Whe bracelet had a tag just like all the other 
pieces only it was worn out so much I couldn’t (gure 
out what it said, so I guessed. 

BBB

I inOormed Riley when my xight was eTpected to 
land, even though she already knew since she was the 
one who booked the xight  and then I thanked her 
Oor making sure I’d get home okay. I was just about 
to call my mom when a Oeeling oO jealousy caught 
up to me Orom out oO nowhere with such a strong 
Oorce I didn’t even think about trying to (ght it of. 
5iving in to the Oeeling had me sending a teTt to 
Hyatt instead. 

Does e  evrythin rog yogut 
ygvi yo nocld 
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?tWyas ytWy sgʼʼosel yo 
ʼ’eWid pog cosy ʼ’e

my ʼ’eWis ytWyY Ivoʼ’ ,teve m 
Wʼ’ shyyhinY rog fgsy ch  el rogv 
chIeY Wil e  evrythin ,ovwel hi 
rogv IW  ovj m ,Ws io lhkeveiy 
ytWi rogY Wil rey chIe chwes yo 
ʼhss Wcc o  ev ʼ’e hisyeWl

I hated that he called in response, so I hit ignore. 
;e called again, but I teTted him back.

m uWiayj m fgsy ytognty ytWy 
shiue rog Wve ʼ’Wvvhel io,Y 
rog uogcl cey ʼ’e hi oi to, hy 
,Ws Wc,Wrs so eWsr Iov rogj 

mal vWytev yWcw W.ogy ythsY .gy 
shiue rog Wveiay Wis,evhin ʼ’r 
uWccsY m ieel rog yo wio, ytWy 
ioythin fgsy Iecc Ivoʼ’ yte swr 
hiyo ʼ’r cWʼj m ,eiy ytvognt 
sygk yooj maʼ’ ioy sgve ,tei 
,e syoʼʼel .ehin veWc ,hyt 
oie WioytevY .gy m Wʼ’ toʼhin 
yths vhnty teve hs yte Ihvsy syeʼ 
hi Ihffhin hyj 
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I didn’t reply. I had no idea what to say. I wasn’t 
sure iO there was anything leOt that could be (Ted. 
I hated that I was somehow still jealous oO Hyatt 
when all I really wanted was to go back to the time 
when he was one oO my best Oriends. I was able to (T 
things with my sister, and since she and -ikey were 
married, he and I have grown a little closer, too. 

7ut none oO it  was like it  was when we were 
younger. Whe bond the Oour oO us shared, I’d swear, 
was orchestrated by the -ost ;igh iO it would help 
drive home my point. Whe Oeeling that the people 
beside you were meant to be there was incredible. 

At the time, I naively believed nothing would ever 
come between us until it did. And then I thought 
it would all work itselO out on its own  only in time 
I learned that I was nothing more than an outsider 
looking in. Whey worked it out. Whey got that bond 
back, and it was stronger than it ever was when we 
were children, but I didn’t have a true place in our 
Ooursome anymore, and that sucked big time. 
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I called my mom and somehow managed to conV
vince her that the weirdness she sensed was just me 
being tired. Walking to her usually helped, but I 
wasn’t really talking, so trying to place the blame on 
her Oor my mood being one more acceptable coming 
Orom a toddler was pointless. WhankOully, I was able 
to shove those thoughts aside while I assured her I 
would be home soon enough, and in no hurry to take 
of again any time soon. znce we disconnected and I 
was getting ready to board the plane, I Oound myselO 
being dragged back into all things Hyatt.

I thought about the Oriendship he and I shared 
beOore -arybeth and allowed myselO a moment oO 
truth'I missed him. -ikey was great, but he was 
mostly agreeable. As much as he didn’t see it, I knew 
he and Ri had something Orom the beginning. Eure, 
he took a little longer than she did to understand 
what was meant to be begun the second we met in 
the nursery. Hhen Hyatt came, he (t right in with 
the three oO us as iO he was there all along. Whe two oO 
us liked the same things, and he was more outgoing 
like me. Hyatt lived his liOe in such a way that made 
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it seem as iO he was Oearless. I Oelt, simply by being his 
Oriend, that I could be more than I had ever thought 
possible because he had our back and encouraged us 
no matter what. 

Whe more I walked down memory lane, the more 
I hoped there’d be a way to salvage what once was. As 
I sat in the plane as it xew me back home to Yorth 
Darolina, I admitted to myselO Oor the (rst time that 
I was the one to blame Oor Oalling out oO touch with 
the people who meant the world to me. At (rst, I was 
overwhelmed by the heaviness that realiMation had 
caused. 7ut then, as I literally sat with that knowlV
edge and tore the idea apart, the heaviness began to 
liOt as I thought, IO I caused it, then I may be able to 
(T it. N

BBB

I’m willing to give you three guesses who was waiting 
Oor me when I landed, but I bet you wouldn’t need 
that many. Riley was the one I was looking Oor, and 
yet it was the one I basically tortured myselO thinking 
about Oor most oO my xight home. 
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I hated that I was a complete jerk when he smiled 
and said, 8Helcome home.… 

2ven though I had just (gured out what my deal 
was, I knew that reclaiming my liOe and (Ting my 
Oriendships wouldn’t be easy. Hyatt and I were still 
broken, and I knew I was the one who needed to do 
something about it, only I had no idea what to do. 
Eadly, I let my Orustration and Oear roll of me as iO 
Hyatt were a perOect pitch and I was itchin’ to hit it 
out oO the park. 

Hyatt didn’t say anything when I rolled my eyes 
and mumbled, 85reat. Hhere’s my sisterq…

;e waited until we were in his truck beOore he 
even answered, even though there was no reason Oor 
him to. It was easy to see that he was hoping our 
ride home would give us time to reconcile things 
between us. zr at the very least it would Oorce me 
to talk. As much as I wanted that very thing, I acted 
like a wounded animal, snapping and (ghting, aOraid 
that iO I let my guard down, I’d still end up hurt and 
without my Oriend Oor good.
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81ou had to have thought there’d be a chance I’d 
be the one to pick you up'yeahq… Hyatt asked aOter 
he pulled the door shut, efectively closing us in.

8;onestlyJno. I’m not even sure why you’re 
hereq I just asked Oor your handbook hoping I could 
(nd a way to get of the path I’ve been on Oor way 
longer than I should have.…

8And you didn’t think I would comeq Dhris, I 
have been waiting Oor years Oor you to reach out. Wo 
say something. I hate thisJ… he said with a rawness 
in his voice that seemed to sLueeMe my heart beOore 
he paused to wave his hand between us as a means to 
make his point. 

7eOore he could say anything else, I spat out, 8IO 
that was true, then why didn’t you say anything 
yourselOq Hhy did I have to be the one to say someV
thing when I was already the loser'I was the pathetV
ic jokeq… 

Whe way he shook his head, and then calmly, as 
iO he was doing everything in his power to keep us 
both grounded, answered, 81ou were never pathetic, 
and not at all a loser. 1ou’re my best Oriend, and I 
just wanted it all to go away because every time I 
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tried to say something, you wouldn’t even look at 
me. 1ou haven’t looked me in the eyes since that 
night, and I hate it. 1ou are one oO the best people I 
know, and watching you shrink down and pull away 
killed me inside. What time in the barn when I (rst 
came back'I hoped it would open the door that 
had been slammed shut between us Oor Oar too long. 
I prayed it would be enough Oor us to (nally (gure it 
out together, but I only made things worse. I didn’tV 
hell, Dhris, I don’t know how to do this or what to 
say to you so you will believe me, but I am no longer 
willing to do nothing. Well me how to (T it.…

8*ull over,… I demanded when his words caused 
all the things I tried to suppress Oor years to resurOace, 
making me Oeel sick. I opened the door and hopped 
out oO his truck, where I then puked in the grass on 
the side oO the road. As my stomach rid itselO oO its 
contents, my emotions Ourther decided to show up 
as tears. I already Oelt like a worthless piece oO garbage, 
and yet there I was crying and bar(ng like a complete 
and utter loser, in Oront oO the one person in the 
world I didn’t want to see me. 
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8Fon’t,… I got out weakly when I heard Hyatt’s 
Oootsteps getting closer, only he didn’t stop.

85reat, another thing to add to the list oO how you 
are so much better than me,… I added, while slowly 
shaking my head, but Hyatt wasn’t having any part 
oO it. 

8Hhat are you talking aboutq I never, Oor a single 
second, thought I was better than you. Right now, 
it’s really hard Oor me not to believe that you hate 
me, but I don’t know what I did. Hhatever it isJI 
promise you, I never tried to hurt you. Well me. Well 
me what I did so I can (gure out how to (T it, please.… 
;e was so sincere as he pleaded his case  his voice 
remained steady yet strainedV revealing his own pain. 

81ou were always better than me at everything. I 
tried to love her, and all she ever said was I was almost 
as good as you. 1ou didn’t even want her, and I still 
wasn’t good enough. When I tried to be like you and 
keep it strictly physical, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t just 
do that to someone and then walk away as iO nothing 
happened.… Whe memory oO how I Oelt when I was 
doing the player thing was unpleasant enough Oor me 
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to pause just long enough Oor Hyatt to declare, 8Eee, 
you were better than me.… 

8Yo. I wanted to be you, but I couldn’t. 1ou took 
what you wanted Orom everyone with a smile on 
your Oace. 5irls knew you would never date them 
or even give them a second thought, and yet they 
all but Oell into your bed like you were a god or 
something. Eports'you were stronger, Oaster, and 
better than me in all ways. 2ven with my Oamily and 
at the ranch.… Hyatt sucked in a breath and winced, 
causing me to turn my head toward him to see what 
had happened. 

I didn’t have to wait to (gure it out  he looked 
at me, causing me to stare back at the ground as iO 
it was covered in something more interesting than 
crushedVup gravel and cigarette butts, and in a weak 
tone he said, 8I always thought I was a part oO that 
Oamily, but I guess I was wrong. 1ou know, Orom 
the very (rst day I met the three oO you, I Oelt like 
an outsider. He were little, but I showed up, and at 
(rst I thought it was cool that there were kids my 
age, but that very same night it was clear that you 
three already had your bond. 1ou let me in, and I 
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was xoored, but as time went on, it was you who 
treated me as iO I belonged. 1ou made me Oeel as iO I 
was a part oO your Oamily. I remember that summer 
when I was nine, I actually started to believe that 
I belonged'that I was a true part oO your group.… 
Hyatt paused to chuckle, and then he brushed his 
hand over his chin beOore he continued.

8Hhenever -arybeth came around, I remember 
thinking that she was the odd one out. I Oelt this conV
(dence that it was us Oour against the world Oorever, 
and she was just an interloper that we were Oorced 
to hang out with because her mom was Oriends with 
yours and -iss April.… ;e paused, and when he beV
gan again, I knew he was hurting just as much as I 
was.

8Dhris, I never meant to hurt you. I really didn’t 
know how you Oelt about her until that day, and then 
I tried to make it right. I hated what she said to you. 
As soon as it all went down, I never touched her 
again'man, I never even talked to her again. I think 
the reason I missed how much you cared was because 
I thought she was the outsider. I know that probably 
makes it worse, but I promise, I really thought we 
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would go back to how things were because I believed 
we were solid. Whe longer it took, the more I couldn’t 
(gure out what to say, but I never wanted us to 
morph into barely more than two people who were 
on the same team and worked at the same place.…

8Hhat is wrong with meq Hhy am I not good 
enoughq I give all I have and yet what I have is worthV
less.… I admitted, a bit surprised by how easily it came 
out, while completely missing that we both Oelt as iO 
we were the ones on the outside looking in.

Hyatt pulled me into his arms and assured me, 
8What’s not true. Hhat you give is not worthless  
you just cut yourselO and bled Oor the wrong people. 
2ven a diamond would be undervalued or completeV
ly dismissed iO it showed up when a person was dying 
oO hunger. -arybeth wasn’t your girl. Ehe was toTic 
and instead oO getting help, she spread her poison. 
Enow, I don’t know enough about the two oO you, 
but I know what that industry is about, and again, 
that’s not a rexection oO you.…

8I wanted to make it better. I wanted to be the 
person Gimberly could depend on when everyone 
else let her down. Hhen she was mad, sad, anything 
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other than happy, she would say so many oO the same 
things -arybeth would say. It’s hard not to believe 
those things when both oO the people you tried to 
love Oelt and acted the same way.… 

8What’s why I said it was the people, not you. 1ou 
have a savior compleT. 1ou mean well because you 
are a good guy. 4or some reason, you are drawn to 
and want to (T the broken, but sometimes the ones 
you are trying to save need to be loved Orom aOar.… 
Hyatt looked at me and suggested we get back on 
the road. Hhen I nodded, he patted my shoulder and 
rounded his truck so we could go home. I knew he 
wasn’t trying to end our conversation, and I knew 
he planned to continue it the second he clicked his 
seatbelt into place. 

81ou said you wanted to be me, and all along I 
just wanted to prove I was good enough to stay in 
the circle. I’m no better than you, Dhris. I never 
once thought it, and I am sorry you entertained the 
idea oO it even Oor a second.… Hyatt addressed. It 
was clear he was sharing what he truly believed, so I 
nodded slightly. Whings were awkward, but we were 
no longer avoiding them. 4or the (rst time since the 
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summer beOore he started ;igh Echool, we Oought 
alongside one another to tear down the walls that 
had been erected between us. 

BBB

I wasn’t sure what things would be like, and I didn’t 
think anything would change instantaneously, but 
aOter close to twenty minutes oO the two oO us not 
saying anything, I decided I wanted to ask him about 
his liOe just as much as I wanted to open up about 
mine.

8;ow long did it take Oor you to know that Mackie 
was it Oor youq… I asked while looking out the winV
dow as we drove back to Epring Ciew. 

8Whe moment I saw her, I Oelt something. I don’t 
know how to eTplain it, but I just knew she was 
diferent. Hhyq… ;e asked, his tone suggesting he 
would ofer more iO that’s what I wanted, but he’d 
rather know iO my Luestion had more to do with me.

8zn the xight, I Oelt this urge to type out a teTt 
to Riley about a girl I met yesterday,… I began, and 
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caught a slight smile begin to work itselO onto HyV
att’s Oace. 

8Hhatq… I Luestioned, causing him to shake his 
head while his smile grew, beOore he supplied, 8IO you 
told Eilver about her, then she matters.… Whe look I 
gave caused him to Ourther eTplain, 8I draOted emails 
telling your sister all about Mackie. I didn’t send them 
right away. I actually waited until Mackie showed up, 
and then I sent them to her all at once, but I wanted 
Eilver to know about her. Eo, tell me about your 
girl.… 

8I hardly believe she is my girl, but she’sJ… I anV
swered, and paused because I knew I would never be 
able to describe Ahyoka adeLuately.

81ou know, I thought -arybeth was the one. zbV
viously that was not the case, and then I met Enow. 
4unny thing about her is that I didn’t think anything 
would come oO us. I should have stuck by that initial 
assessment, but I got caught up in Gimberly. I was 
never a Oan oO Enow apart Orom her appearance, and 
even that grew old Oast. 7ut I actually thought that 
the girl who showed up every now and then would 
eventually come around and let me love her. Yow I 
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see that was more about me wanting to (T things Oor 
her. I saw a bit oO -arybeth and thought maybe, just 
maybe, I could help make things right. It makes even 
less sense as I say it, but that’s how I Oelt, I think.… 

7eOore I could go any Ourther, Hyatt turned his 
head and looked at me Oor a brieO second to say, 8Yo, 
I get it. It makes sense that you wanted to try to heal 
something you saw in Enow. Especially aOter everyV
thing with -arybeth.… 

I nodded and Orowned a bit at the sadness oO it all. 
8Hhat about this new girlq Hould you tell me 

about herq… Hyatt asked so Oull oO hopeOulness, I 
couldn’t help but smile.

8I don’t think she is meant to be mine'I mean, 
she lives a bit Oar, and we spent less than twentyVOour 
hours together. 7ut she was like this breath oO Oresh 
air, reminding me that people like her eTist. Fon’t 
get me wrong, I know they are out there  we are 
surrounded by them on the ranch and within our 
little piece oO perOect, but none oO them were Oor me. 
I’m not saying she was all about me, but she was 
kind, and I Oelt as iO she genuinely cared about my 
wellVbeing. I enjoyed spending time with her. And 
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Hyatt, I was in a really dark place when I pulled up, 
but the second I looked at her, my heart started beatV
ing out a rhythm I had never Oelt until that moment. 
I’d swear that she was an angel iO I didn’t have thisJ… 
I conOessed while I rubbed my (ngers over my new 
leather bracelet. 

8Fid she make thatq… ;e asked, clearly hoping I 
would tell him more. 

8Ehe makes all sorts oO things  each eTpertly craOtV
ed, like nothing I)ve ever seen. Ehoes, jewelry, vests, 
belt buckles. Hhat I need to do now is (gure out 
what I am supposed to do with myselO. And I want 
to (gure out how to Oorgive Enow Oor killing our unV
born child.… Hyatt sucked in another harsh breath 
upon hearing the last part, and ofered, 8I’m so sorry 
to hear this, Dhris.… I nodded, appreciating his ofer 
oO sympathy.

8zne day, when I (gure out how to get my liOe 
together, I want to go back and see her again. 2ven iO 
it’s only to thank her Oor being there, and oO course, 
to buy out all oO the things she has Oor sale. I just don)t 
want to go until I am a little less oO a mess.… I shared 
and watched as a muscle in Hyatt’s jaw ticked. 
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He were Luiet Oor a bit. Where was music playing 
soOtly, but neither oO us said a word. 

As soon as Hyatt merged onto the highway that 
would lead us back to Epring Ciew, he said, 8I hope 
you spend some oO your time learning how to Oorgive 
yourselO. Yone oO it was your Oault, and yet you walk 
around as iO you’re the one to blame. I also hope 
you know I don’t want to ignore things anymore. I 
want you to build your home right where you are 
supposed to, and I want it to be the Oour oO us again, 
only we added a Mackie and my little princess. It won’t 
be complete, though, until your wiOe joins us.…

8-y (rst impression oO your wiOe was a good one. 
I am looking Oorward to getting to know her and 
your daughter better. I will say this'Riley and I 
making up didn’t make much sense while I was in 
NA. Eure, we talked, but it was like more time was 
being stolen Orom us. zur trip was a giOt I hope to 
never overlook, and our muchVneeded healing hapV
pened almost as easy as blinking my eyes.… I shared 
as I asked myselO iO the same thing could happen 
between the two oO us. Hould we be able to (nd the 
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connection we once had, or would it be something 
altogether diferentq 

As much as the Luestion worked its way around 
inside my mind, I couldn’t help but Oeel as though 
things between us had already changed Oor the better. 
I no longer Oelt the dread that used to settle in my 
stomach whenever we were near one another. As we 
drove home in his truck, I Oelt okay. I wasn’t happy or 
sad, or any oO the countless emotions out there. I was 
simply at peace with a person I missed more than I’d 
ever liked to admit  even to myselO'until then, that 
is.
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WHAT'S MEANT TO BE WILL BE 

AHYOKA

I  thought about Christopher each day. At ,rstw it 
nas nith urgelcy. I nalted desperatemy to ,ld 

hif but had lothilg but his ,rst lafe to go oT 
ok. Hamvilg to fy ulcme hemped. Me leOer disfissed 
nhat I nas keemilgw he actuammy elcouraged fe to 
halg olto hope ald trust that the ;ost Migh noumd 
fave a nay. Nle dayw about tno neevs akter he 
mektw ole ok our regumars suggested that I nrite donl 
eOerythilg I noumd say to hif ik he shoned up. ;y 
ulcme buimt upol her suggestiol olmy added that I 
shoumd temm hif amm about fysemkD startilg nith the 
dreaf I had that med to fe favilg the bracemet that 
Christopher nas med to. 
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I noldered ik he thought about fe. 
I tamved to 1ahuah about hif amm the tife ald 

kould fysemk hopilg that nePd cross paths sool 
sofehon but trusted that 1ah noumd fave a nay 
ald as amnaysw Mis nimm noumd be dole. I elded up 
,ldilg fysemk bacv il the pmace I spelt fy nhome 
mikeD trustilg that it noumd amm norv out as I naited kor 
the ole fy Amuah created kor fe. Nlmy this tifew I 
vlen nhat he mooved mive ald I kould fysemk tryilg 
to svetch hif krof fefory. FolPt met yoursemk be 
koomedSfy art nas kar krof perkectw but I nalted to 
refefber amm the detaims I purposekummy ilOeltoried 
durilg the kourteel hours ne spelt together. 

A ken folths passed nhel fy brother ilOited fe 
to cofe Oisit kor xassoOer. I nas used to speldilg 
the set apart tifes nith fy graldkather ald amnays 
noldered nhat it noumd be mive to holor 1ahPs 6easts 
amolgside other brothers ald sisters il the ;ashiachw 
so I agreed. Kully nas eWcited kor fe to feet amm 
ok his krields as nemm as his girmkrield that he started 
beggilg kor fe to cofe earmier. Rlonilg I coumd 
trust the shop nith the EimversolPs as nemm as fy 
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ulcmew I agreed. *esidesw there nere a ken pmaces cmose 
by the reserOatiol I nalted to moov ilto to see ik I 
coumd norv sofethilg out to semm sofe ok the thilgs 
I had fade. Hhe ole I nas fost ilterested il nas a 
mittme coultry store cammed Taste & See. Kully vlen 
the onler ald I ,gured that collectiol fight norv 
il fy kaOor. 

I nalted to gron fy custofer base mive Christoj
pher suggestedw olmy I didlPt haOe the tife to. I had 
to rul the storew fave the thilgsw ald tave care ok 
fysemkw meaOilg fe amm ok hamk passed leOer to norv ol 
buimdilg al olmile store.  

444

;aybew ’ust faybew a bit ok fy attractiol to Christoj
pher nas the kact that he arriOed ol a fotorcycme. I 
moOed the keem ok straddmilg amm that horseponer ald 
droOe lothilg emse nhel I leeded to meaOe the shop. 
Hhe risvs ilOomOed il ridilg a bive nere moner nhel 
you miOed out il the desert. Kurew you coumd stimm get 
yoursemk vimmed ik you nere al idiot driOilg recvmessmyw 
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but that coumd be said ok aly Oehicmew ald aly mocaj
tiol. 

I elded up reltilg a bive nhel I malded il Charj
motte. I naslVt a kal ok city driOilgw but I vlen nhat 
I nas doilg. Hhalvkummyw the tife I nas traOemilg 
noumd olmy haOe fe deamilg nith poteltiam tra5c 
ultim I fade fy nay out ok the city ald its surrouldj
ilg tonls. Nlce I nas ol the road favilg fy nay 
nestw IVd be il fy Uolew vlonilg IVd be abme to soav 
il amm the beauty the driOe had to oTer.

444

I naslVt sure nhy I kemt this suddel surge ok true 
colteltfelt as I fade fy nay through Kprilg “ien 
ald nas learilg the olejtife churchw lon coffuj
lity celterw ol the outsvirts ok tonl. I appreciated 
the Oiens nestjceltram Yorth Caromila had to oTerw 
ald I moOed fy brotherw but I leOer kemt such a strolg 
pumm or keemilg ok bemolgilg as I had il that fofelt. 

As fuch as the tonl naslVt the probmefw lor 
nas the mald ok the reserOatiolw I stimm usuammy had to 
,ght oT keemilgs ok re’ectiol nheleOer I cafe to Oisit 
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Kully. Nur dad tried to be deceltw but silce KullyVs 
fother nas stimm il the picturew that olmy fealt heVd 
lod his head ald oTer a neav hello.

;y keemilgs ol that nerelVt oles I cared to thilv 
about ald ilsteadw I mooved oOer ald san nho I bej
mieOed to be fy brother pmayilg kootbamm nith a bulch 
ok peopme his age ol the ,emd ok 6CC. 

Ehime Kprilg “ien had a fuch marger popumatiol 
thal fy hofetonlw Ehisper “ammeyw ”tahw it nas 
stimm a sfamm tonl. Hhat fealtw as I pummed ilto the 
parvilg mot nhere I col,rfed it nas ildeed Kully I 
sanw amm the heads out ald about turled to see nho 
nas there. 

?Ahya97 fy brother cammed out nhime he ’ogged 
oOer to fe. A sfime norved its nay olto fy kace 
the fofelt I heard hif camm fy lafew ald nhel 
he nrapped his arfs arould few it nas cmear hon 
fuch he had gronl silce the mast tife neVd seel ole 
alother il persol. 

?Eho il the normd is the gialt homdilg fe right 
lon87 I returled pmaykummyw cammilg out the kact that 
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fy mittme brother nas head ald shoumders tammer thal 
few ald that nas sayilg a mot silce I nas !V q7. 

?Ehat are youw mive siWjtno lonw baby brother87 
I added olce he put fe donlw ald nith a gril that 
hadlVt chalged a bit regardmess ok hon fuch he had 
gronlw he correctedw ?KiWjthreew7 bekore he hugged 
fe agail. Akter he pummed anay ald toov a ken steps 
bacvw he shoov his head smightmy ald saidw ?IVf so gmad 
you are here. I hated the idea ok you amm amole durilg 
the 6eastsSnemmw alytife reammyw but especiammy lon. 
IVf sorry to hear about the moss ok your graldkather. 
I vlon I said it amreadyw but itVs stimm true. Ahyaw itVs 
reammy good to haOe you here.7 

?IVf gmad you oTered ald thel ilsisted. I thilv 
a breav is ’ust nhat I leeded. I amnays korget hon 
beautikum this pmace is. I af colOilced itVs ilteltiolj
amw too. I fealw moov at amm ok this.7 I said nhime I 
olce agail toov il fy surrouldilgs nith geluile 
appreciatiol. 

?It doeslVt hurt that I haOe a brother nho is pretty 
anesofe here as nemmw7 I added ald reached up to 
0icv his upper arf pmaykummy.
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?Is the girmkrield here87 I asved nhel I loticed a 
beautikum kefame il a group moovilg oOer at us nith 
fore ilterest thal alyole emse. Hhe sfime that mit up 
fy brotherVs kace ald actuammy fade his eyes seef as 
ik they nere shililg krof nithil alsnered fe bekore 
he eOel said a nord. 

Eith ole lod ok his head tonard the group ok girms 
staldilg oT il the distalcew the ole I thought fight 
be KullyVs girmkrield nas favilg her nay oOer. Kulj
ly turled to kummy kace the directiol she nas cofilg 
krofw nhime fotiolilg kor us to namv to shortel the 
distalce.

?1esw as IVf sure you amready guessed. HhatVs Bfj
famyllw7 he tomd few ald nhel she nas cmose elough 
to hearw Kully iltroduced fe. 

?Bfw this is fy sisterw Ahya.7 I didlVt fild that he 
used the licvlafe he has cammed fe silce he coumd 
speavw so I sfimed ald reached out fy hald. Hhe 
beautikum youlg nofal beafed at fe nhime cofj
pmetemy disfissilg fy outstretched haldw ald ilj
steadw she namved right up to fe ald nrapped her 
arfs arould fe il a hug. 
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?Korry. I keem as ik I amready vlon you. Kully tamvs 
about you amm the tife. IVf so gmad you fade itw ald 
I reammy hope ne get to speld sofe tife together.7 
Bffamyll eWpmailed nhime oTerilg a trumy narf 
nemcofe. 

I moOed that fy brother nas surroulded by so 
fuch moOe. I fay lot haOe had the lufbers but 
vlonilg ne both had a good support systef gronj
ilg upw peopme ne coumd depeld ol fealt the normd 
to fe. 

It nas hard lot to keem as ik fy arriOam nas the 
cause ok the kootbamm gafe cofilg to al eldw but 
the fofelt ne nelt ilside ald the marge group ok 
teelagers amm started doilg their onl thilg il nhat 
appeared to be a roof fealt kor thefw I met it go. 

Kully iltroduced fe to the groupw ald the fore 
I toov il fy surrouldilgsw the fore that keemilg ok 
colteltfelt begal to norv its nay ilto fy anarej
less agail. I naslVt sure nhat the keemilg fealtw but I 
,gured the reasol didlVt fatter. Amm I vlen nas that 
I nalted to efbrace it kor as molg as it noumd mast. 
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?Kullyw nimm you ald Bthal pmay your solg8 Mas 
your sister eOer heard hon good you guys are87 Bfj
famyl elcouraged fy brotherw nho mooved at fe 
ald bmushed bekore he lodded his agreefelt. 

I vlen fy brother had a lice Ooicew ald he had 
shared nith fe that he ald his krield Bthal had 
started cofilg up nith their onl solgs to holor 
1ahuah. I naslVt eWpectilg the solg they salg to be 
ol the meOem it nas. Ald the fore they salgw the fore 
I nas ifpressed. 

It nas reammy good. Hhe Luamity ald tamelt fatched 
alythilg youVd hear prokessiolammyw but the thilg I 
nas fost iltrigued by nas the nay they salg the 
safe solg tnicew olmy cofpmetemy diTerelt. Hhe ,rst 
tifew fy brother nas the mead Oocamistw ald that Oerj
siol nas a mittme fore upbeat thal the secold ole. 
Yot too fuchw but as Kully salgw I coumdlVt hemp 
fysemk krof foOilg amolg nith the beat. I naltj
ed to get up ald dalceD I kemt the beat throughout 
fy nhome bodyw sifimar to the nay I noumd keem ol 
the reserOatiol ald kould fysemk sfimilg the nhome 
tife. 
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Hhelw his krield Bthal begal silgilg the safe 
myricsD olmy the nay he salg thef refilded fe a 
mittme ok Gustil *ieber. ;y body stimm nalted to foOe 
il respolse to alother nemmjpmayed bop. Hhe smight 
chalges amfost fade it keem as ik the tno separate 
relditiols nere cofpmetemy diTerelt. 

?Korryw I dolVt feal to be a losy Yemmy. I ’ust 
heard you tnow ald I moOe that solg as fuch as I moOe 
nheleOer you silg together.7 A Ooice cammed out krof 
the marge eltrynay. 

?Eait. 3imeyw I nalt you to feet fy sister. Aldw 
you vlon you are amnays nemcofe. Yo fatter nhat 
your cousils haOe to say about it.7 Kully teasedw ald 
bekore he fade the iltroductiolw the youlg nofal 
pmayed bacv il preteld shocvw ?I vlen it. IVf miterammy 
the omd faid lon. HhatVs lot kair.7 Khe thel turled 
her atteltiol to few ald the sfime she oTered nas 
sofehon kafimiarw eOel though I vlen ne had leOer 
fet bekore. 

?1ou fust be Ahya. Eonw you are stullilgw7 she 
begalw miterammy shavilg her head as ik tryilg to fave 
sure I nas ream or sofethilgw bekore Luicvmy addedw ?I 
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haOe heard olmy good thilgs about you. ItVs so lice 
to feet you. IPf 3imeyw ald IPf gmad youVre here.7 

Nlce agail that keemilg fade itsemk vlonlw olmy 
it seefed to be gronilg il iltelsity. Ehat kemt mive 
colteltfelt seefed to be forphilg ilto sofej
thilg I coumdlVt Luite lafe. Amm I vlen nas that kor 
the ,rst tifew I kemt mive I nas fealt to be there. I kemt 
as ik I nas sofehon home.

444

Mopilg to giOe fy brother a mittme priOacy so he 
coumd say goodbye to his girmkrieldw I got up to checv 
out the pictures hulg up throughout the roof. I 
reammy el’oyed seeilg amm ok the caldid shots ok fy 
brother nith his rather marger group ok krields. Bach 
ole seefed to temm stories ok kul tifes hadw ald as I 
studied each olew I nas gratekum fy brother had such 
a strolg group ok mivejfilded peopme arould hif. 

;y heart kemt as ik it nere beilg sLueeUed ilside 
fy chestw so tightmy it caused a miterammy gasp to escape 
nhel I spotted a kafimiar kace. 3imey ald a cute mittme 
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redhead homdilg a baby nere cmose elough to hearw 
causilg 3imey to asvw ?Is eOerythilg ovay87 

…Hhis picture. Hhis fal right here.… I tried to eWj
pmailw ald thel at the safe tife I utteredw …Christoj
pherw… as 3imey ald her krield both said …Chris… il 
Luestiol. I mooved at thef as ik they nere pmayilg 
sofe sort ok pralvw olmy I vlen there nas lo nay 
they nere. 

;y heart poulded as I reached up to touch the 
ifage ok his kace kroUel il the picture ol the namm. 
As I brushed fy ,lgers oOer the photow fy hald 
begal to shave ulcoltrommabmy. I turled to moov at 
the tno youlg nofel staldilg beside few cmearmy 
naitilg kor fe to say fore. 3imey stared bacv at fe 
nith a moov ok colkusiol ol her kace ald asvedw …Fo 
you vlon fy brother8…

…1our brother8… I repeatedw ald that keemilg that 
vept creepilg up amfost toov fe out. Hhis tifew it 
cafe nith al oOernhemfilg leed kor fe to ,lammy 
start puttilg amm the pieces together.

?1ouPre the tnil. Nh fy goodless. I heard amm 
about you. 1our brother moOes you ald your fof so 
fuch.7 I startedw ald kor sofe reasol I begal to moov 
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her up ald donlw as ik I nas tryilg to see her nith 
amm the moOe ald respect Christopher had kor her. As 
I toov her ilw I loticed the veychail I fade halgilg 
out krof the krolt pocvet ok her ’eals.

I reached outw a bit ’ervy as I poilted to itw ald 
sfimed bekore eWpmaililgw ?I af the ole nho fade 
that. Christopher toov ole moov at it ald tomd fe 
that he vlen you noumd moOe it.7 I coumd keem fy 
kace had turled a deep shade ok redw ald amm ok a 
suddel I kemt as ik I shoumd pray kor a home to opel 
ulder fy keet so I coumd be spared the suddel rush 
ok efbarrassfelt I nas keemilg il that fofelt. Way 
to be weird, Ahyoka!

?Ahyova. ;y goodlessw I calVt bemieOe you are 
here. Nhw ald you are KullyVs sister. Hhis is perkectw7 
3imey got out il a rush as she miterammy pummed fe il 
ald sLueeUed fe as ik she nas tryilg to preOelt fe 
krof gettilg anay. Ehel she pummed bacv a mittmew she 
mooved at fe ald addedw ?Chris tomd fe eOerythilg 
he coumd about you. I calVt nait kor hif to see you 
agail. Me had this pmal that he nas goilg toSNhw 
leOer fildw IVmm met hif temm youw7 she paused to grab 
a homd ok her veychail nhime ilsistilgw ?*ut thisw this 
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is gorgeous. I absomutemy moOe it. Ko thalv you. 1ou 
are eWtrefemy tamelted.7

?Hhalv youw7 I returled as fy tightmy nadded bamm 
ok lerOes hesitaltmy begal to moosel. 

?Momd olw met fe teWt hif ald see nhere heVs at. 
Me is goilg to be thrimmed.7 

?Mi. IVf Gacview ald this smeepilg mittme ole is (
.A. ItVs so lice to feet youw Ahyova. IVf lener 
to this nhome groupw but I keem mive I leed to temm 
you that there islVt a better group ok peopme il the 
normd thal the oles right here. I fet Chris at 3imeyVs 
neddilg receptiolw ald met fe ’ust say that I af so 
gmadSthalv 1ouw 1ahuahw that you are here. MeVs a 
good guyw ald he deserOes a chalce at happy.7 )

I  kould nhat she said to be a bit neird. Yot 
the nords thefsemOesw but the nay she ’ust assufed 
thilgs. *ekore I gaOe fysemk a chalce to oOerthilvw I 
maughedw ilterlammyw at the absurdity ok it amm. MadlVt 
I ’ust beel goilg ol ald ol about this craUy Oibe that 
fade fe keem as ik I nere hofe8 Ko thelw nho nas I to 
thilv she nas alythilg fore thal a rekreshilg mittme 
bamm ok eWcitefeltw cmearmy hopilg to nemcofe fe il8 
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444

?I cal giOe you a ride oOer ik youVd mive.7 Gacvie okj
kered vildmy akter 3imey met us vlon her teWt had 
gole ulalsnered. Yot naltilg to baim ol fy brothj
erw nho had ’ust returled ald mearled that I kould 
fy fystery fal. I mooved oOer ald vlen he nas ol 
board as his kace ’ust beafed. 

?No. I af headed oOer to the BdnardsV alynay 
nith the boys. Ee cal feet up there. IVmm see you 
sool.7 Kully ilsistedw ald nhel I namved oOer to 
hug hifw he addedw ?I calVt bemieOe it nas Chris ;orj
ris amm amolg. I moOe this kor you. Actuammyw I moOe it kor 
both ok youw Ahya.7

?Hhalvs. Reep us il your prayers. I fealw he has 
kree nimmw you vlon87

Gacvie ’erved her head to the sidew mettilg fe vlon 
nhich Oehicme nas hersw ald thel I fatched her pace 
as ne namved tonard her darvjred CheOy Hahoe. 

?Hhis stimm sfemms brald lenw7 I said as I hopped 
ilto the passelger seat nhime she cmicved her daughj
terVs baby carrier ilto its base il the bacv. 
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?It is. ;y husbaldw Eyattw nalted fe to haOe 
sofethilg ok fy onlj’ust il case. Ehich is ridicuj
mous seeilg as thereVs kour optiols I coumd use ’ust 
betneel ;ivey ald 3i amolew lot to feltiol Eyj
attPs trucvw butOshe sure is purdy.7 Gacvie sharedw 
ald the nay she nas ’ust ulapomogeticammy hersemk nas 
rekreshilg. 

?Kow I calVt bemieOe that the ole nho stome ChrisV 
heart is actuammy here. I af so gmad kor it too. Me dej
serOes so fuch better thal nhat he preOiousmy settmed 
korSthatVs kor sure. I dolVt feal to be gossipy or 
alythilgD I ’ust hated the nay his eW treated hif. Nmd 
lens. Mon craUy is it that you are KullyVs sister8 I 
fealw I vlon I tomd you I af len herew ald I ’ust 
started mealilg ilto 1ahw but eOel I cal see this nas 
part ok a fuch bigger pmal. Eon97 Khe rafbmed as 
she droOe us to the pmace she cammed hofe.

?Eyattw (Aw ald I are stayilg oOer at the Bdnards 
nhime the guys buimd us our hofe. 1ou vlon there is 
a mot amready set apart kor Chrisw too. ;aybe lon that 
you are herew he nimm start buimdilg. As it is lonw he 
has his graldpareltsP traimer set up.7 Khe ilkorfed. 
I didlVt fild mistelilg to herw but the fore she 
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sharedw the fore I kould fysemk Luestiolilg ik aly ok 
it fattered ik Christopher naslVt as eWcited as I nas 
nhel he mearled I nas here. 

I coumdlVt hemp but keem as ik 1ahuah nas oTerilg 
fe a sigl nhel ne pummed up to the driOenay ald 
I loticed the store I nas fost ilterested il nas ’ust 
across the street krof nhere ne nere headed. 

?I calVt bemieOe Taste & See is across the street 
krof nhere you miOe. I nas hopilg to feet nith the 
onler to see about semmilg sofe ok fy ’enemry ol 
colsiglfelt.7 I said il fore ok a thilvilgjoutjmoud 
tolew but Gacvie profised she noumd fave the ilj
troductiols I leeded as sool as possibme bekore she 
parved il krolt ok a threejcar garage. 

?IVf goilg to go ald brilg (ela ilside. 1ou are 
fore thal nemcofe to head oOer by yoursemkw or nait. 
Ik you nalt to head oOer lonw ’ust kommon that path 
right there. Hhey nimm either be at 3i ald ;iveyVs or 
oOer at ChrisVs traimer. Bither nayw the path nimm tave 
you there.7 Gacvie ilstructedw ald I sfimed bekore 
mettilg her vlon I noumd be startilg amole.

I amfost begal to thilv that I sofehon fissed 
nhere I nas supposed to be goilgw or faybe nas ol 
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the nrolg pathw nhel I namved Luite a nays bekore I 
caught a gmifpse ok peopme oT il the distalce. Ehel 
I got a mittme cmoserw I heard Ooices. Nlce I reamiUed ole 
ok thef nas Christopherw I smoned donl ald thel 
kroUe nhel it nas cmear he nas upset. 

?EyattOI nas supposed to haOe fore tife. I af 
stimm a fessw ald she is eOel fore beautikum thal I 
refefbered. IVf goilg to bmon it. I ’ust vlon I afw 
ald I calVtw fal. Ehat af I supposed to do8 Mon 
do I temm her that I haOelVt stopped thilvilg about 
her silce the secold I mekt87 

?IVd say thatVs a good pmace to start. Chrisw dolVt 
oOerthilv this. 1ou are fore thal ready. I fealw 
cofe olw a part ok her nas here amm amolg. 1ou haOe to 
vlon that nas 1ahuah. Iw kor olew af here kor you. 
1ouVOe got this.7

?I dolVtw though. Eyattw I dolVt vlon ik I cal trust 
fysemk. I af a crap ’udge ok character. Ehat ik I temm 
her hon I keem ald amm amolgw to herw I nas ’ust sofe 
traOemer she nas vild to because thatVs nho she is. 
I spelt mess thal tneltyjkour hours nith herw ald 
IVfO7 
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?Ktopw dolVt do that. 1ouVmm leOer vlon ik you 
dolVt try. 1ou said you kemt sofethilg you leOer kemt 
bekorew right8 Kow trust thereVs a reasol kor it. 1ahuah 
has cmearmy crossed your paths. I profisew I nimm sould 
the amarf ik she is bad lensw but fy gut is temmilg fe 
sheVs your girm.7

I didlVt nalt to mistel il ol nhat nas fealt to be 
priOate alyforew so I fade a mittme loise nith fy keetw 
ald thel I cammed outw ?I dolVt feal to ilterruptw7 
bekore fy breath caught il fy throat nhel they 
turled to moov at fe.

?ChristopherO7 I falaged to get outw il a fuch 
breathier Ooice thal I had pmalled. Hhe sfime that 
spread across his kace the fofelt it registered that I 
nas thereSor at meast thatVs nhat I assufed he nas 
thilvilg Snas eOel fore gorgeous thal I refefj
bered. 

?Ahyova.7 Me returled ald toov a ken hesitalt 
steps fy nay. 

I didlVt nalt hesitaltD I nalted to rul ald thron 
fysemk ilto his arfsw so I did. 

It nas probabmy fessy to natchw but the ilstalt I 
vlen I coumd reachw I thren fy arfs arould hif. 
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Ilstaltmyw he nrapped his arould fe ald mikted fe 
oT the grould a mittme bekore he pmaced fe donl ald 
pummed bacv to moov at fy kace. 

?I haOe cofe outside eOery silgme light neVOe beel 
apart to tamv to 1ah about you. IVOe asved Mif to 
veep you sakew ald I haOe asved that ole day I noumd 
be abme to see you agail. Ehat brought fe cofj
kort nas thilvilg that you fight be moovilg up at 
the safe tife I nas. I thought you nere al algem. I 
fealw I vlon you are ole ok 1ahVs ,lest creatiolsO7 
Christopher vept tamvilgw ald nhat he nas sayilg 
nasw il kactw nolderkumw but I leeded hif to met go ok 
the doubtkum parts that seefed to norsel as he vept 
rafbmilgw so I vissed hif. 

I heard his krield chucvme outw ?I mive herw ald 
thatVs fy cue to meaOew7 ald thel Gacvie cammed outw 
?EeVmm be sniffilg at the Bdnards ik you tno moOej
birds nalt to ’oil us akter youVOe caught up.7 

Christopher cupped fy kacew cmearmy akraid I nas 
goilg to stop ik he alsneredw bekore he pummed bacv 
’ust elough to groal out sofethilg I thilv fealt 
he ulderstood his krields. Hhe moov il his eyes nhel 
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he stared ilto file searchilg kor sofethilg caused 
fe to sfime at hif. 

Me micved his mips nhime pummilg thef ilto his 
fouth kor a secold bekore he said fy lafe agail. 
I mealed ilto the hald he nas smidilg ilto fy hair. 
Ehel his thufb reached fy earw he stroved fy kace. 
I kemt fy sfime gron as I toov il a deep breathw reOj
emilg il the nay his touch seefed to brilg fy eltire 
body to mike.

6or a fofeltw I thought he nas goilg to tamv 
forew ald I nalted thatSmater. I nas remieOed nhel 
he timted his head to the side as he stared at fy mipsw 
bekore he cmosed the distalce ald vissed fe fuch 
smoner thal the krelUied viss I shut hif up nith. 

ChristopherPs viss nas iltelse. It nas as ik he nas 
pushilg amm ok his keemilgs kor fe ilto itw hopilg it 
noumd be elough kor fe to ulderstaldw ald perj
hapsw reciprocate. Nk coursew I coumd selse the efoj
tiols he nas keemilgD I kemt thefw toow so I tried fy best 
to fatch his passiol as best as I coumd. 

Hhis nas fy ,rst viss Pnemmw techlicammyw secoldQw 
ald I haOe to sayw it nas amm I hoped it noumd be ald 
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stimm so fuch fore thal I eOer dreafed. Ee nere 
cmose il heightw so I didlVt haOe to meal fy head bacv 
too kar kor it to strail. Il kactw it nas so cofkortabme 
beilg il his arfs ald vissilg hif that it amfost kemt as 
ik neVd dole it a fimmiol tifes because it kemt so right. 

I nas a mittme out ok breath nhel he pummed bacv ald 
nhisperedw ?IVf sorryw7 bekore pecvilg fy mips tno 
tifes ream Luicv ald a third that masted a mittme molger.

Colkusedw I mikted fy bron ald asvedw ?EhateOer 
kor87 

Me sfimed ald vissed fe agail bekore he alj
sneredw ?I san you at the celterw ald I ral anay. I 
nalted lothilg fore thal to see you. I prayedw mive 
IVOe tomd you amreadyw but nhel I san you there nith 
Kullyw I palicved. I nalted it to be perkectw ald I 
didlVt nalt eOeryole I vlon to nitless the cofpmete 
koom I noumd haOe beel ik I had stayed.7

?Christopherw7 I tried to pumm hif bacv to fe ald 
anay krof the norriedw doubtkum fal beggilg his 
krield kor hempw but he ’ust shoov his head.

?Ahyovaw I leed to say this part. I leed to thalv 
you kor eOerythilg. I leed you to vlon ’ust hon 
sorry I af that I didlVt nait kor you.7 I naslVt sure 
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nhat he fealtw so I pummed bacv ald asvedw ?Eaitw 
nhat8 Fid you ,ld sofeole emsew or go bacv to your 
eW87

Cofpmetemy colkusedw he scrulched his kace upw 
toov both ok fy halds il hisw ald thel mikted our 
’oiled halds to viss fy vlucvmes. 

?Yo. Yo ole coumd eOer cofpare to you olce I 
fet you. BOery silgme cemm ilside fy body vlons thatw 
ald I vlen it the secold our eyes fet. I vlon it 
soulds craUyw butw7

?Ktop oOerthilvilg this.7 I saidw ald I vissed hif 
agail bekore I pummed bacv ald addedw ?Hhis has amj
nays beel 1ahVs pmalD thatVs nhy itPs so strolg. Hhe 
pummw the keemilg as ik neVOe vlonl ole alother kor 
fuch molger thal a daySnemmw techlicammyw a light. 
1ou are filew Christopherw ald I af yoursw as molg 
as you agree.7

?Nk course I do. I ’ust keem mive you elded up tavilg 
hofe secold pmace nhime I got the priUe.7 As fuch 
as I vlen he nas cofpmifeltilg few I hated that he 
kemt the leed to do so at his onl eWpelse. 

?Ktopw dolVt tamv about my Christopher mive that.7 
I narledw ald the moov he oTered nhel he rested 
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his korehead agailst file had fe chenilg ol fy 
bottof mipw ,ghtilg bacv a chucvme.

?I moOe that you ’ust cammed fe your Christopher. 
Ahyovaw I af yoursw7 he said il the seWiest Ooice I eOer 
heardw but sofethilg nas fissilg. 

?Ehy didlVt you say that I af yours87 I asvedw 
hopilg it naslVt because ok his semkjdoubtw but keemj
ilg leOerthemess that it fight be.

?*ecause I calVt fave that choice kor you.7 Me 
alsneredw ald shikted his eyes smightmy to moov anay.

?Christopherw I ’ust thren fysemk at you ald tomd 
you that you are fileSyou fust vlon that I af 
yours. I profise you that I haOe naited fy nhome mike 
kor you. IVf lot nimmilg to met you go.7 I said nith 
as fuch colOictiol as I coumd korce ilto fy nordsw 
hopilg he noumd hear the truth ald accept thef as 
such. 

HhatVs nhel I san it. Mis elergyw amolg nith his 
molgilg eWpressiolw tomd fe eOerythilg I leeded to 
vlon. Christopher nalted nith amm he had il hif to 
bemieOe feD olmy his past nas causilg hif to keem as ik 
it nas amm too good to be true. 



3BFB;xHINY 2"!

I noumdlVt scomd hif kor that. Yow I noumd sifj
pmy shon hif that his kears nere lothilg but mies. 
Christopher bemieOed deep donl ilside that he nas 
ulmoOabmew so that ’ust fealt I had to moOe hif cofj
pmetemy. I leeded to shon hif ’ust hon nrolg he nasw 
ald I iltelded to do sow so thoroughmy that he noumd 
ole day korget he eOer kemt that nay at amm.

I nas the ole nho noumd be nith hif kor the rest 
ok our 1ahjgiOel tife ol earthw ald I nas the ole 
nho noumd fave sure he leOer kemt ulmoOabme agail.

?IVf torl. I nalt to haOe you amm to fysemkw but I 
amso nalt you to feet eOeryolew7 Christopher adj
fittedw ald I ulderstood cofpmetemy hon he kemt. Iw 
toow nalted to be nith hifw but I amso vlen that he 
nas caught up il his keemilgs ald oOerthilvilg. 

6igurilg that beilg arould the peopme he nas 
cofkortabme nith fight hemp hif get out ok his headw 
I saidw ?Ehy dolVt ne go so you cal iltroduce fe to 
your krields87
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WAIT FOM E�

CHRIS

I  thought about hijacking Ahyoka's part, but that 
felt a bit like a jerk move. However, I need to 

tell you what happened the day I saw her at Faith 
Community Center.

***

I made my way downstairs  at  my grandparent's 
house. My Grandpa Drew asked for my help, so I had 
been spending the week there to make it easier. Not 
like the commute was impossible or anything, but 
time driving to and fro, is time wasted. Anyway, he 
was building a new covered shelter for the animals, 
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and having a helper meant that the job would be 
Bnished in half the time. -esides, some jobs are better 
suited for two or more people.

I know that you have already met Grand(mom 
Atalia ?and if you haven't then why in the world 
are you reading this)S. That's means you probably 
Bgured out that she has some serious spiritual gifts. 
Whe was given visions, if that's what they are. "hat(
ever you call them, she saw things that most people 
couldn't. It wasn't creepy or anything, at least I never 
thought so, but that day, she was hitting me with 
some not(so(subtle hints that had me tossing things 
around in my mind that I had begun to dismiss since 
the last time we had spoken when I Brst came home.

YHello, my boy. I love to see that handsome smile 
on your face. Tell me, what good have you been met 
with lately)Y Whe greeted me the moment she walked 
into my grandparents' kitchen and saw me sitting at 
the table.

I stood to hug her and answered, YIt's good that 
I am alive and healthy. How are you, Grand(mom 
Atalia)Y  Whe  tisked at  my response,  greeted  her 
friends, and then called me out. 
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YWo polite and yet evasive all the same. Do you 
remember when we talked all about your encounter 
with Ahyoka)“ Whe paused long enough for me to 
answer and continued once I nodded my head, ’”our 
time is coming. I know you're struggling and have 
given so much of yourself to the wolves, but hang in 
there, my boy. The Most High has big things in store 
for you.“ Grand(mom Atalia took my face between 
her hands and stared into my eyes as if she were of(
fering over strength and comfort through her stare. 

I wanted to believe her, and a part of me Bgured 
that when I Bnally Bgured out what I was going to 
do with myself for real, I would go and visit Ahyoka 
to tell her how much her kindness helped me. 

I was no longer an active participant in Wnowxs 
manipulative games like I had been. That was easy 
when I altogether blocked the places, she once had 
access to the second I arrived at the airport after 
spending the night with Ahyoka. And yet, I was far 
from believing I was good enough for anyone apart 
from my family to truly love. Even that love I e9(
plained away by telling myself they had no choice.
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***

I was working with my grandpa when I purposefully 
willed my mind to recall the conversation I had with 
Grand(mom Atalia that she had brought up that 
morning.

It was a few days after I had returned, when she sat 
beside me at one of the Friday Bres and said, ’”ou 
sit on the outside as if you donxt belong, but you 
werenxt placed there.“ I turned my head to look at 
her, only the half(smile she o—ered was too intense, 
so I returned my ga0e to the Bre. 

’I saw what the Brst one did to you. Even more, 
I saw the bond she tried to break between you and 
Riley, and you and your brother. 

’”ou know, itxs a rare thing to be accepted fully 
by people for the person you are. These people, they 
arenxt just friendlyqthey are family. Wure, you are 
related to a good portion of them, but here, in this 
group, therexs a bond that goes far beyond genes or 
marital ties. 

’I knew for years that I would have a huge family 
around me, and I believed it, even though I was all 
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alone and it didnxt make sense at the time. Abba 
”ahuah gave me the vision, so I would hold on to it 
and never lose hope. 

’The moment I arrived, so much love was poured 
into me that I nearly forgot all the heartache I en(
dured. Marcus, my blood, had formed the ties that 
would make that vision of our family come true. 
Danny was the same as Marcus and me in a sense. 
He was the outsider who was taken in by people 
who o—ered their love unconditionally, and let me 
tell you, thatxs not easy to trust when the world has 
already taught you otherwise. 

’Danny shared his past, all of his struggles with 
me, and we bonded much like a mother and son. He 
needed that connection as much as I did, and the two 
of us crossing paths was a beautiful gift I will forever 
be grateful for. Not only did we Bll a hole in each 
otherxs hearts, but Danny o—ered me a new name. 
It felt as if I was given an opportunity to wipe away 
the pain from my past when I became an Evans. The 
memories are still there, but they no longer have the 
power to steal my joy. Now, they simply remind me 
of all I have and show me what love really looks like.
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’”ou are a part of this family no matter what lies 
your fear is feeding you. All of these people love you. 
I love you as if you were my own grandchild. "yatt 
is just as broken as you are and has missed what you 
had, too. I see there is some new healing taking place 
there, and I will continue to lift you both until there 
is no more uncertainty. I also know there is a young 
woman on your mind. "ould you tell me about 
her)“

I  wasnxt  prepared  for  her  to  see  through me 
enough to Bnd Ahyoka, so I began telling her about 
Wnow. Whe listened and placed her hands on me, 
where she petitioned the Most High on my behalf 
for healing and cleansing. Once she Bnished, she 
looked at me and made it clear that Wnow wasnxt the 
one she was asking about. 

I felt like a fraud as I Blled her in on the little I 
could of Ahyoka. I downplayed my encounter be(
cause I was too afraid that I was making a bigger deal 
out of it than it was. -ut something in me began to 
awaken as the woman ne9t to me sJuee0ed my leg 
while she hung on to every single detail I shared, so 
full of hopeful joy I began to feel it myself. 
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’I canxt wait to meet her,“ was the last thing 
she said before "yatt took a seat beside me and 
Grand(mom Atalia was called away. 

’Did she get you)“ "yatt asked, bumping his 
shoulder into mine.

’”eah. I think I did.“ I uttered, feeling a sense 
of peace more than confusion, but they were both 
there.

’"as it about your girl)“ he pressed, and I felt 
a smile begin to work its way onto my face at the 
thought of Ahyoka being my girl.

’”ou know you blush each time I call her that. I 
hope you know, I am lifting you. It seems impossi(
ble right now but Chris, think about my life. ;ackie 
and I broke up and I moved even farther away from 
her than the distance between you and Ahyoka. I 
tried more than I should have to pretend that all 
the covenant living stu— wasnxt meant for me and 
then ”ah Bnally saidqenough. I know youxve been 
seeking, but why donxt come and dig into His "ord 
with us)“ A part of me wanted nothing more but the 
still sour side grunted out a refusal.
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’Ixm not into being the odd man out. I already feel 
it, that would just make things worse. ”ou know)“

’No. No, I do not know because no one treats 
you that way. ”ou and your sister are all spooky 
twin thing again. ”ou and Mikey have never had a 
problem apart from her, but we already covered that. 
;ackie is fed up with the two of us, as she puts it, 
acting a fool because we are afraid of our feelings. I 
agree with her, by the way, and I am trying.“ 

That he was. Each day, since he drove me home 
from the airport, "yatt made an e—ort. Part of that 
e—ort was to make me look him in the eye. I actually 
broke down the Brst time he did it. My messed(up 
psyche wanted me to believe he was doing it to emas(
culate me. How wrong I was. He was forcing me to 
hold my head up to see for myself that he wasnxt the 
one who broke me. 

;ust as much as I missed my best friend, "yatt 
made sure I knew that he felt it, too. I missed it all 
those years because I was hurt and my pain wouldn't 
allow me to see it… I truly believed I was all alone. 
"hen my eyes Blled with tears as I struggled to meet 
his ga0e, "yatt pulled me into a hug and held me as 
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we both cried… releasing years of hurt that we ignored. 
Oddly enough, as he held me, I felt as if I could Bnally 
breathe. 

’”ou want to know somethingKIf I didnxt know 
better, I would have guessed that my wife was your 
twin. The two of you are so much alike itxs a bit weird 
at times. If you started coming around more, you 
might even see it for yourself,“ "yatt Bnished, and 
almost as if to prove his point, ;ackie walked over and 
took a seat on his lap.

’"hatcha talking about all  tucked away over 
here)“ Whe asked after some sort of silent conversa(
tion took place between them.

’That you are the female version of Chris, only 
pint(si0ed. I mean, he is short, but you almost make 
him look tall,“ "yatt teased his wife, and faster than 
what should have been possible, she maneuvered her 
way onto his back and twisted his ear, just like my 
sister loved to do to me. 

’Thatxs a Riley move.“ I protested, but then ;ackie 
belched so loud I looked at her with true admiration. 
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’"ould you look at thatqher burps are just as 
heartfelt  as  yours.  Whe belts  out songs with her 
made(up lyrics. Lnows everything there is to know 
about everything, and when she is wrong, she will 
argue with you until you either believe her or give up 
in frustration. Whe claims she likes the candy that no 
one other than the two of you eat“ "yatt started to 
rattle o— some of the things he found to be similar 
between his wife and me, and was cut o— by ;ackie, 
who, much like me, didnxt seem to be feeling all the 
warm and fu00ies with what he had to say.

’Canxt you Bnd something nice to say. I mean, you 
make me sound like a burden you are forced to put 
up with.“

’No, Darlinx, you are not a burden at all. ”ou 
keep me on my toes, and I love you for every single 
second of it. -ut if you want the sugary stu—, then 
both of you are Bercely loyal, love like itxs the only 
thing keeping you alive. ”ou have the good kind of 
jealous in ya that makes people know not to mess 
with whatxs yours, and I would trust either of you to 
watch my back.“ 
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I  might  have  become  emotional,  but  ;ackie 
hopped o— of her husband after she pinched his 
cheek and winked. Then she looked at me and de(
clared, ’I will not accept second best in burping 
without a fair shot. And I donxt care how much he 
claims we are alike… if you donxt start showing up and 
proving it, then I am calling bull.“ 

I really liked her.
;ackie reminded me of the person I was before 

Marybeth. As I looked at ;ackie and nodded, she 
seemed as if she was trying to ask me something 
with her eyes. I wasnxt sure what it was, but when 
I lifted my brow, ;ackie leaned down, hugged me so 
she could whisper near my ear, ’He misses you. Itxs 
cra0y stupid if you two donxt B9 it. If itxs true, and we 
are alike, then I will see you when we all go Bshing, 
Wunday.“

Are we all caught upqnot a chance, but I have 
Blled in a bunch of gaps. Enough that I am comfort(
able bringing us to where Ahyoka left o—qour walk 
over to the Edward's pool.
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***

A part of me was frustrated with myself for wanting 
a bu—er, but I was completely overwhelmed with the 
things I was feeling that told me I was going to blow 
it.

’Christopher, do you think that maybe we could 
go get my things from the center before it gets too 
late) I donxt know these roads well enough to want 
to ride my bike back when itxs pitch black.“ Ahyoka 
asked, and I already agreed before what she said hit 
me. 

I did a double(take, and shot back, ’"ait, that was 
your motorcycle)“ Causing her to chuckle.

’It's rented, but yeah,“ she answered, still grin(
ning, only there was a blush working its way up her 
cheeks.

I blew out a breath, shook my head but not in dis(
approval, and admitted, ’I didnxt think it was possi(
ble for you to become any hotter or more desirable, 
and yet here you are, proving me wrong.“
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I took my sisterxs ;eep, knowing she wouldnxt care, 
and that there would be a key under the mat. "e 
pulled up to the center just in time to catch my dad 
walking out, with a huge smile on his face. 

’Hey, son. This must be Ahyoka. Itxs so nice to 
meet you. Ixm Kucas.“ He greeted. I was a bit im(
pressed that he knew who she was already, but not 
really surprised. It was a small town, and everyone at 
the center who knew were close. 

’Ixm going to go pick up Mom and head over 
to the Edwards. Are you two going to be joining 
everyone)“ My dad asked and gave a little nod while 
hitting us both with one of his huge grins. The sec(
ond he saw Ahyoka slip the helmet on her head, he 
let out a whistle and warned, ’”our mother is going 
to hate this. Donxt worry, my lips are sealed.“ 

’”ouxve got great taste in bikesKand,“ I started 
and paused to take her in, making sure she knew 
what I was about to say again was true.

’”ou are all of my dreams come true. Wo freaking 
hot… you're smoking.“ 

***
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I followed Ahyoka to the motel just on the outskirts 
of town. It wasnxt far from the center… about halfway 
between FCC and the reservation, so it made sense 
why she had picked it, but I wanted no part of her 
staying there.

’Are you opposed to staying with me) And if 
you are, then would you consider staying in one of 
the many options I assure you youxll have to choose 
from)“ I asked the second she took her helmet o—. 

’Ixm not opposed to it. I just didnxt want to make 
any assumptions. This is all new to me. I know what 
I want, but I donxt want to push things too far too 
fast.“ I didnxt say a word, I just smiled and asked if 
she wanted to lead us back or follow me.

’Ixll follow this time. I think I know how to get 
there, but Ixm not certain.“ Whe admitted and then 
she restarted her bike, dropped her helmet, and wait(
ed for me before she took o—. 

I ended up calling Mikey.
’Hey, Mike. Could you ask your mom if there are 

any units available. I am trying to have options for 
Ahyoka after telling her I didnxt want her staying at 
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The Wolar. Ixm hoping she stays with me, but I have 
no clue if thatxs a good idea or not.“ He let me know 
hexd talk to his mom, and then I asked, ’How did 
the youth coming to swim end up with my parents 
joining)“

’Do you really have to ask. My mom told yours, of 
course, and word spread faster than the speed of light 
that your girl is Wunnyxs sister, so itxs a big deal, Chris. 
Therexs food, my dad is making a Bre, and I think the 
youth are all planning on crashing since this happens 
all over again tomorrow for Friday Fireside which is 
at the ranch.“ Mikey informed, and I let my thoughts 
out before we hung up.

’Thatxs a lot. I hope this isnxt too much.“

***

YWo, this little get(together at the pool has seemed 
to have turned into a thing,Y I warned as I pulled 
Ahyoka into my arms and kissed her temple.

’Okay. Ixd hate to sound self(centered, but does 
this have anything to do with me, or is this the 
norm)“ Whe asked and wrapped her arms around me 
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in return, where we stood face to face, as she waited 
for me to further e9plain.

’-oth. Itxs not uncommon for there to be peo(
ple hanging out. That always happens on Fridays, 
at someone's house, but this has everything to do 
with people wanting to meet you. If it gets to be too 
much, just blink three times, or sJuee0e my hand 
three times, and I will get us out of there.“ 

’Thatxs very kind of you, but I am sure I will be 
Bne.“ 

Ahyoka slipped her hand in mine, and just like 
with our kiss, momentxs ago, holding one another, 
felt right. I wish I would have allowed that to be 
enough to get me out of my head, but instead I felt 
panic begin to rise the second we rounded the corner 
and everyone there came into view. 

I locked eyes on my sister, and the second Wunny 
rushed over to greet his, I grabbed mine, lifted her, 
and jumped into the pool. 

’"hat the heck did I do)“ she spat out when her 
head surfaced, but the second she looked at me, she 
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wrapped her arms around my neck and whispered, 
’"hatxs wrong)“

’I donxt know. It all feels right. I want this so bad, 
but therexs this voice inside that keeps telling me that 
I am not good enough for her. Ixm so afraid that 
she is going to see the same things that Marybeth 
and Wnow did. Ri, I canxt do that again.“ I admitted, 
while my tears fell freely, only they remained hidden 
because of the pool. 

’Oh, Chris. They are the past, and they were the 
problem, not you. ”ou know how to love people, 
and this time, brother, it will be di—erent because she 
isnxt them. Whe isnxt broken like they are. Remember 
what she told you when you Brst met. Whe is wait(
ingK“ Riley tried to comfort me, but I looked at her 
and reminded her, ’Whe is waiting for her soul mate.“ 

’”eah, so why donxt you think thatxs you) Donxt 
you dare tell me you arenxt good enough. ”ou are my 
brother, so trust me when I tell you that you are more 
than enough. I promise. 

’"hat happened when you two Brst saw each 
other)“ LRiley pushed, changing the subject just 
enough to switch my focus from feelings to facts.
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’Whe kissed me to shut me up when I started ram(
bling, and then she kissed me again, or maybe I kissed 
her. Whe said that I belong to her.“ I informed, and 
Riley made some sort of grunting sound before she 
shoved my head under the water while she jumped 
on my back. 

’DingusKdid you even listen to what you just said 
to me)“ Whe spat out, clearly frustrated but still hop(
ing Ixd get it.

’Whe made it crystal clear, how are you missing it) 
”ou are hers. If you want this, then trust the One 
who put the two of you together and allow Ahyoka 
to love you the way you deserve to be loved. The guy 
you wrongly believe yourself to be isnxt really who 
you are. Kove her the way ”ahuah created you to. The 
way you tried so hard to with the wrong people, and 
trust that this time, it will be all you need it to be, and 
so much more.“ I nodded, willing her words to be 
enough. After she gave me, a look Mowing with her 
undeniable, unconditional love, Riley nodded and 
wiped away my tears with her thumbs. 

’I love you, Crissy. Now would you please intro(
duce me to your gorgeous woman for real)“ My sister 
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asked while taking my hand and pulling me toward 
the steps where her husband was waiting with tow(
els. 

’”our phone was in your pocket again, wasnxt it)“ 
Mikey Juestioned and let out a sigh of almost relief 
when she threw back, ’No, I forgot it at the center,“ 
as if he were a fool for even asking.



10

I LOVED EVEYS CENOFD OT I�

AHYOKA

I  watched Cristopher jump into the pool with 
his sister but decided to focus on my brother, 

who shook his head, getting water all over me. I 
wasn’t mad at all. In fact, there was so much going 
on around me, I felt a bit giddy.

Being there was something else.
I was used to my grandfather. Sure, there were 

others, but I don’t think I had ever been with more 
than seven people at one time; and if I had, it was 
when I was much younger and it wasn’t for very 
long. 

“Did Emmalynn come?” I asked my brother when 
I didn’t see his girlfriend. Sunny gave me a half smile 
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and explained, “Her parents still aren’t sure about 
us. Well, that’s not true. I don’t think they have a 
problem with me. I just think it’s the overprotective 
thing, and I get that. They have loosened up a bit, at 
least.” 

“That’s too bad. I would have liked to spend a 
little more time getting to know her.” I said, hon-
estly, to which Sunny turned his head to the side and 
looked at me as if I had just said the dumbest thing.

“Ahya, you will have plenty of time to get to 
know her, unless you are leaving in the morning and 
haven’t told me. Aren’t you here for at least two 
weeks? You are staying for the Feasts, right?” Just as 
the question left his mouth, Christopher walked up 
with his sister, both of them smiling.

I wasn’t sure why Christopher and Riley were just 
standing there looking at me; neither of them saying 
a word until my brother shot me a look while calling 
out, “Hello—Ahya, are you there?” 

“Oh, well, yes, of course I am here. You wanted to 
know if I am staying…for the Feasts? Yes, that was my 
plan. You know that.” I managed to get out, unsure 
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why I was feeling completely out of it. Was it all of 
the people? Perhaps, but I wasn’t convinced. 

Christopher was smiling at me, but there was 
something there, hidden, or maybe he dealt with it, 
and that was the reason he jumped into the pool with 
his sister. I was about to ask him if everything was 
okay when he slid his hand across my lower back and 
kissed my temple. 

“Ahyoka, Riley said you two already met at the 
center, but I would like you to introduce you to my 
sister, ozcially” he said, and I no longer needed to 
ask how he was. Whatever happened between them, 
they dealt with. What I could see for myself was 
that his energy, the moment he leaned into me, was 
steady. 

Christopher  held  his  head  high  and  had  an 
adorable smile on his face as he introduced me to 
each of the people there with us. His smile remained, 
but his demeanor changed the moment he met his 
mother’s ga8e. She looked back and forth between 
us before focusing on her son, and then, much like 
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a small child, he placed his forehead on her shoulder 
while she held him in her arms.

Before any introductions could be made, I smiled 
and said, “You are clearly Christopher’s mom. I 
heard so much about you. It’s as if I already know 
you,” Christopher stood back up to his full height 
and took his place by my side. His mother looked 
between the two of us again, returned a warm smile, 
to which I added, “I would have known who you 
were anyway.” 

“Really? What gave it away?” she questioned, her 
smile remaining as she waited for me to admit what 
she must have already known.

“The eyes,” I answered, just as a woman I had yet 
to meet joined us, saying the same thing.

“Hey, Ahyoka, I’m Miss April—or Momma Ed-
wards. I think it’s pretty much interchangeable at 
this point,” and then she pulled me in for a hug.

“April…” Christopher’s mom scolded in a whis-
per. 

“Elizabeth,” the reprimanded one threw back, 
and I was glad Christopher brought me back to his 
side, where he held me close while the two of them 
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continued as if they believed I couldn’t hear; or I 
suppose, they didn’t care if I did. 

“This should be good.” Christopher mumbled as 
he scanned the many faces I just met, clearly search-
ing for someone. 

His dad caught his ga8e and made his way over to 
where we were standing just in time for Miss April 
to o*er a look of exasperation as she let out, “1i88y, 
it’s only weird because you are making it weird. You 
just made me sound like your husband. Are you 
happy now? Ahyoka, welcome. I hope you like cra8y 
because we serve it up around here like it’s impera-
tive for keeping people alive. 1ucas, please take your 
wife away before she scares o* your future daugh-
ter-in-law and forces your son to chase after her in 
the desert.” 

I laughed at that. The people around me were 
wonderful. They were all uncensored and having fun 
the way only true acceptance allows. 

UUU
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“So, what do you think?” My brother asked after he 
plopped down beside me when Christopher left to 
get me a drink. 

“I think it’s incredible. I love that you have had 
this sort of love around you for so long.” I answered 
while ruGing his hair teasingly. I then scooted beside 
him and rested my head on his shoulder.

“Ahya, I’m almost too afraid to ask. What hap-
pens now? You aren’t going back to 3tah, are you? 
This is all for you, too, you know?” It was easy to 
see that Christopher overheard what Sunny asked 
because he fro8e, mid-step, waiting to hear what I 
was going to say.

“I think I just got here. Who knows what comes 
next? I know that I belong with him. The rest, we 
will have to decide together. I will say, though, I 
could get used to this.” I answered, making sure 
Christopher knew how I felt as well.

I stood, took the lemon water from Christopher, 
and asked my brother where he was staying for the 
night. He let me know he was sleeping at the ranch 
with the Morris boys, and then I looked at Christo-
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pher and asked where I was supposed to be staying. 
He leaned in closer to me, clearly trying to o*er a 
little privacy in an otherwise open space, and let me 
know it was up to me. 

“You have options…” he began, but I cut him o*. 
“I just want to be wherever you are. If that’s okay.” 

Funny, the very thing he tried to o*er seemed point-
less when all eyes were on the two of us as if I was 
being tested.

“Was I not supposed to say that?” I asked, unsure 
what was going on.

“You can say whatever you want, and I want that, 
too. They want to know which option. As I said, you 
have many to choose from. We can stay right here, go 
to the trailer. I have been staying at my grandparents’ 
this past week, so that’s an option.” 

I think to help prove Christopher’s point, Miss 
April added, “There’s an empty Yurt, and one of 
the semi-permanent all-season tents. There’s also his 
parents’, the main house over at the ranch, and a fully 
furnished apartment that4s also on the ranch.” 

“Well, that’s overwhelming. Can you choose for 
me, please?” 
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“Wait, why don’t you come home with us, and 
you can decide over some co*ee, tea, or cocoa?” Riley 
o*ered, and I nodded, totally on board.

“I’m de5nitely not complaining, but it is a lot to 
get used to all at once. Is it okay if I leave the bike here 
so that I can ride over with you?”

“Or…  hear  me  out.  We  can  take  the  bike?” 
Christopher suggested, as he hit me with one heck 
of a tempting grin.

“I thought your mom hates bikes?” I questioned 
with an upturned brow, thinking it was way too early 
to get on his mom’s bad side.

“ ood catch. Ri, are you walking over?” 
It all felt so natural. The back and forth. The ease 

in which everything seemed to Vow. Just like the 5rst 
time Christopher and I met, the pieces seemed to 
click in place between us. 

I squee8ed Christopher’s hand three times, and he 
turned to look my way. “Thank you for all of this. It’s 
nice that I can look up at the stars with you beside me 
tonight.”

“Thank you, Ahyoka. Thank you,” he returned 
before he claimed my lips with a kiss. 



REDEMPTION 2'I

We ended up walking over to the trailer, which is 
what I was hoping for all along. It sort of 5t, you 
know?

The closer we got, the more I felt my nerves switch 
to overdrive. I wanted everything, and I swore I was 
ready in that moment. I already knew I was in it for-
ever, and Christopher claimed he wanted the same 
thing. 

I get what most people think, but their thoughts 
have nothing at all to do with me. I already com-
mitted myself to this man, so waiting for something 
else was a waste of time in my opinion. In fact, com-
ing together physically, I knew, would strengthen 
our soul ties—that’s one of the reasons people are 
meant to wait for their person. Yahuah intended for 
Christopher and me to meet and live as one, so it 
seemed silly to wait. 

If for some reason, Christopher wanted to take 
things slow, I’d respect him, but I would also hope 
that we could talk about his reason for it. The claim 
that we should get to know one another 5rst is only 
valid if you are unsure, or I suppose too young. The 
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way things work and what is deemed acceptable now 
are traditions of men and have nothing to do with 
the right rulings of Yahuah. Christopher and I were 
both adults, and we had a lifetime to get to know one 
another. I knew who he was at his core, and I knew 
that I would stay beside him until my time here was 
through.  

“I am not going to stay in my own space tonight,” 
I warned after I gave his living space an approving 
look over.

“That’s good, but if I remember correctly, I woke 
up with your arm wrapped around me and your 
head on my chest, last time” he teased as he stepped 
behind me, moved my hair from my neck, and placed 
a kiss right behind my ear. With his lips close enough 
to tickle, he added, “I have missed the feel of you 
beside me each day since.” His words were said in 
such a way that caused goosebumps to spread all over 
my skin. 1ost in anticipation of being in his arms 
once again, I closed my eyes and allowed myself to 
just feel all the emotions as they washed over me. 
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Way too fast for my liking, Christopher broke the 
brief silence and killed the mood.

“Ahyoka, I am sorry to tell you this, but I have 
to be up and at my grandparents bright and early. I 
would love for you to come with me, but it’s com-
pletely okay if you’d rather sleep in and hang around 
here,” he informed, revealing a hint of sadness mixed 
within his tiredness. 

He stroked his 5ngers gently down my cheek, 
still holding me from behind, before he turned me 
around and kissed my forehead. He kept his lips 
pressed against my skin, and I felt as if my body was 
somehow simultaneously the most sensitive it4s ever 
been, while also feeling a wave of peace so blissful I 
didn’t want him to ever let me go.

With my eyes closed and my head now rested on 
his shoulder, I asked, “How early are you leaving?”

“My  randma 1ynn will have breakfast on the 
table by six.” As much as I was ready to give myself 
to him before we stepped inside the trailer, learning 
how early we’d have to leave helped dampen that de-
sire. In that moment, I knew being in his arms would 
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be enough. After all, there was always tomorrow. 
And that was only one sleep away.

Breakfast was delicious, even though I seldom ate 
large meals. 

I grew up learning to pay attention to my body 
and allow it to tell me what I need, and when I need 
it. Most of the population eats way more than neces-
sary and ends up with sluggish, unhealthy bodies as 
a result. That being said, I didn’t require much food 
because I didn’t typically burn fuel the way I sus-
pected I might when I went out to help Christopher 
and his  randpa Drew.

The guys made it clear that I could hang back, 
and I planned to for a little while. I enjoyed getting 
to know the Walkers, as well as  rand-mom Atalia, 
but I also wanted to help. I found the way they lived 
their lives to be just as the Creator planned for His 
children, and I wanted to 5nd my place within my 
new family as soon as I could. L

UUU
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“Your name is beautiful, Ahyoka—she brought hap-
piness and have—you—ever.”  rand-mom Atalia 
mentioned after she placed her hand over mine.

“Is that what your name means?”  randma 1ynn 
asked, and I could only shrug. I hadn’t known until 
then. 

“I didn’t know, but it makes me like my name even 
more now.” 

Atalia squee8ed my hand and nodded, and then 
she looked up and shared, “I can’t help but give 
praise to Yahuah for just how 5tting your name is. 
It’s right, especially now that you are here.” There 
was a look that I couldn’t quite name that I saw in 
her eyes. It felt urgent. Almost as if she was implying 
my timing was nearly overdue.

For some reason, I nodded, perhaps to let her 
know I understood she meant more; and it seemed 
to be enough, because she continued, “I4m drawn to 
the meaning behind names. We are shown in Yah’s 
Word that He takes them very seriously. Even gives 
us new ones when we change.”

“That is true.  I  am  not  sure  why  my  mom 
picked my name—it’s nice to think it was purposeful 
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though. My grandpa has called me Ahya since the 
5rst time he heard my brother say it when he was 
learning to speak. What does your name mean, if you 
don’t mind me asking?”

“My name means the Most High is exalted. I nev-
er knew it was a Hebrew name until I dug deeper 
after being given eyes to see. I only knew it to be 
Jamaican.”

“That’s incredible,” I said, truly intrigued by the 
thought that Yahuah was proving that He is indeed 
still the same today, just as He was in His Word. 

UUU

Statistically speaking, it would make sense for me 
to come across at least one person who didn’t make 
me feel as if I already belonged, but that wasn’t the 
case. Each person I met treated me like they already 
knew me and were just waiting for me to come home. 
It was wonderful. So much so, I needed to excuse 
myself so I could splash some water on my face when 
I felt myself 5ghting to hold back tears that so des-
perately wanted to fall.
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I knew they were coming from a good place, but 
there was also a bit of sadness trying to surface that 
I hadn’t been ready to face. I was there because my 
grandfather was no longer with me. For the most 
part, I was okay with the reality of it because I trusted 
Yahuah and knew that it was all a part of His plan. 

Another thought tried to steal away my attention, 
but I wanted to dig deeper into it with Christopher. 
What I was going to do with the store and trailer 
back in 3tah was something I wanted to discuss and 
together go over all of my options before I made 
any moves. I may have been okay with relocating 
to Spring Miew, but I had no idea if that’s what he 
wanted. I knew he lived in 1.A. for a little while, so I 
didn’t want to assume anything. 

UUU

Christopher and I were so tired after getting the 
shelter 5nished that we fell asleep as soon as we got 
back to the trailer. When I woke, I was immediately 
moved by the sight of the sleeping man beside me. I 
somehow ended up as the big spoon and was glad for 
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it because I was able to easily rest my head on my 5st 
where I studied his face without waking him.

Christopher was a cross between an innocent boy 
and a gorgeous man. He looked so peaceful, lost in 
a dream or just caught up in a rejuvenating rest after 
working hard all week. His hair was light brown with 
golden highlights, clearly a gift from working out in 
the sun. It was long enough to have messy, loose curls 
on top, but none fell below his chin. 

Those curls seemed to call out, begging for me to 
run my 5ngers through them, so I did. At 5rst, I just 
took one of the strands blocking my view of his face 
and moved it back into place. Then, I ran my 5ngers 
through it, enjoying the softness while losing myself 
in the moment of reali8ation—this was the one I was 
created for. 

With his eyes still closed, Christopher reached up, 
wrapped his hand around my wrist, before turning 
his face into my arm. He breathed in so deeply, as if 
he was taking in my scent before he placed a gentle 
kiss on my forearm. A warm grin spread across his 
face as he mumbled, “Just when I was starting to 
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think this was all a dream, your intoxicating scent 
proves otherwise.”

His eyes opened and 5xed on mine before he con-
tinued, “You are perfect, Ahyoka, so much so I even 
dream about you when I close my eyes. No mat-
ter how many times I tell myself you aren’t real, I 
am pleasantly surprised when your touch proves me 
wrong,” he said, causing my heart to catch in my 
throat. 

The way he looked at me, the rawness of his con-
fessed feelings, before he reached up to pull me down 
where he claimed my lips as if the feel of them alone 
kept his heart beating was like nothing I had ever ex-
perienced before. The intensity of the sexual energy 
that was coming o* the two of us caused a primal 
urge to take over my body. 

I didn’t just want to o*er him my body. In that 
moment, I felt as if we didn’t complete our bond, 
becoming one as the Most High designed; I’d go mad 
and lose a part of myself I couldn’t a*ord to lose. 

“Ahyoka, wait…” He tried to pull back, but I 
moved so I could straddle him and reclaim his lips 
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to show him I didn’t want to wait. He yielded, met 
my kiss with his own, the need between us building 
for a few moments before I felt him tense beneath 
me, clearly overthinking or worrying about things I 
wanted no part of. 

“Christopher,” I began after I pulled back just 
enough to look him in his eyes. 

“I want this. I want you. I want you to take me as 
your wife—right here, right now. I have waited for 
you all of my life, so if you want to spend the rest 
of yours with me beside you, please…” I begged and 
noticed the very moment the meaning behind my 
spoken intentions clicked in his mind. 

He o*ered a knowing, sultry grin, and then he 
lifted me just enough to switch places. Christopher 
held my ga8e and was so gentle I nearly cried tears of 
joy and complete exhilaration. I thanked Yahuah for 
gifting me such a wonderful partner, whom I knew 
I would cherish for the rest of my life. 

Christopher kissed my face all over when our 
union before Yahuah was forged in a promise of for-
ever. 
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“I am yours forever, Christopher. You will never 
have to wonder whether I care or whether I will be 
there. It is you and me, with Yahuah as our guide, 
until our time here runs out.” 

Christopher closed his eyes; a lone tear escaped as 
a smile worked at the corner of his mouth when he 
returned, “I have never felt more cherished—more 
highly favored in all of my life. I am yours, Ahyoka. 
Forever and always, I am yours.”

UUU

“Is tonight going to be similar to last night?” I asked 
as Christopher and I lay, still tangled up in one an-
other. 

“Yes, and no. There will be a lot more people and 
food. It’s still a bit cold to swim in the lake, but 
I won’t be surprised if someone jumps in anyway. 
The pool at the Edwards being heated is de5nite-
ly a bonus.” Christopher answered while he la8i-
ly brushed his 5ngers across my collarbone, up my 
neck, and around my face. 
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“Oh my. I had no idea how late it was.” Christo-
pher mentioned in a tone far calmer than his words 
implied. 

“That doesn’t sound good. Should we get mov-
ing? Do I have time to shower?” I asked, all of a 
sudden feeling my nerves trying to work themselves 
into a ti88y, only that was not me, so I did my best to 
ignore it.

“You can take as much time as you want. There 
is no set time or any real rules to it. I just noticed 
the time; that’s all. Ahyoka…” Christopher assured, 
before he intertwined our 5ngers and waited for me 
to look at him. Once I did, he leaned up so his head 
was above mine and said, “I can’t wait for you to 
meet everyone. I just know they are going to love 
you. You are the missing piece,” and then he leaned 
down and kissed me. 

There was so much going on that I felt a little o* 
or maybe overwhelmed, but once I stopped trying to 
5gure things out and instead forced myself to live in 
the moment, it was nice. 
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I met all the people from the ranch across the 
street. Which I ended up learning was really all a part 
of a symbiotic system that not only fed o* of one an-
other but supported and, in turn, thrived together. 
Stolt Ranch may have been established 5rst, but it 
was clear mutual respect and appreciation were the 
key to the success of both. 

Betsy, the owner of Taste & See, was thrilled to 
learn I not only heard of her store before I even 
came to North Carolina, but that I also wanted to 
sell my things there. The way they supported local 
vendors was what really piqued my interest when I 
was searching for the best option for getting my stu* 
out there. 

“It’s incredible hearing all of this. It truly is a 
testament to Yahuah’s handiwork, that’s for sure.” 
Christopher’s Aunt Beth said with a smile so bright 
and welcoming, I could almost feel the warmth reach 
my insides. 

“Ahyoka, I saw the things Chris bought. Your 
work is beautiful. Do you have a lot of items ready to 
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sell?” 1ily asked, and all eyes were on me as each of 
the people made it clear they, too, wanted to know.

“I have a few things. I would really like to get back 
to making more clothing and shoes—to honor my 
grandfather. Do you process here or sell the cattle 
o*?” I answered, and two people, Butch and Josh, 
were all ears. 

It was clear they were interested; only Christo-
pher’s uncle Josh let me know that business isn’t 
talked about during Friday Fireside, so we agreed to 
pick it back up again soon. The more people I spoke 
to, the more I felt as if I belonged. Not only with the 
man I tied myself to for the rest of my life, but with 
the people Yahuah surrounded him and my brother 
with. These people felt like family. 

UUU

I sat next to Christopher on a blanket near the 5re. It 
was so natural being near him that I missed when his 
parents took a seat beside us on their own blanket. 
Christopher’s mother looked as if she was glowing. 
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The 5re lit her face in a warm orange hue, but that 
wasn’t the only thing responsible for her beauty. 

There was so much love Vowing from her when-
ever she looked at her son or husband. A couple of 
times I felt her ga8e set on me, and I wondered what 
she was thinking. I didn’t assume anything, but I was 
curious if there was something she wanted to ask, or 
if maybe she was just taking it all in. 

Almost as if she could hear my inner thoughts, 
Eli8abeth grabbed Christopher’s hand and said, “I 
love that she calls you, Christopher. It’s so nice to 
hear your full name. I’m sorry I made it so hard for 
so long. I love you, son. I am so happy for you.” 

When Christopher pulled his mom into his arms, 
I looked away, wanting to give them privacy. It was 
clearly a moment they needed to have, but just be-
fore I tried to 5nd something to look at, Eli8abeth 
reached her hand out and grabbed my hand, say-
ing, “Ahyoka, thank you for loving my son. I already 
know that you are good for him. I don’t want to 
overstep, so I will follow your lead, but I just want 
you to know, you are a daughter to me now and 
always.” 
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I smiled until her words registered in my mind and 
I thought about what they meant. 

I don’t think I ever moved as fast as I did when I 
excused myself and took o*. Well, that isn’t true. I 
didn’t run the second I stood. I told them I needed 
to use the bathroom, walked a few steps as if I was 
completely normal, and then I took o*. 

I knew what love was. My grandfather loved me 
as if I was his own child. My uncle loved me, and so 
did Sunny. I even believed that a part of my mother 
loved me, but I was four when she left, and so I can’t 
tell you what it feels like to be loved by a mom. What 
Christopher’s mother o*ered should have been a 
welcomed thing that made my heart all happy—and 
it did in a way. It also lit up a part of me that I had 
hidden so well, I didn’t even know it was there. 

I made it to the bathroom, and I splashed cold 
water on my face. I hadn’t reali8ed I had taken as 
long as I had and was surprised when I opened the 
door and the woman who unintentionally spooked 
me was there—apologi8ing. 

“The very thing I was trying to avoid, I man-
aged to do anyway. I am so sorry. I wasn’t thinking. 
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Chris—Christopher just told me about your mom,” 
she got out, looking so awkward; I felt bad for her. 

“I was just caught o* guard. I am the one who 
should be apologi8ing. It’s been a cra8y day or two. I 
mean, who would have thought that I would 5nd my 
Christopher and get this huge bonus family when I 
was coming to see my brother?” We both laughed 
a little before I reached for her hand and added, 
“Please, don’t think I am ungrateful for what you 
o*ered, and I want that, I really do. It was just unex-
pected.” 

Eli8abeth pulled me in and hugged me. I wasn’t 
sure why I began to cry again, but it felt as if I was 
meant to. In her arms, I felt as if a weight was being 
lifted. When she pulled back, she took my face be-
tween her hands and wiped my tears away with her 
thumbs. 

“Ahyoka, I’m here. We all are, but I am promising 
you, right now, I am here for you.” I nodded and 
knew she was telling me the truth. 

“Thank you,” I returned, and then she lightened 
the mood when she teased, “I suppose we should 
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get back to our men before they get themselves into 
some sort of trouble.” 

UUU

It was easy to see why the Friday Firesides were loved 
by everyone. After my 5rst one, I was already looking 
forward to the next and was pleasantly surprised to 
learn it would be at Samuel and Ruth’s. The Adair4s 
were the ones who would take me in whenever I 
came to visit my brother. Staying with them was 
something I looked forward to just as much as seeing 
Sunny. 

“I can’t believe that we were so close at times and 
yet we never knew it,” Christopher said right before 
he leaned over and kissed the top of my head that was 
resting on his shoulder. 

Both Wyatt and Riley asked us if we wanted to 
catch a ride back to the trailer, but Chris let them 
know we were going to be spending the night in the 
main house with the Stolts. 
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“Each new thing I learn points to Yahuah, and I 
can’t help but feel as if He is so much closer. It’s like 
when I look up at the stars right now, even knowing 
His throne is set above Polaris, it feels like He is 
almost close enough to touch in a way. 

“Whenever my grandfather would tell me about 
the Creator, I believed him, but more like a child 
listening to bedtime stories. Sure, I knew the in-
structions were important, but I felt as if the things 
that were spoken of were for a generation that would 
come long after my time here. I soaked in all he had 
to say because I wanted to ensure my children, and 
then their children would live set-apart. 

“It’s getting harder to deny that the writings are 
happening, the remnant is awakening, and this may 
be the time they spoke about. My heart and soul are 
full of gratitude we found one another. Whatever is 
meant to happen will, of course, but I thank Yahuah 
for you, and now all of the people I have because of 
you.”

UUU
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Christopher and I helped clean up after the 5re, 
but it wasn’t hard and didn’t take too long because 
everyone there all seemed to have a role. It made 
sense, seeing as they met every week for years. 

The main house was everything I  could have 
dreamed of for myself if I ever thought about things 
like that. It was exactly what one might expect to 5nd 
on a successful ranch; lots of wood giving o* a feel of 
country living. That wasn’t all, though. There was 
just the right amount of modern functionality that 
made it perfect. It was by far the largest home I had 
even been in, and I caught myself, more than a few 
times, looking o*, appreciating something new to 
5nd my mouth had fallen open in awe all on its own.

Christopher and I joined Butch and Betsy in their 
den once the house was emptied of all the excite-
ment. Sitting there felt familiar in a way that didn’t 
make sense, but I had no interest in trying to 5nd 
another word to describe it because it was right. 

Being curled up against Christopher on a love seat 
that was comfortable enough to sleep on while un-
winding with people I met only hours before was, 
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oddly enough, part of the peace I could feel in my 
very soul. I loved that Christopher had the trailer, 
and I even looked forward to living there while we 
decided what to do with his part of the land, but the 
moment the Stolts o*ered for us to stay with them, 
my heart squee8ed in my chest, begging me to say yes. 

“The o*er is for however long you would like to 
stay, too,” Butch insisted. 

After Chris placed a kiss on my head and ran his 
hand up and down my arm, Betsy added, “You know 
where everything is, and you are more than welcome 
to pick from any of the spares upstairs. If you would 
like to stay until your place is 5nished, then the up-
stairs master is all yours. Butch and I ozcially live 
in the downstairs one now that the guys 5nished the 
ensuite and closet renovation.” 

Before we could say anything, Butch asked, “Have 
you seen it since they 5nished? I can’t believe I ever 
fought my wife on switching rooms.” 

Christopher and I followed the couple into their 
bedroom, and as hard as I tried, I couldn’t keep my 
thoughts inside. As it were, it was proving to be all I 
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could do to keep my eyes in their sockets. The room 
was perfect. There was a huge four-poster bed with 
each of the posts so large one might struggle to wrap 
their arms around them, set in the center of the room 
just o* the wall enough for a person to walk behind.

There  was  a  stone  5replace  was  in  the  cor-
ner, crackling with the sound of burning logs that 
brought warmth as well as a beautiful glow. The 
most interesting thing about the room was that even 
though it was ruggedly masculine, it still felt homey 
enough that one might 5nd it hard to ever want to 
leave.

The attached bathroom was brighter than the 
bedroom itself. It was mostly soft white with slate 
gray towels and accents that matched perfectly with 
the dark stone wall that served as the focal point, but 
was also where the bathing area was located. There 
were no glass walls or shower curtains, just an open 
space with multiple shower heads and a tub, large 
enough to be fully submerged. I never would have 
believed a person could fall in love with a bathroom 
until I walked into theirs. 
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UUU

Christopher and I slept in a room he called Mikey’s 
room that 5rst night we stayed. 

“What are we supposed to do now?” I asked the 
second Christopher slid into bed beside me. 

“What do you mean?” he pressed, lifting his arm 
so I4d know he was waiting for me to come closer. 

“I mean, I thought we were going to stay in the 
trailer, and I would be happy to do so, but this house, 
and the Stolt’s…”

“We can stay here. I love everything about this 
house, its owners, the location; it’s hard not to, but 
we can also stay in the trailer whenever we want as 
well. I really want to sit down with Mikey and Josh 
and come up with a plan for our place that makes 
your face light up the way it does here.” He informed 
me, and I couldn’t help but smile at just the thought 
of it. 

“Miniature version, though. I can’t imagine liv-
ing in something this big. Besides, I like the idea of 
knowing this is here and being given an open invita-
tion to come and go as we please. There is a part of 
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me that is thinking maybe we just stay for a bit.” I 
shared feeling true contentment. 

“Then we stay.” Christopher returned just like 
that. And we did.
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BOTH

Christopher

A hyoka ti ns po erfcrlimy ihai ni amuopi crmi ap 
ihogdh phr haw ambayp .rrs hrfrM Jy pnpirf 

asw valknr .oih mo,rw hrfW asw ihr ihfrr oc ihruW 
ralh louemrirmy wnIrfrsiW yri ihry doi amosd asw 
persi uglh oc ihrnf inur iodrihrfM 

Ap yog amfrawy ksobW ’yaii pbofr ihai hnp bncr 
asw C brfr pnunmaf asw .riirf pgnirw ap ibnsp ihas 
uy pnpirf asw C brfrW asw C ha,r io awuniW hr bapsNi 
bfosdM valknr bap ihr cruamr ,rfpnos oc urM ’r 
bogmw ocirs .mgfi ogi ihr paur ihnsdW mook ai ralh 
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oihrfW asw ihrs rnihrf phooi oI a wraih dmafr of -gpi 
magdhM

xhai tphnsd ifne ihai haeersrw ihr tfpi brrk;
rsw Ahyoka affn,rw bap -gpi bhai br srrwrw io tO 
ogf osr;inur cfnrswphne lnflmrW bhnlh C haw .rdgs 
io ihnsk bogmw sr,rf .r ap ni oslr haw .rrs adansM 
xgfsrw ogi ’yaii bap fndhi“ ni srrwrw Ahyoka io dri 
ihnsdp .alk os ifalkM ’hai bap oslr a .osw oc cogf 
logmw osmy .r ap pifosd ap ni haw .rrs bhrs ni .rlaur 
a .osw oc pnOM Ugf .osw oc pnOW ihogdhW bap po uglh 
pifosdrfM 

…”uzpmndhi efo.mruW? Ahyoka panw bhrs phr fr;
amnHrw br brfr hrawrw io ihr pia.mrpM Amm oc gp igfsrw 
io mook hrf bayW asw bhrs ni bap lmraf br brfr bani;
nsd io hraf bhai ihr efo.mru bapW phr assogslrwW 
…C ha,r sr,rf fnwwrs a hofpr .rcofrW poznp ihnp emalr 
lmopr rsogdh C las mrafs os ihr RyE? 

…PguW C wnwsNi r,rs ihnsk io apkM 2og las fnwr 
bnih urM? C oIrfrw uofr ihas okay bnih ha,nsd hrf 
lmoprM

…CNu fnwnsd bnih ’yaiiM C ha,rsNi fnwwrs pnslr C 
bap a knwW po C wnwsNi basi io lhaslr fnwnsd pomo yri 
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rnihrfM? valknr awwrwW asw ni bap lmraf ihai hrafnsd 
ihai phr bapsNi amosr hrmerw Ahyoka frmaOM

Ahyoka bap as rOerfnrslrw tphrf asw phafrw bnih 
gp ihai 4augrm bap ihr osr bho iagdhi hrf bhrs phr 
bogmw lour asw piay bnih hnu os ihr frprf,ainosM 
’r brfr ralh driinsd io ksob hrf -gpi ap phr bap 
mrafsnsd a.ogi gpW bhrs amm oc a pgwwrs valknr apkrwW 
…Cp ihrfr asyihnsd yog lasNi woW AhyaE? urasnsd ni 
ap a louemnursiM 0

Ahyoka p1gnsirw ge hamc oc hrf calr ap phr inmirw 
hrf hraw ns as rOaddrfairw mook oc loscgpnos asw 
aspbrfrwW …C o.,nogpmy lasNi fnwr a hofprW pnmmyM? 

…xhai npsNi ifgrM 2og sr,rf fowr a hofprM Dhfnp 
of asyosr hrfr las iralh yog ihaiM C urasW Jaflgp 
mrafsrwW po CNw pay yogNmm .r ge os yogf obs srOi 
ifneM C bapsNi ifynsd io .r urasW C au auaHrw hrafnsd 
oc amm ihr ihnsdp yog ksob hob io woW np ammM? valknr 
lmafntrwW r,rs ihogdh ni hawsNi .rrs srlrppafyM 

…’rmmW ns ifgihM C lasNi hgsiM Asw .rcofr yog irmm 
ur C las mrafsW ihr nppgr npsNi a.ogi uy malk oc pknmmW 
C -gpi wosNi ha,r ni ns ur io rsw a mncrM C ha,r so 
efo.mru iaknsd lafr oc ihr .owy asw uaknsd pgfr ni 
np frperlirw asw gprw oslr ni np so mosdrf amn,rW .gi 
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C lasNi knmm niM? Ahyoka awuniirw asw r,rs ihogdh C 
-gpi mrafsrw bhai phr phafrw a.ogi hrfprmcW ni uawr 
prsprM Ahyoka bap a knsw asw rueaihrinl erfposM 
4hr frperlirw asw gswrfpioow rsrfdy asw mncr coflr 
.ryosw bhai uopi eroemr wnwM 

…xhai np  po nsirfrpinsdM  C  crrm  ihai bay a.ogi 
lhnlkrspM? 9nmry awwrwW asw a pnmrslr crmm geos gp 
ihai haw soihnsd io wo bnih abkbafwsrppM Ci bap 
loucofia.mrW asw ni bap ns ihai uoursi C framnHrw 
ihai ihnsdp brfr doowM C haw uy nssrf lnflmr asw 
ksobnsd Ahyoka ti asw hrmerw uakr ihnsdp crrm 
fndhi oslr adansW bap nslfrwn.mrM 

Ahyoka
(A few months later)

C bapsNi ihr iyer oc erfpos bho brsi mooknsd 
cof ifog.mr bhrs ihrfr bapsNi asyihnsd ihrfrM C bap 
uofr oc ihr osr eroemr pifgddmr bnih ns ihr .rdns;
snsdW osmy io mrafs ihry aeefrlnairw ur ns ihr rsw 
.rlagpr C lammrw ihnsdp ap C pab ihruM Cc C crmi pour;
ihnsd bap geW C apkrwW po bhrs C soinlrw Dhfnpioehrf 
alinsd oI amm wayW C panw pourihnsdM 
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…PryW bnmm yog lour bamk bnih ur cof a .niE? C 
pgddrpirw uofr ihas apkrw acirf hr tsnphrw iaknsd 
lafr oc hnp hofprM Dhfnpioehrf sowwrw asw ifnrw hnp 
hafwrpi io oIrf ur osr oc hnp rapy punmrpW .gi hnp 
rsrfdy Raphrw ihr rOali ihnsd uy dgi bap irmmnsd urM 
4ourihnsd bap geM

…C ksob br afr pinmm ifynsd io tdgfr ihnsdp ogiW 
asw ni hapsNi .rrs amm ihai mosd os ihr dfasw plhrur 
oc ihnsdpW .gi C basi io uakr pourihnsd lmraf ns 
lapr yog afrsNi pgfrW of ha,r cofdoiirsM C au hrfr cof 
yog so uaiirf bhaiM 2og las irmm ur asyihnsdW asw 
soihnsd bnmm lhasdr .ribrrs gpM? C piafirwW hoensd 
hrNw dri ihr eonsi asw oers geM

…C wo ksob ihaiM xhask yogM? Pr frigfsrwW asw 
C bap hosrpimy RoofrwM Yoi ihr rOali prlosw hr as;
pbrfrw .rlagpr C banirw cof hnu io losinsgr“ ni bap 
bhrs ihrfr bap so commob;geM 

Dhfnpioehrf asw C haw a fgmr br piglk io bhrsr,rf 
ihnsdp br srrwrw io iamk a.ogi brfr iogdhW of nc br 
brfr gepri bnih osr asoihrf(a eafi oc ogf .ownrp 
srrwrw io .r ns losiali bnih ihr oihrf erfpos ihr 
bhomr inurM 
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YoM JaiirfM ’haiM 
4o C fralhrw cof hnp hasw asw mnskrw ogf ensky 

tsdrfp iodrihrf(ksobnsd pourihnsd bap geM
…xhrs bnmm yog irmm ur bhai hap doi yog amm ge ns 

yogf hrawE? C apkrw asw pioeerw bamknsd po hr)w mook 
ai urM Pr wnwsNiW ihogdhM CspirawW hr mookrw wobs 
asw RrOrw hnp hasw ap nc hr basirw ur io mri doM 

…C wosNi basi io iamk a.ogi lrfians ihnsdp bnih 
yogM Sperlnammy bhrs ni uay soi r,rs .r a ihnsd ai 
ammW .gi AhyokaW uy eapi npsNi pourihnsd C basi io 
iamk a.ogi ns drsrfamW .gi bnih yogW r,rs mrppM? Pr 
doi ogiW .afrmyW acirf iaknsd a phaky .fraihM 

…2og iomw ur a.ogi yogf eapi ihr tfpi sndhi br 
uriW asw ai ihr inur ni bap pinmm yogf efrprsiM ’hai;
r,rf ni npW C au hrfr hobr,rf yog srrw ur io .rM Amm 
oc ni uawr yog ihr uas ihai C au ns mo,r bnihW po 
wosNi boffy a.ogi urM C au yogf sobW asw C au 
yogf cgigfr(soihnsd bnmm lhasdr ihaiM Fo yog hraf 
urE? 

…xhaiNp -gpi niM C ksob ihaiM C mo,r yog po uglh ni 
hgfip pourinurp io r,rs ihnsk ihai ihrfr bap a inur 
.rcofr yog bhrfr C plfrbrw ge foyammy r,rfy lhaslr 
C doiM Cs ihr .rdnssnsdW uy eapi hagsirw ur .rlagpr 
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C logmwsNi gswrfpiasw hob yog logmw basi io .r 
bnih urW .gi yog -gpi krei mo,nsd ur gsinm C haw 
so lhonlr .gi io .rmnr,r yogW? hr piafirwW pmneerw hnp 
ensky tsdrf ogi oc unsr po hr logmw nsirfibnsr ogf 
tsdrfpM 

Dhfnpioehrf mookrw nsio uy ryrp .fnrRy .gi phnci;
rw hnp daHr io pourihnsd .rhnsw ur bhrs hr losins;
grwM

…2og mo,rw ur po louemrirmy ihai C srafmy cofdoi 
ihrfr bap asyosr rmprM ’hrs C brsi o,rf io uy eaf;
rsip ihnp uofsnsdW ihr fawno bap osM C wnwsNi ihnsk 
ioo uglh a.ogi ni .rlagpr C bap ns uy pnpirfNp vrreW 
.gi ihrs ihrfr bap as assogslrursi ihai uy rO bap 
donsd io .r ns ihnp piair erfcofunsdM? Ai ihaiW hnp 
.owy irsprw“ hr pifgddmrw io pbammobW po C egmmrw hnu 
nsM 

…UkayM xhask yog cof irmmnsd urM Das br iamk 
a.ogi bhaiNp doi yog crrmnsd ihnp bayE Pob las C 
hrme yogE? C oIrfrwW hoensd hrNw prr ihai ihrfr bap 
soihnsd br logmwsNi haswmr nc br calrw ni iodrihrfM 

BBB
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C bap frmnr,rw Dhfnpioehrf phafrw bhai hr bap uopi 
loslrfsrw a.ogiW asw ihrsW mnkr a laiiy mniimr plhoom 
dnfm 5bhouW undhi C awwW C sr,rf bap gsinm ihai uo;
ursiKW C prsi a irOi ns a dfoge lhai ihai valknr saurw 
Girl-Talk a.ogi a brrk acirf C affn,rw ns Yofih Daf;
omnsaW apknsd bhrfr phr asw 9nmry brfr .rlagpr C 
srrwrw uy pnpirfpM xhaiNp bhai ihry .rlaur po rapnmyW 
iooM 9nmryW bap pnuemr“ phr bap dfaircgm C uawr hrf 
.foihrf haeeyW asw valknrW brmmW phr bap po uglh mnkr 
uy hgp.asw“ ni bap pourinurp brnfwW .gi pinmm rapyM 
9rdafwmrppW ihry brfr uy eroemrW asw C srrwrw ihruM

9nmry oIrfrw cof gp io urri ge ai hrf emalrW asw 
valknr asw C adfrrw bnih UJ’NpM 

xhr prlosw C bamkrw ihfogdh ihr woofW C .mgfirw 
ogiW …C srrw io ksob amm ihrfr np a.ogi 4sobW asw 
ihrs C srrw yog io .r fram bnih urM Pob .aw np ni 
donsd io .r nc phr phobp geE Fo yog frammy ihnsk phr 
bnmmE?

9nmry iook ns a wrre .fraihM valknr fommrw hrf ryrp 
asw aspbrfrw tfpiW …4hr np ihr bofpiM C bap sr,rf a 
casM 6gi Ahya(fndhi sobW C ha,r sr,rf .rrs uofr 
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pgfefnprw asw dfaircgm ihai yog afrW ns caliW a hg;
uasM? 

C magdhrw a mniimrW phaknsd uy hraw ai ihr pnmmnsrpp 
ihai bap valknrM Dhfnpioehrf iraprw ur amm ihr inurW 
lmanunsd C bap pgerfhguasW of hr bogmw fr,rfi io hnp 
ofndnsam ihogdhi ihai C bap as asdrmM C mookrw ai uy 
pnpirf;ns;mab asw .rdas io lhrb uy mneW baninsd cof 
hrf io dn,r ur pourihnsdM 

6rcofr phr logmw pay asyihnsdW C awwrwW …C -gpi 
basi io uakr pourihnsd lmrafM C ksob ihai Dhfnpio;
ehrf asw C afr doowM C ksob hr mo,rp urM ’hai C au 
hoensd io tdgfr ogi np bhai ihnp np donsd io wo io 
hnuE Pr bap a bfrlkW asw C hair ihai -gpi hrafnsd phr 
bap donsd io .r hogfp abay wnw ihnp io hnuW acirf hr 
tsammy piafirw io ifgpi bhai np hrfr(sobM?

…’rmmW cof piafirfpW uy .foihrf wrpenprp 4sobM Ci 
bap ihr .fokrs Lnu.rfmy bho hr ifnrw io tO ihai CNu 
pgfr hr np ge ns hnp hraw a.ogiM C ha,rsNi iamkrw io hrf 
ns po mosd(hrf lhonlr(r,rs ihogdh C bap ioiammy 
os .oafw asw wnwsNi basi io perak io hrf asybayM 
C sr,rf .molkrw hrfW ihogdhM xhrfrNp a eafi oc ur 
ihai .rmnr,rp nc phr fralhrp ogi asw tswp so osrW ihai 
logmw .r .aw ns bayp C efay sr,rf haeersM C ksob 
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hr phafrw pour oc niW .gi hr sr,rf prrp hnuprmc ap a 
,nlinu bhrs ihaiNp ihr ifgih oc niM 6oih oc ihr eroemr 
hr ihogdhi hr mo,rw a.gprw hnuM Ci wnwsNi frammy uai;
irf po uglh .rlagpr yog laur asw phobrw hnu bhai 
mo,r ifgmy bap asw hrmerw hnu tsammy .rmnr,r ihai hr 
wrprf,rw niM 

…C au pr,rsiy;t,r uay.r rndhiy erflrsi pgfr ihai 
phr uay ify io tsw hnu pnslr phr np hrfrM 4hr ambayp 
haw ihnp pnlk pofi oc srrw io crrm ap ihogdh hr ae;
efo,rw oc hrf frdafwmrpp oc hrf caurM? 

…”dhW? C dfgsirw ap C ihfrb uy hraw adanspi ihr 
.alk oc ihr loglh asw mookrw geM C lmoprw uy ryrp 
asw efayrw cof amm oc ni .rcofr C panwW …C ksrb bhai 
C haw io wo cof hnu cfou ihr uoursi hr egmmrw 
ge;bhrihrf of soi C basirw io awuni ihai io uyprmc 
ai ihr inurM xhnpW ihogdhW CNu donsd ns .mnsw .rlagpr 
C wosNi ha,r ihai crrmnsdM CiNp fawno pnmrslrM C au los;
,nslrw niNp a irpi cof soi osmy urW .gi hnu ap brmm ap 
ogf frmainosphne niprmcM C -gpi hoer hr fruru.rfp hob 
uglh C mo,r hnuW asw ihai hr hap so o.mndainos io 
fr,npni ihr eapiM? 

Asw ihrsW C lfnrwW ifgmy crrmnsd r,rfy ogslr oc gs;
lrfiansiy ap nc ni haw ihr eobrf io gswo bhai 2ahgah 
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egi iodrihrfM Acirf osmy a crb prloswpW C bnerw uy 
calr asw peokr ihr ifgih bnih nsirsinos nsio ihr 
pealr afogsw urM 

…’hai 2ahgah hap -onsrw bnmm piasw bhair,rf 
undhi lourM Yo braeosW so erfposW so r,nm ihai 
ifnrp io hafu ur of uy uaffnadr bnmm efoperfM C 
au a wagdhirf oc ihr Jopi Pndh(2ahgahM A..aW 
C ksob ihai 2og ha,r soi dn,rs ur a penfni oc crafM 
UhW 2ahgahW emrapr krre 2ogf undhiy hasw os uy 
hgp.asw asw hrme hnu sr,rf cofdri ihai hr np 2ogfp 
asw hr np mo,rwM  mraprW 2ahgahW frdafwmrpp oc bhai 
haeerspW .fnsd Lnu.rfmy eralrM /ri hrf pogm .r cfrr 
po phr las hram bhair,rf np .fokrs bnihnsM xhask 
2ogM 2ogf bnmm .r wosrW asw uay uy fgalh frpi ns ihr 
efounpr oc ihai ifgihW asw 2ogf erfcrli eralrM?

BBB

Ci wnwsNi iakr mosd .rcofr bhai undhi ha,r .rrs .r;
laur ihnp is haeersnsdM 4sob wnw iakr ihr oeeof;
igsniy io pbnsd .y 4efnsd Mnrb -gpi ap Dhfnpioehrf 
asw 9nmry ihogdhi phr undhiW osmy phr lhopr io lailh 
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r,rfyosr oI dgafw asw lour .rcofr hrf phobp ns;
piraw oc baninsd gsinm phr bap tsnphrw erfcofunsdM 

C bap sr,rf uofr dfaircgm ihai 2ahgah pgffogswrw 
ur bnih pglh frmna.mr eroemr bho lafrwW .rlagpr C 
bogmws)i ha,r .rrs a.mr io pni asw bailh uy hgp;
.asw bamk ogi oc 6rssyNp asw ihrs bailh hnp rO 
commob acirf hnuM ’yaii uawr ni lmraf hr bogmw iakr 
lafr oc ihnsdpW asw 9nmry asw valknr ifnrw ihrnf .rpi io 
krre ur wnpifalirwM 

4hr hawsNi cogdhi canfM NfasirwW 4sob haw so nwra 
Dhfnp uo,rw os bhrs phr phobrw ge wgfnsd kafaokr 
sndhi ai Benny's asw egi os a mniimr phobM xhr lfobw 
rs-oyrw ha,nsd a lrmr.fniy ns ihrnf unwpiW .gi ihr osr 
phr bap ifynsd io uakr hrf uo,r os pai erfcrlimy pinmmW 
efr,rsinsd amm ruoinosp cfou uaknsd as aeerafaslr 
os hnp calrM xhopr oc gp pniinsd bnih hnu ai ihr ia.mr 
ksrbM 

Jy hrafi eogswrw ns uy lhrpiM C ksrb uy hgp;
.asw bap .aiimnsd dhopip cfou hnp eapiW .gi hr uawr 
ni lmraf bhrs br iamkrw ihai hr bogmw mri ur ksob nc 
aswOof bhrs hr srrwrw urM C ifnrw io los,nslr hnu 
ihai hr wnwsNi ha,r io wo asyihnsd amosr asyuofrW 
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.gi hr uawr hnp lapr bhrs hr rOemansrwW …Cc C wosNi 
wo ni amosrW phr bnmm -gpi appgur yog afr losifommnsd 
urM C srrw hrf io ksob ihai ihrfr np so lhaslr oc 
gp r,rf .rnsd iodrihrf adansW AhyokaM Cc phr lourpW C 
srrw ni io .r a tsam doow.yrM xfgpi urM C wosNi basi 
ni io .r ihnp bayM CNw faihrf mra,r iobs cof a brrk of 
iboW .gi nc C wosNi mri hrf ksob ihr woof np phgi asw 
molkrwW phr bnmm phob ge adans bhrs br mrapi rOerli 
ni ifynsd io .gpi ihr ihnsd wobsM? 

C mri hnu ksob C gswrfpioow ap uglh ap C hairw amm 
oc niM 

Christopher
Amm ihfrr mawnrp brfr pgeeoprw io .r ai 6rssyNp 

bhrs ’yaiiW JnkryW asw C affn,rwM C pab 9nmry bho 
bap ifansnsd ogf logpns SHfa asw hnp dnfmcfnrswW 4ia;
lyW io iakr o,rfM C bamkrw o,rfW panw hrmmoW asw ihrs 
mookrw afogsw io tsw ihr oihrfNp bhrs uy pnpirf 
mrasrw ns io mri ur ksob ihai Ahyoka asw valknr fas 
hour cof pourihnsd asw bogmw .r .alk poosM 

C punmrw asw ihrs uawr uy bay o,rf io bhrfr 
uy cfnrswp brfr pniinsdW mooknsd ihfogdh ihr unmmnosp 
oc posdpW efrirswnsd ihry brfr donsd io pnsdM xhry 
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wnw ihnp r,rfy inur br laur asw gpgammy rswrw ihr 
sndhi wonsd ihr paur ihnsd ihry brfr wonsd(Rne;
ensd ihfogdh ihr posdpM

…Pry uasM valknr asw Ahya brsi io iakr lafr oc 
pourihnsd cof /rsaM xhry phogmw .r hrfr ns a crb 
unsgirpM CNu pgfefnprw yog wnwsNi prr ihru ns ihr 
eafknsd moiM? ’yaii rOemansrwW paynsd efriiy uglh 
ihr paur ihnsd 9nmry hawW .gi pourihnsd ns ur crmi 
oIM C mookrw ai uy ehosr asw pab ihai Ahyoka haw 
prsi a irOiW po C prsi hrf osr .alkW mriinsd hrf ksob C 
bap ihrfr asw iomw hrf io .r pacrM 

Jy ehosr mri ur ksob ihrfr bap a irOi cfou uy 
pnpirf ai ihr paur inur .oih Jnkry asw ’yaii ugu;
.mrw pourihnsdM Jnkry panwW …xhnp lasNi .r doowW? 
asw ’yaii mri ogi a uawr;ge rOemnlniW …UhW cfrak oc 
cgwdr lfalkrfW perak oc ihr wr,nm asw phr lourpW? 
bhnlh lagprw ur io mook geM

xhrfr phr bapM 
xhr osr cfou uy eapi bho haw .rrs hagsinsd ur 

pnslr C mrafsrw phr bogmw .r lmopr rsogdh io phob 
geM C crmi uy .owy irspr ap ihr caunmnaf calr oc ihr dnfm 
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C oslr ihogdhi C mo,rw pioow os ihr puamm piadr asw 
ihr lfobw lhrrfrwM 

4hr punmrw ap phr molkrw ryrp bnih unsrW asw uy 
pioualh indhirsrw po uglh C haw io coflr uyprmc io 
.fraihrM C wnwsNi basi hrf io prr asy fralinos lounsd 
cfou urW po C -gpi cfoHrM 

Cs uy unswW C krei .rddnsd cof Ahyoka io lourW 
.gi ihrs a eafi oc ur efayrw ihai ni bogmw amm .r o,rf 
.rcofr phr frigfsrwM xhnp urpp cfou uy eapi srrwrw 
io .r lmrasrw ge po ni bogmws)i uakr bhai Ahyoka 
asw C haw wnfiyM A eafi oc ur bap acfanw io tsw ogi 
bhai C bogmw crrm nc C r,rf pab Lnu.rfmy adansM C 
ksrb C bap ns mo,r bnih AhyokaW asw bogmw sr,rf 
wo asyihnsd io -roeafwnHr bhai br hawM 6gi C haw 
ihnp poci peoi cof Lnu.rfmy cof po uasy yrafp asw -gpi 
basirw hrf io .rmnr,r phr bap mo,a.mrM C ksrb bhai 
ihai crmi mnkr asw hairw ihr nwra oc asoihrf erfpos 
pifgddmnsd bnih ihr hra,nsrpp oc crrmnsd bofihmrppM 

…DhfnpW afr yog okayE Fo yog basi io doE? ’yaii 
apkrwW .gi C -gpi pai ihrfr piafnsd ai 4sobM 4hr bofkrw 
ihai piadrW alinsd ap nc phr bap pnsdnsd cfou hrf hrafi 
osmy cof urW .gi C ksrb bnih ralh bofw phr pasdW 
Lnu.rfmy bap sobhrfr io .r cogswM vgpi ap C mrafsrw 
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ns MrdapW Lnu.rfmy pomw hrf pogm io ihr wr,nmW asw amm 
ihai bap mrci bap ihr bouas C basirw soihnsd io wo 
bnih cfou way osrM 

C phook uy hraw io aspbrf uy cfnrsw bhnmr C hrmw 
losiali bnih ihr dhopi cfou uy eapiM 4ourihnsd 
phncirwW lagpnsd uy hrafi io frdans nip sofuam ealr 
bhnmr uy .owy raprwM C ksrb .rcofr phr r,rs pai 
wobs ihai uy bncr bap ihrfrW asw bhrs phr emalrw 
hrf hasw os ihr nspnwr oc uy mrdW phr da,r ur ihr 
pifrsdih C srrwrw io calr bhair,rf bogmw haeers 
oslr ihr posd rswrwM 

…xhry wosNi dfob gu asybhrfr rmpr ns ihr bofmw 
ap ihry wo fndhi hrfr ns Yofih DafomnsaW ihaiNp cof 
pgfrM xhask yog amm cof yogf bafu brmlour asw 
losinsgrw pgeeofiM C -gpi mo,r ni hrfrM Yob nc yogNmm 
rOlgpr urW C ha,r a lob.oy ihai C ha,rs)i prrs ns caf 
ioo mosdM? 4sob hauurw ni ge cof so osrW frammyM 

4gfrW eroemr ksrb bho phr bap asw ihry mnkrw 
ihai pourosr bnih a hgdr commobnsd bap ns ihr paur 
emalr ihry brfr(ihai bap a.ogi niM 6rpnwrpW ihr osmy 
ugpnl ihr eroemr ns 4efnsd Mnrb mnpirsrw io bap asy;
ihnsd uy pnpirf pasd 5doiia mo,r ihrnf pgeeofi oc a 
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molamKW logsifyW asw Dhfnpinas“ uay.rW -gpi uay.rW 
ihry undhi mnkr a mniimr folk of uogsians ugpnlW .gi 
eoe(soi po uglh acirf ihry mrci unwwmr plhoomM 

C igfsrw io mook ai uy bncr asw .rddrw hrf io ifgpi 
urM

…C srrw io knmm ihnpM C au po poffyM  mraprW ifgpi urM 
Cc C srrw yogW C bnmm mri yog ksobM C mo,r yogW? C panw 
asw pioow geW emalrw a knpp os AhyokaNp cofrhrawW 
asw uawr uy bay ogi ihr woofM 

C bamkrw nsio ihr eafknsd moi asw uo,rw -gpi caf 
rsogdh abay cfou ihr woof ihai br bogmwsNi lagpr 
ifog.mr of wnpigf. asy oc ihr lgpiourfpM Jy .alk bap 
iobafw ihr woof bhrs C hrafw 4sobNp cakr pogihrfs 
wfabm lamm ogiW …Pry ihrfrW 4rOyM 3asly urrinsd yog 
hrfrM?

C igfsrw afogswW Raphnsd a mook ihai panw C bapsNi 
augprwW asw lgi fndhi io ihr lhaprM

…Cp niE C urasW yog phobrw ge ksobnsd C bogmw 
.r hrfrW .gi C au soi pgfr bhyM C uawr ni lmraf bhrs 
C bamkrw abay ihai br brfr wosrM 2og r,rs adfrrw 
bhrs yog frunswrw ur hob uglh oc yogf inur C 
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bapirwM C .molkrw yog os r,rfyihnsdW po bhy ns ihr 
bofmw bogmw yog ihnsk ihnp bap a doow nwraW 4sobE? 

C soinlrw ihr pholk os hrf calr bhrs C lammrw hrf 
.y hrf piadr saurW .gi ni wnw soihnsd io lhasdr ihr 
framniy oc bhai C haw -gpi panwM 

…DhfnpW .a.rW C unpprw yogM C lasNi dri yog ogi 
oc uy hraw so uaiirf bhai C ify of hob mosd niNp 
.rrs(niNp ambayp .rrs yogW? phr ifnrw io emraw hrf 
laprW iaknsd egfeoprcgm pirep uy bayW .gi cof ralh 
osr phr iook iobafw urW C pireerw cgfihrf abayM

…C ksob C haw a lfae bay oc phobnsd yog hob 
uglh C mo,r yogW .gi emraprW mriNp iamk a.ogi niM /ri 
ur phob yog hob uglh C unpprw yogM /ri ur fr;
unsw yog oc hob doow br afr iodrihrfW? phr wog.mrw 
wobsW pbnilhnsd nsio bhai CNu pgfr phr .rmnr,rw bap 
ammgfnsdW osmy ni bap eaihrinlammy hrafi.fraknsdM 4hr 
bap po .fokrsW pourhob r,rs uofr ihas ihr mapi 
inur C pab hrfW .gi C so mosdrf .rmnr,rw ni bap uy -o. 
io tO ni cof hrfM 

4hr ugpi ha,r lagdhi os io uy fr-rlinos .rcofr C 
doi a lhaslr io pay asyihnsd .rlagpr phr Rneerw hrf 
lfgrm pbnilh osW lmrafmy hoensd phr bogmw hgfi ur 
rsogdh ihai C)w lfgu.mr .rcofr hrfM
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…UhW po yog brfr cgmm oc niM 2og pbofr ihai yog 
bogmw ambayp .r ihrfrM 2og iomw ur hob uglh yog 
mo,rw urW ihai ap mosd ap C srrwrw yogW yogNw .r ihrfrM 
2ogNfr -gpi mnkr ihr frpi oc ihruM 2ogNfr a mnafW osmy 
yog)fr uglh bofpr .rlagpr yog efrirswrw io .r ihr 
doow dgyM ’rmmW C ugpi payW yog brfr faihrf los,nsl;
nsdW JfM JoffnpM?

…CNu poffy yog crrm ihai bayM C ha,r soihnsd io pay 
oihrf ihas ihrfr np soihnsd mrci .ribrrs gpM C wosNi 
mn,r ns uy eapiW 4sobM ’hai br haw bap pourihnsd 
ihai bogmw ha,r sr,rf bofkrw .rlagpr br brfrsNi 
urasi io .rM ’r mn,r ns ibo louemrirmy wnIrfrsi 
bofmwpW .gi C bnmm ambayp hoer ihai yog tsw eralrM C 
efay yog hram rsogdh io mo,r yogfprmcM? C uawr lmrafW 
homwnsd uy hraw hndhW uaknsd pgfr phr ksrb C urasi 
r,rfy pnsdmr bofwM 

…xhrfrNp so bayM /riNp -gpi do pourbhrfrW amosrM 
CiNp .rrs ioo mosdM ’r wo bofkW .a.rM /ri ur phob 
yogM? 4hr .rddrwW irafp piansnsd hrf calr bnih ihr 
uakrge ihai haw .rrs os hrf ryrp .rcofr ihry .rdas 
io cammM

…YoM C ha,r uo,rw osM C au haeeyW asw bhnmr ni 
worp hgfi ur io prr yog mnkr ihnpW br afr o,rfM YobW 
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C bnph yog brmmW .gi C srrw io doM  mraprW uakr doow 
lhonlrp asw uo,r amosdM xhrfrNp soihnsd mrci cof yog 
hrfrM?

C prsi uy bncr a irOi ihai panwW 

I   nne dyo

4hr wnwsNi frpeosw ns irOi“ phr -gpi bamkrw ogi ihr 
woofW asw ihr prlosw phr cogsw urW phr cfoHr(bani;
nsd io prr bhai C basirw hrf io woM 

C iook mosd pifnwrpW asw ihr prlosw C logmw fralh 
hrfW C egmmrw hrf nsio uy afup asw iomw hrf -gpi hob 
uglh C mo,rw hrfM 

…Fo yog basi io do hourE? phr apkrw acirf C 
knpprw hrf bnih rsogdh eappnos( C ihnsk br bogmw 
ha,r doiirs affrpirw nc br wnwsNi pioeM

…2rpW .gizC bogmw mnkr io ha,r ogf wair tfpiM? 
…UkayM xhai pogswp mnkr a emasM 3anf bafsnsdW yogf 

pnpirf np a bfrlkW? Ahyoka bafsrwW lagpnsd a hgdr 
punmr io bofk niprmc osio uy calrM 

…xhrs(C ha,r -gpi ihr ihnsdW? C appgfrwW bamkrw 
uy bncr io ihr ia.mrW asw rOlgprw uyprmcM C hgffnrw 
o,rf io mri uy logpns ksob io egi 9nmry asw ur 
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wobsW iomw hnu bhai br bogmw .r pnsdnsdW asw ihrs 
C frigfsrw ap nc r,rfyihnsd bap sofuamM

…CNu okayW 4nppyW C efounprW? C bhnperfrw ns uy 
pnpirfNp raf asw ihrs egmmrw .alk -gpi rsogdh po phr 
logmw rOaunsr uy calr io prr nc C bap irmmnsd ihr ifgihM 

…PryW Jnkr(CNu donsd io piram yogf bncrW .gi C 
efounpr phr bnmm .r ns a casiapinl uoow oslr br afr 
wosrM? C mri uy .foihrf;ns;mab ksob ap C mncirw hnp 
efrdsasi bncr asw mrw hrf io ihr piadrM Ci bap kafaokrW 
asw yri C srrwrw io rOemans pourihnsdW po C wnwM

…xhnp posd np pgeeoprw io .r a logemr(brmmW ai 
mrapi ns ihr irffn.mr uo,nr ihry brfr iodrihrfW .gi uy 
pnpirf mo,rp lhrrpy uo,nrpW asw phr mo,rp pnsdnsd bnih 
ur cof pour fraposW poW 9nW bhai wo yog pay br phob 
ihru ihai ’ogmwsNi Dhasdr a xhnsd las bofk cof 
pn.mnsdp nc br lhasdr a crb oc ihr bofwpE? Prf calr 
mni geW efo,nsdW C wnw ihr fndhi ihnsdM 

Jy pnpirfNp mo,r masdgadr bap pnsdnsd hoffn.mr 
posdpW .gi phr bap frammy doow ai niW asw C mo,rw 
bailhnsd hrf lour amn,r bhnmr phr erfcofurwW po C 
da,r hrf ihr ,rfy ihnsd phr .rddrw ur cofM 
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S,rfy pnsdmr erfpos br ksrb frlofwrw gpM Jnkry 
brsi mn,r os uy ehosr po ogf eafrsip logmw bailhW 
asw uy bncr .raurwM 4hr bnisrpprw ihr pnmmnsrpp .r;
ibrrs 9nmry asw ur .rcofrW .gi ihnp bap wnIrfrsiM 
4gfrW valknr phobrw hrf ihr ,nwrop br eopirw ns ihr 
eapiW asw phr bap lagdhi ge os amm oc ogf polnampW 
.gi bailhnsd ni haeers ns erfpos ugpi ha,r .rrs as 
rOerfnrslr ns asw oc niprmcM 

xhr punmr  phr krei  os hrf  calr  ap  ogf dfoge 
lhrrfrw amosd bnih ihr frpi oc ihr eroemr ogi io ha,r 
cgs bap efnlrmrpp asw crw uy erfcofunsd .gd -gpi 
rsogdh io ihnsk a.ogi wonsd ni adans ns ihr cgigfrM 
/riNp .r framW bhrs yog tsw pourihnsd ihai uakrp 
yogf bncrW yogf uouuaW asw yogf pnpirf amm haeenrf 
ihas a knw amm amosr ns a laswy piofrW yog la,r asw wo 
niM 

BBB

C bap po lagdhi ge ns pnsdnsd bnih uy pnpirf asw ihr 
punmr mndhinsd ge uy bncrNp dofdrogp calrW C wnwsNi 
prr 4sob piaswnsd ns ihr .alkW iaknsd ni amm nsM C ifgmy 
.rmnr,rw phr mrci bhrs C uawr ni lmraf C bapsNi as 
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oeinosM C pgeeopr C phogmw ha,r ksobs .riirfM 4sob 
sr,rf wnw haswmr fr-rlinos brmmM 

Ahyoka asw Jnkry pioow ap 9nmry asw C uawr ogf 
bay .alk io ihr ia.mrM C bfaeerw uy afup afogsw 
uy bncr asw knpprw hrf srlk amm o,rf .rcofr C lmanurw 
hrf mnepM vgpi bhrs C mncirw hrf crri oI ihr dfogswW 
ihr pogsw oc pmobW hafw lmaeensd amosd bnih a mogw 
iagsinsd ,onlr lammrw ogiW …6fa,o(ihr .foihrf;pnpirf 
wgo worp ni adansM CiNp auaHnsd hob fnwnlgmogp yog 
.oih afrW .gi niNp r,rs uofr ru.affappnsdM Awgmip 
pnsdnsd lhnmwfrs)p posdp drip lfrrey acirf a bhnmrW ns 
lapr yog unpprw ihr uruoM? 

4sob basirw as agwnrslrW po phr uawr pgfr phr 
bap mogw rsogdh cof eroemr io hrafW .gi ni bap lmraf 
phr wnwsNi basi io .r ihfobs ogi po phr bap homwnsd 
.alk(ai tfpiW ai mrapiM

…2og panw yog uo,rw osW .gi yog canmrw io urs;
inos ihr malk oc louerininosW? C p1grrHrw AhyokaNp 
hasw ai 4sobNp wrmn.rfair -a.M 4hr wnwsNi srrw ur io 
wo ihaiW ihogdhW asw appgfrwW …CNu okayM 4hr np hgfi 
asw maphnsd ogiM xrmm ur bhai yog basi ur io woM? C 
logmwsNiW ihogdhW .rlagpr 4sob pireerw lmoprf asw 
-gpi .rcofr phr oersrw hrf uogihW valknr rOemansrwW 
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…2ogNfr fndhiW ihrfr np so louerininosM 4hr np hnp bncrW 
asw yog afr yrpirfwayNp srbpM? 

…UhW frammyE Pob lgirM Cp ni fram of -gpi osr oc 
yogf lgmi fgmrpE 9rcfrph uy uruofyW 9nmryW bap ni prO 
ihai .nswp yogz? xhr mook 4sob phoi ai uy pnpirf 
ap phr ihfrb bhai 9nmry .rmnr,rw ai osr inur io .r 
cfnrswphne ns hrf calr bap ap eonsirw ap ihr ine oc a 
ksncrM xhr hrafi.frak ihai Raphrw ns uy pnpirfNp ryrp 
lagprw ur io RnslhM

4sob igfsrw .alk io ur asw .ni hrf mobrf mne 
.rcofr phr losinsgrw ns a pnlkrsnsd ,onlr urasi io 
fnmr ge uy bncrW …C haw hnu tfpiW po C dgrpp ihai uakrp 
ur bncry sgu.rf osr(of ibo(so baniW C au bncr 
sgu.rf cogfM xhai worpsNi frammy uaiirf ihogdh .r;
lagpr CNu ihr osr hr efounprw io sr,rf mra,rM CNu ihr 
osr bho hr np ihnsknsd a.ogi bhrs yog canm io urri 
hnp srrwpz? C bnslrw nsbafwmyM C basirw io irmm hrf 
io pioe“ C basirw io iakr Ahyoka .alk io ihr faslhW 
.gi Ahyoka -gpi efo,rw ihai phr wnwsNi srrw ur io 
wrcrsw of pa,r hrfM 

Cs  a  ,onlr  ihai  fruansrw  pifosd  asw  pirawyW 
Ahyoka fremnrwW …2og afr fndhi a.ogi pourihnsdM Pr 
wnw ihnsk oc yog asw hob yog uawr hnu crrm gsmo,;
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a.mrM C phobrw hnu hob bfosd yog brfr asw hrmerw 
hnu tsw hnp nssrf pifrsdih po hr logmw homw hnp hraw 
ge hndhM ’hai yog oIrfrw hnu bap eonposM 2ogf 
.owy bap a wfgdW asw ihr daurp yog emayrw brfr 
knmmnsd hnuW .gi bhai C oIrf hrampM ’hai br ha,r np 
pourihnsd ihai dfobp pifosdrf ralh prlosw ihai inlkp 
.yM C hoer yog bnmm tsw ihr paur ihnsd osr wayW asw 
ihr poosrf yog uo,r osW ihr poosrf ni las .rlour a 
eoppn.nmniy cof yogM? 

xhrfr brfrsNi asy lfgrm gswrfiosrp of hnwwrs 
urasnsd ns ihr bofwp Ahyoka peokrM 4hr panw bhai 
srrwrw io .r panw“ hobr,rfW 4sob bapsNi ha,nsd niM 
4hr .rdas phoginsd ogi bofwp ihai bogmw uakr a 
panmof wo a wog.mr;iakrW uay.r r,rs .mgphW bhnmr 
uaknsd a plrsr gs.rlounsd oc a caunmy rpia.mnph;
ursiM ’yaii asw Jnkry pireerw .ribrrs 4sob asw 
ihr ia.mr -gpi ap 6rssy bamkrw o,rf asw apkrw hrf io 
mra,rM 

…Fo yog ksob bho C auE? 4hr phoi .alk ai 6rs;
syW bho mookrw ai hrf asw aspbrfrwW …2rpW ihaiNp 
rOalimy bhy C au dn,nsd yog a lhaslr io bamk ogi 
oc hrfr os yogf obs .rcofr C lamm ihr mab asw ha,r 
yog ifrpeapprwM 2og laur hrfr mooknsd cof pourihnsd 
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ihai yog bosNi .r tswnsdW po niNp inur io uo,r yogf;
prmc amosdM?

4sob igfsrw bhrs phr framnHrw phr haw so oihrf 
lhonlr asw bamkrw ogi ihr woofM 

…CNu poffyW 6rssyM? C oIrfrw pnslrfrmyW osmy io .r 
iomwW …Yo srrw io .r poffyM 2og wnw soihnsd bfosdM 
CNu poffy ni iook ur po mosd io dri hrf ogi oc hrfrM?

C igfsrw io mook ai AhyokaW emalrw uy haswp os 
ihr pnwrp oc hrf hrawW asw panwW …C mo,r yogM? 

…C mo,r yogW iooM? 4hr frigfsrw bnih a dfns ihai C 
lo,rfrw bhrs C lmanurw hrf uogih bnih a knppM
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HAPPILY, EVEF ATRE�

EPILOGUE

Chris

L et’s see. 

You know that my sister had twin boys. 
That Wyatt has a daughter, and that we all found out 
the same day—we were pregnant. 

You know how they say, new house—new baby? 
Well, our home was just Anished being built when 
Uhyoka and her brother cew out to Stah to get the 
rest of her stuI and sign oI on the paperwork to 
make the Wilkerson’s in vharge of the gas station. 
Cinve Cunny went with her, N was able to stay bavk 
and get the Anishing touvhes vompleted so we vould 
moDe in vompletely when she returned. 
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They were only going for a long weekend—four 
days total, and N, of all people, knew the beneAts 
of sibling bonding time, so N was happy they had a 
vhanve for the two of them to spend time with one 
another alone. The only thing that was a bit of a 
bummer was learning she was pregnant on a Dideo 
vhat while they were away. Und that was only beR
vause N wanted her in my arms the sevond she showed 
me the positiDe test on our Dideo vhat. 

N need you to hear me. N loDed eDerything about 
being an unvle. Uhyoka and N took the kids, invludR
ing L.U., bevause Wyatt’s my brother, so, yeah, N’m 
Snvle Mrissy to his daughter, too. )y the way, you 
van thank my sister for that. N wasn’t a fan, but when 
little people vall you whateDer they vhoose to vall 
you, it’s good. 

To my nephews, N was Snvle MaRWiss Ha sweet reR
minder of my sister onve again—only that one took 
me bavk to when the two of us struggled with our L’s 
and G’sE. 

Co, bavk to it. 
PaDing all three of them pregnant together was 

pretty neat. Oranted, there were some things that 
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weren’t great. Like the way they would play oI of 
eavh otherJs emotions. Ugain, that worked wonders 
when it was the fun feelings, but let me tell you, 
when a pregnant woman feels slighted in any way, 
and her two best friends are around, you end up with 
three momsRtoRbe sulking right along with the one 
who started it all. 

5Den those moments weren’t bad, though. Nn 
the tough, vra;y, bi;arre times, 6ikey, Wyatt, and 
N leaned on one another, strengthening our own 
bonds. “N may haDe wanted what we ended up haDing, 
but in no way did N eDer belieDe it would be all that 
it bevame. We dreamed we’d haDe something similar 
to what we grew up seeing oDer at the ranvh, and we 
not only had it for ourselDes, we had so muvh more. 

Uhyoka was the Arst of the three to go into labor. 
Che was perfevt. N know that sounds ridivulous when 
N’m talking about the day our son was born, but she 
really was. N belieDe the way she was taught to listen 
to her body had eDerything to do with her ability to 
allow things to work themselDes out on their own. 
Che breathed through her vontravtions, went for a 
walk with my sister and ”avkie and apart from the 
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times she stopped to vlose her eyes and breathe as her 
body did what it was meant to, you’d neDer know she 
was in labor. Che eDen Anished making the matvhing 
Dests she had been working on for the babies on the 
way. 

The moment our son was born, she looked at me 
and vried7 vompletely oDerwhelmed by eDerything 
that had taken plave oDer the vourse of Afteen hours.

xN loDe you.q Che said before she vlosed her eyes 
and tuvked her fave into my nevk. N turned my head 
just enough to kiss the top of hers, and returned, 
xN loDe you, too.q Lily plaved our little boy in my 
arms, and that’s when N felt the Arst of my own tears 
slide down my fave. Polding him with his mother 
still resting on my shoulder was undeniably the most 
miravulous feeling N’d eDer felt. Life, after all, was a 
previous gift and my son was liDing proof that the 
Mreator was indeed still Dery muvh in vontrol. Und 
Pis vreation, that Pe entrusted me with, was a true 
masterpieve, just like my wife.

We named our boy after  the man who loDed 
my wife as if he were her parent—her grandfather, 
Mhayton Hpronounved with more of a xdq sound at 
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the end than the written xtqE. The middle name we 
vhose honored both my late biologival father as well 
as my sister, whose name, like my own, was giDen for 
the same reason. Pis name—Mhayton Giley 6orrisR 
and he was born with a full head of thivk, straight, 
dark hair that wouldn’t lay cat with all the hair gel in 
the world Hnot that we triedE. 

Giley went into labor a week after our son was 
born, and she gaDe birth to a little girl who we all were 
vertain would look eKavtly like her momma when 
she grew up—not Giley eKavtly but her shortRliDed 
alterRego, Tara. 6y nieve did look like my sister, but 
she had her father’s eyes. Che was giDen the name 5riR
anna 5li;abeth 5dwards but was 9uivkly nivknamed 
Triple 5 by all of the men who fawned oDer her. 

Three days after 5rianna was born, we got to meet 
”avkie and Wyatt’s sevond vhild. ”avkie swore the 
whole time she was pregnant that they were haDR
ing a boy, vlaiming eDerything about her pregnanvy 
was diIerent from when she varried Lena. Wyatt, 
howeDer, wasn’t vonDinved. 5Dery time she would 
say something about their son, he would smile and 
tell her their daughter would hold it against her for 
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telling eDeryone that she was a boy. Turned out, WyR
att was right. ”avkie eDen vlaimed his mother told 
him, but she was only teasing, of vourse. Their little 
one was named 0ayla Lily—their own play on valla 
lilies and, surprisingly enough, it vame when Wyatt’s 
dad held her right after she was born and said, xYou 
are as beautiful as a cower. ”ust as tiny, too.q 

Wyatt and ”avkie had originally planned on Lily if 
they had a girl but were trying to Agure out if they 
wanted it to be a middle or a Arst name. They also 
narrowed the names they liked down to 6ivhaela, 
only they vhose the shortened Dersion after the svene 
played out that vaused the pieves to fall into plave. 

Life was good when Giley and N were little, and 
it was eDen better as our vhildren reminded us of 
all the best times we had growing up. )eing able to 
haDe the life Yahuah had gifted us was something we 
eavh vherished, and eavh day—eavh moment Alled 
my heart with immeasurable amounts of joy and 
gratitude. 

Ahyoka
Pey—Nt’s me, Uhyoka.
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Mhristopher only got you so far, but it’s my turn 
to tell you that eleDen months after we had our son, 
we were gifted a little girl who, eDen N was vonDinved 
at times was an angel. 4or far more reasons than her 
beauty. zur daughter, Chysie 6aria Hreferred to as 
Chy sinve the Arst time my husband held herE, was 
nearly otherRworldly. 5Derything about her radiatR
ed peave that was so valming it was vlearly a diDine 
gift. You know those rare people out there who you 
van’t help but breathe out an xUhhq as your body 
vompletely relaKes in their presenve? That was what 
it was like to hold Chy, or eDen just look at her while 
she slept. Che was another treasure from aboDe, and 
within our group alone we were oDercowing with 
gifts from Yahuah.

111

”avkie and Wyatt had another little girl about eight 
months after Chy was born, and her name was vhoR
sen by their oldest, Lena, who let them know she 
would be valling her sister Tullie, short for TalR
lulah, regardless of what they had to say about it. 
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Lena pivked it bevause it was the name of her faR
Dorite vharavter from a vhildren’s book series about 
setRapart liDing for kids. Nt had bevome rather popR
ular in the setRapart world and was vreated by my 
brother’s wife, 5mmalynn. 

)eing gifted the life we had with so many othR
er people to liDe it alongside of us while following 
the GightRGulings of Yahuah, honoring Pis ChaR
bats, and keeping Pis setRapart times was unheard of 
on the leDel we had within our family. Cadly, when 
Yahuah said xfew,q Pe meant it, but you’d neDer feel 
it was so within our tribe bevause we had more than 
most when they And the Farrow 'ath and vhoose 
to walk it. We were liDing how the 6ost Pigh inR
struvted us to, while Pe kept us all under Pis wing. 
Pighly faDored was a gift Pe bestowed upon us, and 
in return we oIered Pim our neDerRending praise. 

The 5nd

KThere will still be new installments oDer at The 
Uwakening, as well as a whole new sevtion where 
you will And svenes that didnJt make into the series, 
the songs that were written and spoken about in 
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the books, and some other things that you may And 
interesting. This sevtion will be labeled as )onus so 
be on the lookout.

Thanks again for seeing this through. Nt means far 
more than words van say—6uvh loDe, and YahuahJs 
peaveMM


